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        Three secrets. Two fights. And one broken curse. 

      

        

      
        Isola is finally back in Dragca, but nothing is the same when she is hunted and betrayed by everyone she meets. With one of her dragon guards fighting for his life, time is running out. 

      

        

      
        When the seers come to her aid, lies and blood are their price. With two battles on her hands, one for their freedom and one for her dragon guards, Isola has a lot to fight for . . . and a lot to lose.

      

        

      
        The dragon guard curse must be broken, for fire has finally fallen for ice . . . but is death the final price?

      

        

      
        18+ Reverse harem romance.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For all those who fight the impossible and win.
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      No! I scream in my dragon’s head as we fall through the trees and land on the ground, his claws finally coming free of my wings, so I can move. I shoot ice onto his wings as he tries to fly and keep shooting it until his entire dragon is frozen to the ground. His dragon’s eyes almost dead as I stare at him encased in the ice. I look up, not seeing Thorne or any other dragons flying around.

      “It has been a long time, Isola, don’t you think?” Tatarina’s cold, detached-sounding voice says from behind me, and my dragon turns to roar at her. I feel down my wings, knowing the damage to them is too much, and I won’t be able to fly out of here for a bit. There is only one thing we can do, even if it makes me vulnerable.

      Let me take over? I ask my dragon, who doesn’t hesitate as we shift back. I stand up straight, keeping my head high as I face Tatarina. She stands still like a ghost; her dark, nearly black hair blowing in the wind is the only movement. Her eyes are completely black, and they match the dark glow her skin now has. I look over as a woman moves out from the shadows of the trees, making me take a step back.

      "Bu-but, I killed you!" I gasp as Esmeralda stands by her sister’s side, smiling widely with her blood-red lips. Her eyes are now as red as her hair, and her pale skin is littered with black veins.

      “Death was not my ending,” Esmeralda replies, her voice croaking and broken in places. Her head twitches as she speaks, and Tatarina places her hand on her sister’s arm.

      “I will remember to chop your head off next time,” I sneer. “Just to be sure.”

      “There will not be a next time, for this is your ending, Isola,” Tatarina says, holding her hands out at her sides. “You are all alone, and I am queen. Is this what you always thought would happen?”
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      “Isola, we need to take a break,” Melody gently urges, as I step over another fallen branch and pause, looking back. Melody is resting against a tree, looking breathless and tired, but watching me. I feel like crap, too, but I know we can’t just rest now. Resting could mean death, and I don't want to risk it. Bee strokes my cheek from where she sits on my shoulder, making me turn my head to stare into her green eyes. I can almost feel her sadness like it’s my own.

      “Your sister is right, we need to stop. We have been walking for about ten hours, I believe,” Dagan says quietly, walking to my side. I automatically step away from him, shaking my head as I look at Korbin. His arms are around Thorne’s and Elias’s shoulders, and he is struggling to stand up as they all wait for me to say something. I know he needs to rest, but we need to get out of this damn forest and find somewhere safe.

      “We can’t, look at him,” I wave a hand at Korbin. The purple lines of the poison are crawling up his pale face, and he can barely hold his head up. He is sweaty, pale, and looks on the verge of death. The poison is killing him.

      “Isola, we are stopping. Korbin needs to rest, too,” Dagan says, nodding his head at Thorne and Elias who carefully set Korbin down next to a tree. He is barely conscious, and not strong enough to even hold his head up. “We are all worried. I get that, but we need to rest. We won’t stop long. I promise.”

      I turn to Dagan, nodding in acceptance before walking over to Korbin and sitting next to him. I place my hand on his forehead, feeling how burning hot he is, and his green eyes pop open, a little smirk appearing on his lips.

      “You make a sexy nurse, doll,” he tells me, and I chuckle, shaking my head. “I like hearing you laugh,” he coughs on his words, and I see blood on his hand even as he tries to hide it from me as he lowers his hand to his side.

      “I like hearing you awake and talking. Do you want some water?” I ask him, clearing my throat as I try to speak through the fear I'm feeling. He nods, and I pull the small water bottle out of the bag that Melody brought with her. We have pretty much emptied it already. There wasn’t much in there to start with, but it’s better than nothing. We don’t have a lot of water left now, but we have to find a village soon, and we can re-stock. I open the plastic bottle, holding it to his lips and helping him drink. Before I put the bottle back, I take a long drink for myself. I rest the bag on the ground near Korbin. I look up as Bee flies off my shoulder, landing on Korbin’s lap and smiling up at him. She is growing; she even looks bigger than when I first saw her again.

      “Dying,” Bee says, pointing a tiny hand at his stomach, and Korbin laughs, even though it makes him cough.

      “Thanks for telling me that, Bee. I think I know, though, and don’t need a reminder,” he says playfully, and Bee shrugs, looking over at me with worry in her eyes.

      “Food?” she asks, holding out a hand.

      “We don’t have any food left, I’m sorry. There is water . . .” I say, and she sighs dramatically, flying up past us and sitting on a branch hanging over Korbin. She lies down, her long green hair blowing in the wind, and I think she is going to sleep, but who knows. She hasn’t talked to anyone much on the walk here. Well, none of us have really spoken, and I think it’s about time that changed. It’s been years since I was last in Dragca, and I’m worried what I’m going to find when we get out of this forest. I look back at Korbin, seeing his eyes are closed and light sounds of snoring are coming from his chest. I end up just watching his chest move for a while. The movement reminds me that he is alive, and we still have time to save him. A branch cracks behind me, and I turn to see Elias standing there. His hair is messy, and his dark-blue eyes don’t have that glow to them anymore. He looks crushed, just like all my dragon guards have since we got here. Since they lost their dragons because of me. I struggle to swallow the guilt I feel as I look at Elias.

      “We are all going to sleep for a bit, and I’m on first watch. Get some rest,” he says.

      “I can’t sleep,” I say, frustrated, and stand up. I don’t want to sleep, because all I can think about is what happened when I last let myself be vulnerable. How I couldn't stop him and needed someone to save me. I can’t sleep because I’m scared I’ll wake up and Korbin will be gone. He needs me. Sleep is the last thing on my mind, but I can’t make the words leave my lips that I want to tell Elias. I look over to see Dagan making a fire, and the simple, normal act makes me relax a little. Reminds me that I’m safe, for now anyway. I look away to see Melody is resting against another tree, her hood covering her face, and Thorne is standing not far from us, watching the forest.

      “You should try,” Elias says gently, moving to touch my arm, but stopping as I flinch.

      “I’m sorry, it’s not you,” I blurt out my excuse. I can’t believe I just quoted every terrible clichéd movie quote as someone gets dumped. Not that I’m dumping Elias. I literally can’t as we share blood. We share a bond, and I don’t want to dump him anyway. I just feel scared to let him touch me, to let him hold me and tell me this is all okay when it’s so far from okay. I can still feel Michael’s hands on me, still feel how weak I felt and how powerless.

      “It’s him, I know. When you’re ready, I will always be waiting,” he tells me, and I nod. I want to reach out and hold his hand, but I just can't. I almost hate myself for it when I see the longing in his eyes.

      “It’s impossible to make you walk away, isn’t it?” I slightly tease him.

      “You know it,” he smirks.

      I walk over to Thorne, stopping at his side. He doesn’t move, doesn’t speak for a long time as I follow his gaze through the forest. It’s silent and almost peaceful.

      “What has changed in Dragca while I’ve been gone? I need to know what your mother has done,” I ask quietly, and Thorne finally looks over at me, his pale-blue eyes still so hauntingly open to me. I can see what he feels, almost guess exactly what he is thinking, just by looking into them. He doesn’t hide anything from me, but it’s still not enough for me to trust him again. Saving me wasn’t enough for me to trust him with my heart again, but I know I can’t let him walk away from me yet, either. His pale-blond hair moves around his face in the wind, and his cloak floats just behind him as we watch each other. I wonder what he thinks as he looks at me? Does he see a scared princess, or someone else? Someone that is worth all of this. He still wears the royal cloak, the ice and fire dragons embroidered into it. It’s just a reminder of what happened to get us to this point. I hate that I can’t trust him, and I hate that it hurts my heart every time I think of our past.

      “A lot,” he answers. Two words are not enough to explain everything I need to know. I’m tired of this; I won't settle for these non-answers anymore. How am I meant to save Dragca, convince the seers I’m their queen, and somehow get my dragon guard their dragons back when they treat me like a clueless girl?

      “Simple answers are not enough right now. Tell me everything, Thorne. I will never trust you, never accomplish all I'm meant to, if you don’t tell me what I need to know. I’m not the same girl you met at Dragca Academy, the girl who didn’t know what she wanted or who she was . . . I am Isola Dragice, and I want to know what has happened to my world,” I demand, getting frustrated with him as he still silently watches me. I feel Dagan’s approach, just before he steps to my side and places his arm around my waist. I don’t know why I can let Dagan touch me, hold me. Maybe it’s just because he doesn’t ask permission to hold or support me. He just does, and once I’m near him, I don’t want to pull away.

      “Why don’t we all sit by the fire and discuss this? There are things we haven’t had a chance to tell the princess, also,” Dagan asks Thorne as he rolls his lip ring in typical Dagan fashion. Thorne doesn’t seem to notice as he seems more focused on my proximity to Dagan than listening to him.

      “Like what?” I ask Dagan, wondering what he could possibly be talking about.

      “Your father gave us a mission before he died, before we even met you. A mission based on a prophecy that no one other than the old king knew about,” Dagan says, keeping his light-blue eyes locked on mine. I try to hold my dragon’s growl in as I move out of Dagan’s arms and feel ice on my fingertips as I get angry.

      Too many secrets, my dragon whispers in my mind, and I couldn’t agree with her more.

      “Tell me everything, and no one leaves out any secrets this time,” I demand, shooting a fierce look at both Dagan and Thorne before stepping away and walking over to the fire.
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      “Start from the beginning,” I say, standing with my arms crossed as Dagan, Elias, and Thorne walk to the fire, crowding in close to me. It’s strange to see them all together like this; my dragon guards who I’ve been falling for and the dragon guard that has been haunting my dreams. I can’t stop myself from stealing glances at Thorne every so often because the dreams didn’t do him justice. I forgot what it was like to be near him, to have that inexplicable connection I feel. A connection that makes me forget about his betrayal, which I never want to do. Melody looks up from the tree she is resting against, listening in as her blue eyes lock on mine. My sister has yet to say much, though she's always watching me every time I look at her. I have a feeling she is hiding things from us, but calling her out on it won’t work. I imagine she is as stubborn as I can be. I hear a cough, and I look over to find Korbin sleeping, chest heaving. He sounds like he’s in pain, and it’s worrying me. This isn’t Earth, I can’t just take him to a doctor and demand they fix him. We need a healer that doesn’t work for the new queen. It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack, but with that haystack on fire. I can’t even bring myself to acknowledge that I might lose Korbin, not with how I feel for him. I love him, the pain I feel every time I look at him confirming it.

      “Maybe you should start,” Elias suggests, giving Dagan a pointed look before his dark eyes drift back to me. Elias’s black hair is messy, and he looks tired, yet still so incredibly hot. It’s easy to get lost in my thoughts when I look at Elias, and the smirk on his lips lets me know he knows what I’m thinking.

      “No, Korbin should be the one telling this to Isola as he started it all, but here we go,” Dagan says, clearing his throat and not looking my way as he starts to speak. “Korbin’s parents were both close to the king, and your father asked them to find three dragon guards he could trust implicitly. Of course, they chose their son, and Korbin asked us, trusting only us to keep a secret,” he says, pausing to look at Korbin, and Elias takes over.

      “We were brought to the king, and the first words he said were, ‘The ones that come when called, will fall for ice. When fire falls for ice, darkness will have its price.’” I muse over his words, completely confused. Why would my father say that?

      “I heard about the lost prophecy from my mother, but she never told me what it said. I think she feared it, hated it maybe,” Thorne admits, and we all look at him for a second. If his mother fears this prophecy, we need to know everything about it. Thorne keeps his eyes locked on mine for only a minute, and I see so much guilt. It reminds me that I still need to tell him what Melody showed me, what his mother has done. I just need to find time alone with him. He shouldn’t have an audience when he learns the truth.

      “What is it? What else did it say, and who made it?” I rapidly ask questions as the cold wind blows against all of us, and Dagan holds his hands over the fire, warming them up as he answers.

      “He didn't share the full prophecy with us. Only that single sentence and one other thing, before demanding that we meet him at Dragca Academy in two weeks when you were to return to Dragca.  He told us to stay quiet and follow you,” he tells me. I stay silent for a while, just staring at the fire. My father was keeping more secrets from me, and it doesn’t even surprise me anymore. I don’t know how he expected me to take the throne when it was built on so many lies. I look over at Melody, who doesn’t seem shocked. She is a prime example of those lies.

      “Tell me?” I look towards Dagan and ask carefully.

      “He told us that ice cannot rule anymore, that ice and fire must find balance. That light and dark must find their way to survive, together. He said that we would be crucial in the war that was coming. A war that will destroy Dragca, destroy Earth, and anything light or dark in our worlds unless we stand in its way. Unless we change what everyone has always known,” Dagan says, and there’s a tense silence between us all as I look into the fire, trying to collect my thoughts before I reply to them. My father knew something, something bad, and he sent my guards to me. He knew they would fall for me, like I would fall for them, but why didn’t he say anything to me? I look over at Melody, who just pulls her hood back up, hiding her face in darkness and not saying a word. I bet my sister knows more than she is admitting right now.

      “So, let me get this straight. We have four dragon guards who don't have their dragons, one of which is injured and dying. One seer who doesn’t talk to us, and one accident prone princess that is supposed to be dead. . . and we have to save two worlds?” I blurt out. Nope, sorry, we are all going to die.

      “You forgot Bee,” Thorne points out, and looks at me seriously. “You are not just some accident-prone princess who is powerless. You can control light magic, the most powerful magic known to Dragca. You are an ice dragon, and you can fight. Don’t count yourself out just yet,” he says. At least he admits I have some faults like tripping over my own feet sometimes, rather than ignoring them.

      “I don’t know how to use light magic, and Bee isn’t old enough to tell me,” I say as an excuse, but even my voice falters with my weak retort. Honestly, I haven’t thought about light magic. I have no idea what it can do. I don’t know what dark magic can do either, and the fear of both is making me not want to find out.

      “Have you tried asking her? She isn’t a baby anymore,” Thorne points out.

      “You still haven’t told me what has happened in Dragca since I’ve been gone,” I counter, because I don’t want to admit I haven’t asked Bee about it, and I’m not sure how to. Light and dark magic are unpredictable, and that’s the last thing we need right now.

      “Remember that my mother isn’t evil, she really isn’t, so don’t you all look at me like you feel sorry for me. I don’t agree with what my mother has done, and I’ll admit the power has gone to her head, but there is still good in her. I only need to get close enough to talk some reason into her. She will stop this and place Isola on the throne. I’m sure of it,” Thorne insists, and I briefly glance at Dagan who shakes his head in exasperation. This isn’t the time to disagree with him, and Thorne keeps talking before I can even think of replying, anyway. “My mother has destroyed the councils. Esmeralda killed the selected that ruled them and placed one ruler she trusts in each of the main towns. My mother has started a culling for new dragon guards, making them join her without giving them any choice. I don’t know too much about how she is forcing them to join, but the dragon guard is growing far larger than it’s ever been,” he admits to us, and I close my hands into fists in anger.

      “She is forcing them to join the guard? Making them curse themselves?" I gasp in shock. My father never did that. Anyone can join the dragon guard, but it was always a choice, and they knew the price. Forcing them . . . it sends shivers of disgust down my spine. No queen should force her people to do that. Ruling with fear is not ruling at all. It’s a path to destruction.

      “The people don’t have a choice. She threatens their families if they don’t join . . . or kills them outright. I met a few in the dungeons that she had imprisoned for refusing to join her,” Dagan tells me, reminding me they spent the last two years trapped in the dungeons. They must know some things that could help us. It reminds me that I still haven’t thanked Thorne for keeping them alive, for setting them free, and helping Bee and Melody. There is a lot I haven’t thanked him for, but I just don’t trust myself not to blurt out a load of other things I’m thinking when we are alone.

      “What else?” I ask tentatively, almost not wanting to hear the answer. The guilty look in Thorne’s eyes lets me know there is more to this story.

      “She has raised taxes, cut down on food provisions, and gained total control over Dragca with fear,” Elias answers instead, and Thorne glares at him.

      “You make it sound worse than it is. She only did that to feed the army, and she offered anyone who wants to join a place there, with their families protected,” Thorne snaps back.

      “Every dragon would rather die than join the dragon guard and curse their whole family. Your mother gave them no choice,” Elias spits out.

      “Enough!” I shout at them, and they both stop instantly, turning to me. “We cannot fight amongst ourselves like this, not when Korbin needs us to find him help, and we have true enemies everywhere.”

      “The princess is right, but my mother is not completely evil,” Thorne contends, and walks away from us all. I want to follow him, tell him everything I know about his mother and that he is wrong about her, but I don’t.

      “It is not yet time, sister,” Melody’s voice drifts over to me, but I still watch Thorne as I reply.

      “I know.”
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      "I finally know where we are," Dagan says, and I stop, looking back at him as he helps Thorne hold up Korbin. Thorne has a royal cloak on now, covering up his eyes and hair, much like I do. We both stand out way too much otherwise. The only difference, I have my ice power, and he doesn’t. It would be a death sentence if anyone spotted Thorne. Elias and Melody are behind them, watching their backs as I stay in front. As Melody and I are the only ones with any powers currently, it’s smart to have us at the front and the back. I follow Dagan’s gaze to our left, where there is a row of trees and a path in the middle of them. The trees have dragons engraved down the trunk, painted in red.

      “Where are we?” I ask, curious. I don’t see any towns, but the path looks well worn.

      “Where we first met you, kitty cat,” Dagan says playfully, but I can see the pain in his eyes when he looks at me. His old home, where he lost his mum, which, no doubt, holds some awful memories for them. I glance around Dagan to Elias, who looks tense, staring at the ground. Of all the places we could have ventured to, it had to be their old home.

      “Which town is it?” Melody asks.

      “Mesmoia,” Elias answers gruffly.

      “Perfect! Mesmoia is only two days away from where the seers are hiding, and where I saw us meeting them,” Melody answers happily. She opens her bag up, and Bee flies off my shoulder straight into it, knowing she has to hide for now.

      “But we still need to get through the town without anyone recognising us and get help for Korbin,” I tell Melody firmly. She looks at Korbin, and then nods.

      “We don’t really have the time, but he won’t make it to the seers like this. I guess we have no choice,” Melody states, looking away from us all as she puts her bag back on.

      “I know someone in Mesmoia that might hide us. If he is still alive, anyway,” Dagan tells me.

      “Can he be trusted?” I ask.

      “No idea. He was a friend of our mentor growing up. I don’t want to trust him, but we don’t really have much of a choice,” Dagan says, looking down at Korbin, who they are just dragging along the floor at this point. He isn’t conscious, and his breathing is shallow.

      “Let’s just go. Like you said, we don’t have a choice because I refuse to let him die. We risk this for Korbin, he's worth it," I say, making my mind up and knowing they feel the same when none of them disagree with me. This could be Korbin’s only chance, and there is no way I’m not taking it. Elias catches up to my side as we get to the row of trees, and we start walking down the path. I pull the hood of my coat up, hiding my blonde hair and knowing I need to keep my eyes on the ground when we enter the village.

      “How are you?” Elias prods quietly, his hand brushing mine with every step. He doesn’t push to hold my hand, but the little contact feels like he needs it.

      “Fine,” I answer quickly.

      “Tut, tut, naughty princess. You know I don’t like lies,” Elias calls me out on my crap, and I sigh, looking back at Korbin and then to Elias.

      “I’m worried, scared, and I can’t think of anything other than saving Korbin right now. My problems can wait,” I explain, and he gives me a dark look, full of understanding. I love that with Elias, he just gets what I mean. He knows what I’m feeling like he can feel it himself. And that one kiss with him, just stays on repeat at the back of my mind. I find myself staring at his lips, and then I don’t know what happens. I just freeze, pulled into a memory of being defenseless on that bed in Michael's house, and ice starts dripping from my hands.

      Safe. Mine keep us safe, my dragon comforts me, and I try to shake the panic off.

      “When you’re ready to talk about it, let me in. I was brought up in a whorehouse, and it wasn’t a pleasant childhood. I might be easier to talk to, than just holding it all in that pretty mind of yours,” he says, not looking my way as he speaks. It’s hard for him, too, I can feel that. I think my blood bond with them is making my emotions more connected with theirs, and I need to find out more about blood bonds. I know it means we can find each other, no matter where, and we can feel great emotion or physical pain. It’s not the same as a mating bond, that bond is far more.

      “Why didn’t your mum move you out of the whorehouse? Let you live anywhere else?”

      “She couldn’t afford to after our dad left her. She wasn’t always a whore, we know that. It was only the last three years of her life she was in there with us. We were safe, most of the time anyway, but we saw things no kid ever should," he admits, and I only pause for a brief moment before I grab his hand, linking our fingers.

      “Your dad left?”

      “Yeah, my mum said he left her for another dragon and that was the end of it. He must have been a dragon guard, because we are, but we don’t know much else. If I ever see him, I’m going to kill him,” he tells me firmly, and I feel his hand warm up in mine. Even though he doesn’t have his dragon, his hand can still burn hot. I call my ice to my hand, just to cool it down, and it melts instantly.

      “Life seems to like making us stronger before it allows us to be happy,” I say, and he squeezes my hand.

      “I’m happy with you, even in these little moments I manage to steal. I know you're hurting, and that's on me. Once again, I didn't protect you, and I can't begin to tell you how much I regret it," he says, almost gently, but there is so much anger in his voice that he just can’t hide from me. I wish I felt angry, and not just scared of a human. Of what could have happened.

      “He was a human, and I still wasn’t strong enough to stop him. If Thorne . . .” I stop, feeling hot tears streaming down my face as I talk about what happened for the first time, and I can’t even look at Elias.

      “It’s no secret I dislike Thorne. I think he has his own motives for everything he does and loves no one but himself and his mother. But when I saw him walking through the door with you in his arms, he was so angry, so furious that anyone had tried to hurt you. He was destroyed with his anger and pain for you. I will always owe him for saving you, and I believe he would do anything to keep you alive,” Elias tells me, making my eyes drift over to Thorne for a moment. He is watching me, but I can only see his blue eyes as he is hidden in his cloak.

      “I still don’t trust him. Betrayal changes everything, particularly anything we once had,” I say.

      “You still don’t get what I’m trying to tell you, princess,” Elias says, almost teasingly.

      “Explain then,” I respond, smiling a little.

      “Thorne has betrayed everyone that is close to him. His mother. His aunt. You. Everyone . . . but it was you he came back for. It was you from the very start, and that’s why you should let him, and us, protect you. What happened on Earth, it was all of our fault. I remember feeling like Michael was a threat, and if I had known who I was, I would have killed him before he ever had a chance to lay a finger on you,” Elias growls out.

      “He didn’t . . . you know. Thorne killed him just before he could . . .” I let my voice trail off because I can’t say the word. I have to remember I’m in Dragca, not Earth, and that I’m safe from Michael. I don’t need to worry or panic. Everything is going to be okay.

      “I’m glad to know that, but don’t let him win. He is just a bug, a bug your dragon guard stomped on, so you can rise above him. In ten years, a thousand, no one will remember him, but Dragca will always remember you. No matter what happens, they will know you fight for Dragca, for them,” Elias firmly tells me, and I nod, agreeing with him as his words fill me with pride. I’m not the only one that will be remembered if I get my way. Elias, Dagan, Korbin, and Thorne should be, too. I ignore the little whisper that drifts in my head, the thought that they will be remembered as my mates.

      Minnnee . . . my dragon demands, and her urge to shift and fly brushes against my mind.

      It isn’t safe. Soon, trust me.

      Soon, I want revenge, she growls, before settling down. I focus back on Elias, who is watching my eyes closely.

      “I love seeing your sexy eyes shift. They are stunning,” he tells me.

      “I miss seeing yours, it’s like I can feel the emptiness of your dragon,” I tell him honestly.

      “The last thing I heard my dragon tell me, was to protect you. That you are his,” he says softly. “He is happy with the choice I made. He never argued once as I stepped into the portal and said goodbye.”

      “I don’t remember much about Mesmoia as a child, what is the town like?” I ask, needing to change the subject. Elias nods his head in front of me, just as we walk over a small hill.

      “Why don’t you see for yourself?”
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      I stand still, staring at the massive town of Mesmoia and taking in the beauty of it. I don’t remember it being beautiful like this, but then, I was so young when I was last here. It is a town full of blue-slate buildings, a massive clock tower in the center, and a wall surrounding the town that is made of dark blue stone, with five large defence towers in the corners with bright blue fires on the tops of them. Seeing the fires, reminds me of my mum taking me here all those years ago. She loved the fire and how its blue light can be seen from our castle. I look back, seeing there is only one way in and one way out, through the large gates I can barely see from here. I look up as three fire dragons shoot across the sky, flying towards the entrance and shifting back.

      “You can’t fly in or out of the town. In each tower, there is a seer orb, and it has magic that protects Mesmoia,” Melody explains as she stops at my side. “Much like my own orb, it needs a seer to re-fill it with magic every few months. I doubt Mesmoia will have its protection for much longer now that the seers aren't on the side of the throne."

      “Amazing, and that might be good for us if we need a quick escape at some point,” I say, still staring at the town.  There is a surprising amount of trees and large bushes full of flowers all around it, making the town seem more alive than I expected.

      “Isola, make sure you keep your hood up, and don’t look directly at anyone. You, too, Thorne. You’re both too easily recognisable,” Melody tells me firmly, just as Korbin coughs, and blood drips down his cheek as I run to him. I wipe the blood off his chin with my sleeve, and tilt his head up, seeing how completely out of it he looks. He doesn’t even seem to notice me in front of him, and the purple lines are now covering his face, his neck, and I bet, everywhere else. How long until the poison kills him?

      “We don’t have time, Korbin doesn’t have time. Let’s hope your friend can help us, or I’m freezing the whole goddamn town until someone does,” I say, keeping my voice calm despite the fury flowing through me as I let Korbin rest his head down again. I turn around, walking straight down the path towards Mesmoia. Melody catches up to my side, and Dagan stays on my other as Elias swaps places with him to hold Korbin up.  We walk as fast as we can down the hill and come to a group of people that are walking towards the entrance. There are five of them, all in ragged clothes, and they are pulling a cart behind them that has two children on it who don’t look in any better of a state. They both have dark-red hair, and one of them sits up to stare at me, pushing her messy hair over her shoulder. I look away, but I know we are too close to let her see me. The kid might have seen my eyes, or even a little bit of my hair. Or I might be paranoid. . . who knows?

      “Come here, kitty cat,” Dagan holds an arm out for me, and I quickly realise he wants to hold me close to keep me hidden. I step closer, letting him slide an arm around my waist, and I bend my head close to his chest, breathing in his smoky scent. I keep looking to the side as we walk behind the people and their cart, the children still watching us.

      “Guards,” Dagan whispers close to me, his lips gently brushing the tip of my ear, and I inch my hand to his sword on instinct. I know I can pull it out and attack anyone to get us a distraction to escape. I briefly look up after I feel us starting to walk on stone to see five dragon guards at the gate. They watch us all for a second before another guard walks over to them, and they get distracted talking to each other. I look away just in case I catch any of their gazes, and, thankfully, none of them stop us as we walk straight into the town and join the crowds of people. I lift my head, still keeping close to Dagan’s side as I look around. Dozens of people surround us, a mixture of red, black, and brown-haired dragons. Some dragon guards are in their dragon leather, and nearly everyone else has cloaks on, covering themselves up. I spot people huddled together on the ground near a building, begging for food or money, but people walk past them like they aren’t even there. The cracked blue-stone path we walk down leads to the clock tower right in the middle of town. The tower is surrounded by little stalls selling foods, powders, clothing, and many other things. There is so much colour, so much life . . . it’s amazing and nothing like any human town I’ve ever seen.

      “This way,” Dagan pulls at my waist, leading me and the others past all the stalls. We get to an alleyway behind the tower that looks dark, and Dagan walks us down it. We get to the other end which opens up into a quieter part of Mesmoia, and there is a water fountain. I pause, remembering this place as I stare at the stone dragon, the water shooting out of its mouth and spraying into the fountain. The water isn’t blue like Earth, it’s more of a purple colour. I know humans can’t drink the water here; it would kill them and has done so many times. Dragca isn’t made for humans, I guess.

      “I met you and Elias right here, didn’t I?” I ask Dagan, and he nods, making me walk past it and over to a row of small, blue-stone houses like he can’t stand for me to stare at where we met for too long. “What’s the rush?”

      “We need to get inside, but yes,” Dagan says, but he doesn’t seem to want to linger here for long. Not that I can blame him. Dagan walks us to the house on the very end, with a white door and a dragon-shaped silver knocker, which he knocks a few times. We all wait for what seems like a long time, but is likely only seconds, before the door is pulled open, and an old man stands in front of us. The man has long grey hair plaited in one long plait, and brown trousers, with a brown cloak covering his white shirt underneath. The cloak has a silver dragon crest, my father’s crest. My family’s crest. It almost hurts to see it, a reminder of how that crest doesn’t symbolise the throne anymore. He looks between us all slowly, before scrutinizing me, pausing at Thorne, and his eyes landing on Dagan with a long suffering sigh.

      “You bring trouble to my door, boy,” the old man states tightly, tipping his head at me.

      “Darth, I wouldn’t come unless I had nowhere else. Korbin is dying, we need help,” Dagan tells him, and he looks over at Korbin, pausing.

      “Is that Janiya and Phelan’s kid?” Darth asks, seeming curious as he squints his eyes. “They have been looking for him. There’s a big reward for his safe return.”

      “Yes, and you can have the reward, if you help us,” Elias says firmly, and Darth steps back, holding the door open.

      “You best get him in here then, boy, and the princess, too. We don’t allow royalty to stand outside in the cold in this house. My wife would be turning in her grave if I allowed that,” Darth mutters, ushering us into his house. I walk in after Dagan, and Melody follows.

      “Take him to a bed upstairs,” Darth says. We wait as Thorne and Elias carry Korbin into the house and take him straight up the stairs. Darth closes the door behind them, mumbling something under his breath that I don’t quite manage to catch. The house is all one massive room downstairs as I look around. The back of the room is the kitchen, with a large fireplace, and then there is the lounge, with two ratty brown sofas and a worn-down rug. There are hole-filled curtains on the windows, which Dagan goes around and closes, so the only light is from the fireplace.

      “Now, kid, you’d best start telling me the story of what happened while I find my medicine box,” Darth grouses, heading for the kitchen.

      “You’re a healer?” I ask as he opens a cupboard and starts pulling random pieces of paper, old unrecognizable junk, and some saucepans out. I watch as he chucks them on the floor one by one, making a huge mess. I briefly look at Dagan and Melody, who are watching Darth like I am, wondering why he has so much junk as Darth finally answers me.

      “Back in the old days, yes. I worked for your father as a royal healer, until I got too old,” he deeply chuckles.

      “That’s how you knew who I am?” I ponder.

      “No, I saw your eyes. They are the mirror image of your mother’s, that’s how I knew. That’s how anyone would recognise you. You should hide those eyes, princess Isola. Then again, it’s much like how I knew one of your guards is the son of the current queen. He has her eyes also, well, before the darkness spread into them,” he tells us, never pausing as he moves to another cupboard and starts chucking things out of that one, too.

      “You knew my mother when she was younger?” Thorne asks, walking down the stairs having clearly overheard our conversation.

      “I knew both of your mothers as children, when they were friends, before jealousy got involved and darkness entered Tatarina’s heart. We all watched as your father chose your mother over Tatarina, which was the start of her heart being destroyed with darkness,” he pauses to look back at us, noticing our shock. “Such a shame, she was so young for darkness to take its hold, but then she was weak.”

      “Lies! My mother didn’t know the queen, they weren’t friends!” Thorne exclaims, and I place my hand on his shoulder on instinct; a need to comfort him, and his eyes flash to my hand before he looks up.

      “It makes sense. They were the last ice princesses, and there was only my father they could marry. They would have made them all grow up together, like my father did with me and Jace. That’s where he must have gotten the idea from in the first place,” I say gently, and Thorne nods, anger in his eyes as he stares down at me.

      “She lied to me then. My mother said she never met the queen, not once,” he growls.

      “You mother lied about a lot of things, you silly boy,” Darth chuckles, and Thorne pulls away from me, storming out the door as Darth still laughs. “So much anger, if he doesn’t control it, he will end up as bitter as his mother.”

      “No, he won’t,” I snap.

      “Ah, I see. He belongs to you . . . well, you should tell him the truth. Lies do not make a relationship, they only destroy it,” Darth tells me. “Ah, here it is.” I watch as he pulls a big box out of the back of the cupboard, holding it up just as Elias runs down the stairs.

      “Something’s wrong, Korbin needs help! Now!” Elias shouts out, and we all run up the stairs with Darth following. My heart pounds, feeling like it could be destroyed at any second if I lose Korbin.
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      “Move,” Darth pushes Elias out of the way in the hallway, opening the first door to the right and entering the dimly lit room. I follow Elias in, seeing Darth holding Korbin down on the bed by his shoulders as his whole body shakes. Korbin’s eyes are rolled back, blood drips from the corner of his mouth, and when I hear him cry my name in pain, I nearly fall to my knees with panic.

      “Oh god,” I whisper, not feeling attached to my own body as I mentally pray Korbin will make it through this. I can’t lose him. I just can’t. I don’t notice the ice spreading under my feet until Elias nearly slips on it as he rushes into the room. Darth opens the big box he placed on the floor, pulling out a small blue bottle that has white liquid inside. He gets a needle, extracting the liquid. I feel two hands on my shoulders, one is Dagan and the other is Melody, I instinctively know from the way my dragon relaxes a tad at their touch.  Darth rubs his face, looking over at us and back at Korbin after a moment.

      “Show me where he was poisoned, girl. Elias, hold him down,” he orders.

      “Can we do anything?” Dagan asks.

      “You and the seer girl, go and get hot water from the middle of town. There is gold on the fireplace in the pot, you can pay me back later,” Darth tells us, and I rush forward at the same time Elias does. I hear the others rush down the stairs in the background, but I can’t focus on them as I watch Elias get closer to Korbin. I know they aren’t as close as Dagan is to Kor, but I can see the worry flash across Elias’s eyes when he briefly glances at me. Elias holds his shoulders firmly, as I lift Korbin’s shirt up and try not to feel sick at the awful smell coming from the now black cut on his stomach. The lines are crawling from the cut, all over his chest and spreading in every direction. Some are massive purple lines and others are tiny little ones.

      “Oh mighty. We have work to do,” Darth almost chuckles, like a crazy person, before slamming the needle straight into the cut without pausing once. Korbin calls out my name several times, and I grasp his hand, not knowing what else I can do. Korbin gradually stops shaking, settling down but still out of it as Darth pulls the needle out and places it on the side.

      “He needs blood and a bond made, or he dies,” Darth says simply, looking straight towards me.

      “We have shared blood before and have a bond, he can have mine,” I reply, knowing that I don’t care about sharing blood with Korbin. Even if we weren’t bonded already, I would still happily give him my blood.

      “It will make you weak, and with the amount of blood he will need, it will create a permanent bond,” Darth warns me, and my eyes flash to Elias, who simply nods. I know he will support me no matter what I choose. I look down at Korbin and squeeze his hand tighter.

      “I know you’re not awake to make this decision, but I will save you,” I tell him and look up to Darth who is watching us with a sad smile.

      “We are permanent, anyway. I will not lose him,” I say, keeping my eyes locked on Darth’s, and he nods, a small smile on his lips.

      “Let’s get you all set up in the other room then. I will take as much blood as I can without hurting you, every two hours. Our dragons speed up blood loss, and that should be okay for Korbin. This isn’t a fix for the poison, but it will give me time to examine and figure out what he needs to heal him,” Darth explains to me and Elias.

      “Take what you need,” I reply.

      “Your dragon needs to be okay with this, is she?” Darth enquires, “I don’t want an angry dragon bursting out in my room and freezing me.”

      “Save minnnee,” my dragon hisses in response, and I watch Darth almost smile as he sees my eyes change.

      “She will do anything to save him. We have always been in agreement about my guards,” I reply, and I feel Elias gently stroke my arm with his fingers.

      “Right then, let’s get started,” Darth says, picking up a bundle of things from a box and walking out of the room. I move closer to Korbin, leaning down and kissing his sweaty, boiling hot forehead and hearing him mumble my name.

      “I’m here. I’m always here for you, Kor,” I tell him gently, seeing him slowly relax and his breathing even out before I straighten up. I don’t want to leave him, but I know I have to. Elias waits for me by the door, holding it open with his back. I slip past him, and he stops me, grabbing my hip with his one hand and using the other to place a finger under my chin, making me look up into his swirling blue eyes. I raise my hand, moving a stray piece of black hair out of his eyes and trailing my finger down his face as he carefully watches me.

      “He will survive this, for you. Don’t look so scared, I hate seeing it in your eyes,” Elias admits in a whisper.

      “I’ve never felt like this, not for anyone until I met you three. I thought losing Jace devastated me, but I know if I lose any of you, I would be completely ruined,” I say gently, placing my hand on Elias’s chest. He closes his eyes, leaning forward to rest his forehead against mine. The little contact soothes me, reminds me that I have them and that they are not going anywhere.

      “Neither have I ever felt like I do for you, and it scares the fuck out of me, princess. You know, I thought I was brave and fearless, but I’m nothing compared to you. You make me so proud with how brave you are. You are my inspiration to keep fighting, to push through, even though I've fought my whole life for nothing but survival,” he whispers, as I watch him so closely, taking in every part of his complexion, his handsome features as he makes my heart flutter in my chest.

      “Eli,” I sigh, my emotions leaking out into that one word, and he moves a tiny inch closer as he opens his eyes.

      “Excuse me. Now, I don’t need to see you two kissing when I have things I need to be doing, like saving your friend’s life,” Darth’s slightly amused voice comes over to us, and Elias backs away, letting me pass through the door. Darth is standing in the open doorway of the room opposite, and nods his head towards me, inviting me in.

      “I’m going to keep an eye out downstairs,” Elias tells me as I look back at him, seeing desire and longing swirling in his eyes but knowing there isn’t anything we can do about it right now. Something always seems to come between us, every time we start to get close. It’s like fate is finding it fun to keep us apart, with only brushes of stolen kisses to keep us going. Elias turns, walking down the stairs as I go into the small bedroom where Darth is waiting for me. There isn’t much in here, but it’s cosy. There is a double bed, with torn blue sheets covering it and matching blue curtains on the window. In the window is a vase of flowers, but they are all dead and look like they have been there for years.

      “Sit on the bed, girl,” Darth says distractedly as he looks through his box that he has placed on the floor. I watch him searching through the box, taking things out and putting others back, so focused on the job at hand, and all I can think about is how he knew my mother once. There aren’t that many people alive who knew her and a deep part of me wants to know as much as I can about her. I guess I could ask about my father at the same time, but I don’t. Every time I think about him, I just remember Melody. How my father betrayed my mother, had a child with another woman, and couldn’t even man up enough to tell me about her.

      “What was my mother like? If you don’t mind me asking. It’s only, I don’t remember much, and there is no one alive to tell me more things about her,” I ask.

      “Tatarina is alive and knew your mother more than anyone, well, before she married your father at least. After the marriage, they never spoke because of your father,” he says, with a slight chuckle as he carries a handful of things over to the bed, placing them next to me and sitting next to them. “Take your cloak off and pull your right arm sleeve up.” I do what he asks and place the cloak on the pillow. Darth taps the inside of my arm a few times before sliding a needle inside and taping it down. The needle has a long tube connected to it, that goes into a jar.

      “Are all these clean?” I ask, seeing that the jar isn’t a great colour and doubt the needle is.

      “Clean as we can get when we are poor and not in the castle. Your dragon blood will keep you alive, do not worry. You aren’t human after all,” he says, watching my blood pour into the jar. I decide to leave it for now. It doesn’t much matter, like he said, and I have to stop thinking like a human. I remember his comment about Tatarina and decide to answer it.

      “Tatarina would sooner kill me than tell me anything about my mother. Not that I could trust a word she speaks, anyway,” I say, still not fully processing the fact that mine and Thorne’s mothers were so close.

      “There isn’t much to tell, not much you do not already know. Vivian was kind and gentle . . . and honestly, not built to be a queen. She couldn’t make the hard decisions, and a simple life would have been better for her, but she was oh, so beautiful. No man could resist her, much like her daughter seems to have caught the hearts of many also,” he says, not looking at me as he stares out of the window, lost in his thoughts and likely his memories. I instantly feel jealous that I can’t see his memories of my mother.

      “Do you think someone kind and gentle shouldn’t have the throne?” I ask.

      “No, someone who is brave, selfless, strict, and kind should have the throne. They would be best to make the decisions they will face. Yet, we cannot get all those things in one person,” he muses.

      “I have to take the throne back from Tatarina,” I whisper into the now silent room.

      “Yes, but it will not be easy. Tatarina was one of the selected before she became queen, and her son later killed the king.” I go to correct him, that Tatarina killed my father, but decide not to as I don’t want to interrupt him. “She has always been in power and knows Dragca better than anyone else. Well, perhaps not as well as her son, but he is not strong enough to rule and kill his mother.” I don’t directly reply, but when he looks over at me, I know he feels my agreement to his statement in my eyes. Thorne is smart, but he cares too much for his mother to do what is right in the end. He is blinded when it comes to her, and I’m anxious about telling him what I know of his mother, worried he won’t believe me.

      “Why is she like this?” I have to ask, because I want to understand what happened to make her so cruel. She sent someone to kill my mother, a childhood friend, and then she mated to the husband left behind. Only someone truly evil could do something like that. Only someone with no soul.

      “Some say a dark spirit came to her on the day of the royal mating between your father and mother. Her jealousy, hate, and anger called out to the dark spirit, and since then her heart has been darkened. I truly believe it. I saw Tatarina a few years back, and even her appearance is darker than it’s ever been. Her blonde hair is a mustard colour, and her light-blue eyes are now a dark-blue.”

      “So, the dark spirit, the darkness has changed her?” I ask.

      “Yes, and I believe when you start using your light powers, you will change, too,” he says, and I wonder if he is right. I guess I will know soon, when I finally get the time to start using the light. I may be scared of its unpredictability, but I’m not stupid enough not to recognize that I can’t beat Tatarina without it.

      “Can any part of her be saved?” I ask, thinking only of Thorne. She is still his mother, and I know what it’s like to lose one. Thorne has already lost his birth father, his adoptive parents, and his aunt. Even if most of them deserved their deaths, he doesn’t deserve to lose another relative if it can be avoided.

      “He is better off without her alive. The world is. Child, I know little of light and dark spirits, but where there is one, there must be another,” he smiles, looking down at the jar that is half full.

      “The darkness must be destroyed,” I whisper, and he flashes me a sad smile.

      “You cannot destroy something that has existed before Dragca, before life, before even time, itself. Darkness and light are equally needed and equally cursed by one another,” he tells me, but still seems sad to do so. I don’t reply as I look out the window he was looking out of, seeing the two suns high in the sky and how bright they look. Sun comes before the night, and light comes with darkness. God, my life is starting to sound like a movie, and I won’t be surprised if something else goes wrong at this point.
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      “How is Korbin doing?” I ask groggily, lifting my head from the pillow as Melody steps into the room with a small tray full of food. I rub my arm as Bee flies out of her bag, coming over to me and landing on my hip.  She sits down as Melody puts the food on the dresser. I’m not really hungry because the blood loss is making me feel sick, but I will try to eat later.

      “Dagan is with him, and he still hasn’t woken. The healer is doing his best,” she answers, but not really answering the question I asked. I want to know if he is doing better, if he looks better, or anything other than the fact he hasn’t woken up yet. It’s been a day since we got here, and I’ve done countless blood exchanges. I lie back on the pillow, feeling Bee stroking my arm as I look at my sister. She doesn’t have her cloak on now, and her black hair is down, covering her serious expression as she opens her bag. The look on her face somewhat reminds me of my father. Well, our father. Something I don’t know how to get used to.

      “Did Thorne come back?” I ask.

      “He is back, and not speaking to anyone. He just spent the last half an hour cleaning the kitchen,” she tells me.

      “I didn’t know he cleaned,” I say aimlessly.

      “Tired?” Bee asks me, distracting me from my thoughts as she slides off me and chooses to lie on the bed right next to me instead.

      “Yeah, a little. Are you okay?” I ask her, and she nods, curling up in a little ball.

      “We need light . . . soon . . . darkness is rising,” she mumbles, yawning loudly before falling to sleep. Nothing like some cryptic, scary words from a spirit to make you feel better. I pull the blanket up, covering her body before looking over at Melody who holds her orb. I’d seen them at a distance when I was a kid, but I never really understood them or what connection they have to seers. Most seers have their orbs on a sceptre, which I remember seeing many seers walking around with them like a walking stick. Suddenly, I remember Melody's mother as a flashback flitters into my mind.

      

      “Princess, you should not be out here alone,” a warm, kind voice says from just behind me, and I spin around, looking up at the royal seer. She has long black hair, brown eyes, and black swirls on her face that look like someone drew on her.

      “I had to put the bird outside, it flew into my room,” I explain, holding the little bird up to show her, and she smiles.

      “That is very kind of you, but you should still have guards with you. You are the princess, and so very important to Dragca. Let’s put the bird down and find your personal guards,” she says, holding out a hand. I put the bird down on the floor, watching as it hops a little before flying away. I accept the seer’s hand, smiling up at her as we walk back through the gardens.

      “Your name isn’t seer, is it?” I ask, curious.

      “No, why do you think that?” she replies.

      “Everyone calls you ‘seer’, or ‘royal seer’. It’s confusing,” I say, gigging a little, and it makes her laugh.

      “My name is Savannah.”

      

      The memory leaves my mind as I look back over to Melody, who is staring into her orb.  Her eyes glow a warm bright blue, and she carefully places her hand on the orb as sadness washes over her face. She looks so much like her mother. They have the same features, and the same mysterious air seems to surround her, just like it did her mother. Everything good about her seems to have come from her mother, and luckily, she only seems to have my father’s eyes. I’m starting to believe my father was never the good guy in any situation. Maybe everyone isn’t good or bad though, and my father had good parts in him.

      “Bee tried to help Darth heal Korbin, but it didn’t work. Bee said the poison is from the dark, and that it is immune to light,” Melody tells me, and I frown. How are we going to stop it from killing Korbin, then?

      “What did Darth say when he saw her?” I ask, stroking Bee’s green hair. It’s so soft, fine, and full of glitter.

      “He wasn’t that shocked. He said he once saw Tatarina’s dark spirit, and a light one isn’t all that different,” she says, and goes back to focusing on the orb. I guess that makes sense. I wonder what makes dark and light spirits look different? I’m curious to find out, but at the same time, I don’t want to have to fight the dark.

      “What do orbs do?” I ask, snapping her out of the connection she has going with the orb, and she looks up, not bothering to hide the sad look.

      “Boosts our natural powers, allows us to see people, but we have to have a connection to who we want to see. It’s how I could watch you when you were on earth,” Melody explains and stands up, walking over to me. She climbs onto the bed on my other side, and I pull myself up, careful not to wake Bee. I sit with my back against the headboard, with Melody snuggled in right next to me.

      “Who were you looking at just now?” I ask gently.

      “Hallie,” she whispers, confusing me.

      “I thought you needed a connection? I didn’t know you and Hallie were connected by anything other than fake memories,” I say. Melody places her hand on the side of the orb, her eyes glow as smoke fills the inside of the orb, swirling around and around before an image comes into view. The image starts off blurry, then fills out. Hallie is sitting at a desk in what looks like an office. There isn’t much in the room, just a grey desk, filing cabinets, and I can see a door behind her. Hallie isn’t moving, just staring at the wall, tapping her fingers on the desk. Her hair is dyed purple at the tips, not the blue it was when I last saw her, and she has glasses on, no contacts, which instantly worries me. Hallie hates to wear her glasses.

      “Her father has had her locked in this room for the last two weeks. No bed. Little food, and plenty of interrogation from both him and the people that work with him,” Melody says, her voice cracking ever so slightly.

      “What?” I ask in alarm, looking back down at Hallie.  She looks normal like she usually does, though maybe a little paler and tired. The door opens, and a man I don’t know walks in, just as smoke fills the orb, and the image disappears.

      “Wait, who was that?” I ask Melody. “Actually, that doesn’t matter, we need to rescue her from her father!” Melody gently places her hand on my shoulder, stopping me from trying to get up even when how weak I feel stops me anyway.

      “If I could do anything to help her, I would have already. There is nothing you can do, and he won’t kill her. That’s all that matters,” she says, but her excuse seems weak. She wants to help, but I don’t get why she is so emotional about this.

      “Who is Hallie to you?” I ask quietly.

      “I told you that I saw my future girlfriend once?” she asks, and it clicks into place as I remember Melody mentioned that she never sees herself in visions, except for one of her and her future girlfriend.

      “Hallie is your future girlfriend?” I ask.

      “Yep. Sucks that she isn’t into girls right now, or at least, she hasn’t admitted it to herself. With everything that will happen, I don’t know if we will ever have a future like I saw,” she says, and wipes one shaky hand across her cheek. It must be horrible to watch someone you know is destined for you with other people and now being hurt.

      “You will,” I grab her hand on the orb, and it burns where my fingers graze the orb, making me sharply pull my hand away. I look down at my hand and see little burn marks. Fire doesn’t burn me . . . but the orb can?

      “Crap, sorry. I didn’t expect you to touch it. Orbs burn any dragon. They can’t be touched by your kind,” she explains, moving the orb away a little like she is worried I would be crazy enough to try and touch it again.

      “I’ve never been burnt before,” I whisper, kind of amazed.

      “I forget you don’t know much about Dragca . . . most dragons know not to touch orbs,” she chuckles which makes me smile.

      “Where did you get your orb from?” I ask.

      “It was my mother’s. Orbs are passed down within families, well, usually. If the family has no heirs for the orb, it is returned to where all orbs come from,” she says.

      “Where?” I ask.

      “No one knows. I’ve heard they just disappear,” she replies, shrugging her shoulders and making her black hair fall over them.

      “That’s sad,” I comment.

      “I thought I wouldn’t be able to touch the orb, being half dragon, but, apparently, my dragon side didn’t stop my inheritance,” she states. I bet she was nervous to try and touch it the first time.

      “Do you hear your dragon in your mind?” I ask her, curious. I can’t smell dragon on her, not like you would expect. I can only smell her seer side, so her dragon side must be well hidden.

      “No. I’ve never had that, or any powers from my ice dragon side, except one,” she smiles, looking at my hand. “I can’t be burnt either.”

      “That’s a good power to receive,” I say.

      “Can I give you some advice? As your loving sister, as well as someone that wants you back on the throne,” she asks, and I nod.

      “I wouldn’t flaunt your relationships with your dragon guards. If you want the seers to side with you, and if you want the dragons to, you can’t be seen to be in love with dragon guards who have no dragons. You can’t be seen to publicly choose them over the throne. They are a weakness to you now, one that can and will be used against you by your enemies. Don’t let everyone see what they mean to you, don’t wear your emotions on your face quite so much,” she advises me.

      “I don’t want to hide how I feel, it’s not going to change anything, and I would choose them over the throne. If they can’t accept my dragon guards as my–” I go to say ‘mates’ when I realise they have never asked me to mate with them.

      “Mates. They will be your mates, I don’t need a vision to know that’s what you want from those smoking hot dragons, sis,” she teases, and I laugh.

      “It’s all still so new to us, and everything is going wrong. It’s not the right time to be planning long-term stuff when none of us knows what our future will hold,” I say.

      “What do you want for your future?”

      “I guess I don’t really think that far ahead anymore. Everything has become a fight for each day, and it never leaves me time to dream of an ending to this. I guess I only want the dragon guards’ curse to be broken, for Kor to live, and for me to kill Tatarina. Those are my main concerns for now,” I tell her.

      “The seers might know how to break the curse, or at least they might have an idea.”

      “Really? I could get back their dragons?”

      “Maybe, but you need the seers to side with you first. You need them to believe you are the rightful queen, and one who will always put Dragca first before anything else,” she firmly tells me. I know she has a point, yet I don’t want the seers’ decision to side with me based on lies. I don’t want the throne if deceit and half-truths are the only way to overthrow Tatarina and secure the crown.

      “How do you feel about Thorne now?” Melody enquires, trying to sound innocent, but the tiny smirk on her lips gives her away.

      “He betrayed me, and then he saved me. I guess I don’t know. Thorne has always had the uncanny ability to confuse me, even from the very first time we met. It's strange, because even when he is pushing me away, betraying me, and downright being an idiot, I still want to be near him. I know I could never hurt him, and what’s worse is that I understand why he did everything he did. I don’t forgive him yet, but I do understand most of it,” I admit, and she takes my hand, leaving the orb in her lap.

      “Love doesn’t care about circumstances. It just turns up, wrecks your life, and somehow has the ability to make you the happiest you can ever be,” she says.

      “My sister is pretty smart, huh?” I gently bump her shoulder, and she laughs.

      “About time you noticed,” she says with a grin and rests her head on my shoulder.

      “When we don’t have all this stuff going on, and our lives are kind of sorted . . . I want to get to know you, find out more about your life. We missed out on a childhood together, but we can make up for that,” I comment.

      “Deal,” she whispers.

      “Pinky promise?” I ask, holding out my pinky finger and wiggling it, and she frowns at me like I’ve lost my mind. Whoops, I forgot seers wouldn’t know about human things.

      “What is that?” she asks slowly.

      “Something humans do on Earth that means you promise never to break the promise. I know it’s silly, but there were these siblings I grew up at human school with. They always pinky promised things, and I used to be jealous I never had a sister or brother to do that with,” I explain to her. Jace wouldn’t do it with me, because he didn’t like things that humans came up with and said the idea was stupid. Melody links her pinky finger with mine.

      “I pinky promise,” she says, and all I can do is grin.
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      “You should be resting, girl. It’s the middle of the night,” Darth chides as I step into Korbin’s room, and I softly close the door behind me. Darth is sitting on a chair next to Korbin’s bed, but I barely even register his presence. Korbin is sitting up on the bed, his green eyes watching me as his lips tilt up with a little smile.

      “She was never good at doing what she was told,” Korbin teases, his voice croaky as I run over to him and wrap my arms around his chest.

      “You’re awake,” I say, pulling back, and he smiles widely, looking as happy as I feel at seeing him awake. Korbin still has purple lines crawling up his face, close to his eyes, and he looks extremely pale, but he is awake, and that’s an improvement. Any improvement seems like a blessing right now.

      “I’m tired, but trying to stay awake for a bit,” he says groggily, and I kiss him lightly before sitting back. I hold onto his hand as I look over at Darth.

      “Is he going to be okay now?” I ask, and Darth shakes his head.

      “A temporary fix. I don’t have the magic, or the right medicine to heal him, and I have no advice on where you can find it,” Darth admits and looks at Korbin. “Your parents . . . they might be able to help, or at least pay for the right kind of help.”

      “They will be with the seers, and we are going that way anyway,” Korbin says.

      “Then I will come with you to keep you alive. We will leave in the morning,” Darth states, standing up slowly.

      "Why are you so willing to help me?" Korbin asks.

      “Your parents, I knew them very well. We had a falling out many, many years ago. Let’s just say I owe them, and keeping their only son alive is a good start at repayment,” Darth explains and then leaves the room as we silently watch him go. I look back up at Korbin, just running my eyes over him to check he is okay. Just needing to see that he is, at least for now.

      “Lie with me? I just want to hold you for a bit,” Korbin asks, and I do, resting my head on his chest.

      “Dagan and Elias told me about what my father said to you. They said my father trusted your parents,” I whisper, yet my voice still feels like it carries around the room.

      “I wanted to tell you sooner. Every morning, running with you, and keeping a secret from you, it wasn’t easy because I fell for you the moment we met. I knew your father was right, that the prophecy was right, as soon as I met you, and I wanted you safe from that moment on,” he slowly tells me.

      “I felt something from the very start, too. I did with you all, but I tried to play it off because I was grieving over Jace,” I voice something I haven't even wanted to admit to myself. It feels like I betrayed Jace by just feeling it, much less saying it out loud.

      “I’m sorry Jace died, I have a feeling I would have liked him. You know, after we fought over you and agreed we could both love you at the same time,” he jokes, and I sigh.

      “Jace would have kicked all your asses,” I mutter, but I’m not actually sure who would have won.

      “I don’t doubt he would have tried. I wouldn’t want to share you, not if I met you first and had you to myself for so long,” he muses.

      “Are you okay with everything? The fact that I want to be with Elias and Dagan, too?” I ask quietly after a comfortable silence between us.

      “At first, no. I couldn’t swallow the thought of sharing you and having you love someone else. I was scared you would love them more than me,” he tells me, his hand holding mine tightly.

      “That won’t happen,” I say, looking up at him, and he stares up at the ceiling.

      “Then I realised something. You loved them anyway, had the whole time we were together, and you still loved me the same. Loving more than one person doesn’t make you love less, it just makes you love more,” he says, his words making me smile like a crazy person because they are so sweet. And so true.

      “Such a romantic. If you weren’t ill, then I’d be swooning and doing sexy things to you,” I say, making him laugh.

      “I’ll hold you to that offer when I’m better, doll,” he whispers. “Thank you for saving me, giving me all that blood when you knew it would make our bond stronger. We never did have a second to talk about that.”

      “You did it for me once, how could I not do the same for you?” I reply.

      “One day, when we have a moment to ourselves . . . would you mate with me?” he asks suddenly, casually like he didn’t just ask something very important and life changing. I sharply sit up, leaning over him. My hair falls like a curtain around us as I stare down at him.

      “Really? You want me? Forever?” I ask, completely in shock. He must still be ill.

      “You have me forever, even if we don’t mate. I don’t care what I am to you, mate, lover, friend, or even ex-lover. I just want to be with you,” he says, and I go to answer him when the door bursts open behind us. I jerk up to see Elias running in.

      “The guards are searching the houses. They know we are here, we have to go!” Elias shouts, panicked, and runs over to help me get Korbin up as I slide off him. Korbin holds an arm around my shoulder, and the other on Elias as we hurry out of the room and down the stairs.

      “Isola needs to fly everyone out, it’s the only way,” I hear Darth demand as we get to the bottom of the stairs.

      “She can’t fly us all, and the barrier . . .” Thorne shakes his head as he watches out the window, not looking back at us once as he speaks.

      “I can fly all of you, at least far enough to make it out of the town. I'll land in the forest, and we can run and hide,” I say, sending the thought to my dragon. I know she is bigger than most dragons and strong. Let’s hope strong enough as I’m not leaving anyone behind to deal with the guards.

      “Yes, but not far. Tired,” she replies, sending worry crashing into my head.

      “I can drop the barrier for a second, I just need my orb to touch it. It will knock me out though, as it’s a lot of magic,” Melody explains. “It will also let the seer who made the barrier know where we are. They might look for us, which would be a good thing.”

      “We will protect you after you destroy the barrier,” Dagan tells her, and I nod at her in confirmation.

      “They are two doors away,” Thorne says, shutting the curtain quickly and stepping away.

      “We go into the garden, and Isola you need to shift quickly. Everyone ready?” Darth commands us all, picking up a bag and walking to the fireplace. He picks up a small picture frame, kissing it once before sliding it into his bag.

      “Sorry about this, man, but we need a quick escape,” Elias says, picking Korbin up by the waist and flinging him over his shoulder. “What the hell do you eat, you weigh a ton,” Elias groans.

      “Asshole,” Korbin groggily replies as we walk to the back door. I go to step out when a hand stops me, and I look up to see it’s Thorne.

      “Let me go first, we don’t know if anyone is out there,” he commands, like I should listen to his every word.

      “That’s why I should go first,” I mutter, glaring at his back as he gently pushes past me and out of the door. I don’t wait as I follow him out, seeing a stone garden filled with stone ornaments of dragons, wings, and various other beautiful things. They all look handmade, and clearly someone put a lot of effort into making this garden as beautiful as it is.

      “I’m going to break everything by shifting out here,” I say to no one in particular.

      “I’d rather you break my wife’s statues than the guards break us. Get on with the shift, girl!” Darth barks out, and I nod sadly at him. I walk straight into the middle of the garden and close my eyes, letting my dragon take over. When I open my eyes, everything is sharper, and I look over to see everyone standing at the door. My dragon lowers herself down, crushing the statues as she does, and even my dragon seems to realise. Elias climbs up my wing first, followed by Dagan, Melody, Darth, and Thorne last.

      “Over here!” I hear someone shout. My sensitive ears pick up the sound from what could be a good distance away, but regardless, they know we are here, and we can’t fight them like this.

      “Fly straight up, close enough for Melody to touch the barrier, but don’t let yourself touch it. I don’t want you hurt,” I say to my dragon, and she bats her wings out, flying up in the air and knocking a stone wall over on her way up.

      “Shoot her! Don’t let her fly away!” I hear a guard scream, and then dozens of arrows fly at us, hitting our right wing and making my dragon roar. She turns around, mid-flight.

      “Freeze,” I hear her hiss, and I don’t disagree as she shoots a blast of ice at the guards, freezing them all on the spot while they try to reload their arrows. Two guards manage to escape, and I see them shifting moments before they fly up into the air, breathing out fire.

      “Get to the barrier! We can’t fight them with the others on our backs!” I try to reason with her, and thankfully, she does as I ask, speeding away even when her wing hurts from the arrows that fall away in the wind. She gets close to the barrier, gliding in the air as streams of fire hit our tail from the dragons following us. My dragon turns her head back in time to see Melody place her orb against the barrier, holding it firmly in place as the orb flashes brightly. A white light blasts out, blinding us all for a moment, and then the barrier falls away in little blue sparks.

      “Fly away! Now!” I plead with my dragon, and she flies off, straight into the woods. I hear her cry reverberate in my ears as the forest gets a little blurry, and the surrounding sounds seem to buzz against our ears. I know her wing is hurt, and she can’t last long, but those dragons must still be following us. The last thing I'm aware of before darkness claims me is my dragon plummeting, crashing into the forest, and the screams of our passengers as she falls.
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      I brush the dirt and hair out of my face, jumping up off the ground as everything swirls for a moment, and I try to focus on what happened. Isola was flying one second, and then crashing the next. Something had to be wrong for her to fall like that. Thank god, we weren’t too high when she turned on her side and dropped us in the trees. I quickly scan my surroundings, knowing I need to find her and seeing no one else near me.

      “Isola!” I shout, and no one replies. Shit. A guard steps out from behind a tree, holding a sword, and smirking when he sees me. I quickly pull out my own sword, holding it at my side as I examine the guard. He is young and fairly small. I doubt he is trained well from the way he rushed out here rather than planning out his attack.

      “Bring it on,” I say, wanting to get this out of the way. He rushes at me, lifting his sword behind his neck and slamming it down on mine, and I elbow his face when he lets his guard down for a second. I kick his stomach as he drops his sword in shock and falls on the floor. I pick up his sword, walking over and holding it against his neck.

      “Don’t shift, don’t move. Now, you can run away and deal with the queen hunting you, or you die by my hand now,” I warn.

      “I-I had no choice. The queen made my father join the dragon guard. She said she would kill my mother if he didn’t. I have four brothers, and we all got cursed with him,” he replies.

      “I am truly sorry for that, but make your choice,” I honestly tell him.

      “I will run,” he says dejectedly, his voice an echo as I watch his whole body glow red for a second, and then I see the pain in his eyes. His dragon knows the queen knows he has betrayed her. She will send guards to hunt him now. The curse always makes sure the ruler knows when they have been betrayed. Which means I need him to run and get as far away from Isola and me as possible.

      “Run and don’t stop running,” I say, moving my sword away, and he runs into the forest, never looking back once.

      “Watch out!” I hear Melody shout, and I look up just in time to see her jump down. I quickly move out the way as I put my sword back in its sheath and throw the other in a nearby bush.

      “You okay?” I ask her, and she shakily nods.  Bee flies down to us, following Melody.

      “Isola?” Bee asks, searching for her in the trees and frowning.

      “Bee, can you fly up and see if you can find anyone? If you notice any other dragons, don’t let them see you,” Melody asks her, and she nods, flying up the tree.

      “Isola was hurt, we need to find her,” I state.

      “Agreed. We need to find the others and get out of here. The guards will be searching for us,” Melody tells me what I already know. Thankfully, at least one of them isn't searching for us, and there were only two that shifted and followed us. That only leaves one guard, and I'm hopeful he won't find us. We wait silently until Bee flies down, sitting on Melody’s shoulder.

      “That way,” Bee points to our left, where we can see nothing but more trees, and we have no choice but to trust her.

      “Keep your eyes open,” I tell Melody, who nods, sliding a dagger out her pocket as I pull my sword out. We carefully step through the trees, our feet crunching on branches with every step, and I’m way too aware of how loud we are being. Any guards would be able to hear us with their sensitive hearing from their dragons. We trudge through the forest until we come to a clearing of smashed trees that leads to a little cliff, and I know Isola must have crashed here and skidded all the way down.  I run out of the clearing, only seeing more trees at the bottom of the cliff.

      “Damn, we will have to climb down,” I say, rubbing my jaw.

      “Dagan!” I hear my name shouted, and I turn, freezing at the sight of a man I don’t know holding Isola in his arms. She is unconscious, her head hangs from one of his arms, but she doesn’t look dead, though blood drips down her right arm. It doesn’t look good, not with the three arrow marks I can see from here. The man keeps his eyes on me, and I see that he is massive, with dark-red hair and red tattoos littered down his arms. I breathe a sigh of relief that she is alive, and step forward, only pausing when Melody stops me.

      “Give her to us,” I demand.

      “No,” the man says simply, a large grin spreading across his face as he looks down at Isola. The fucker.

      “Enough. We didn’t come here to discuss anything, and we cannot stay long,” a woman says, stepping out of the shadows of the trees. About twenty other people follow out after her, all covered in weapons, and they aren’t dragon guards. I keep my eyes on the woman that spoke. The way she stands slightly in front of them all tells me all I need to know; she is the leader here. The woman has long black hair, tanned skin, and most of her face is hidden in her cloak. She lowers her cloak, showing me her black eyes and the black marks on her face.

      Seer.

      “Let the princess go,” I command, and she laughs.

      “You have no authority here, Dagan Fire. Do not push me,” the woman says, and I let out a loud growl, my eyes never leaving Isola in that idiot’s hands. I’m going to kill him for touching her.

      “We were looking for you,” Melody says, stepping in front of me with Bee on her shoulder. The woman’s eyes go straight to Bee, as do every other seer’s and dragon’s here. I’ve gotten used to seeing her, but for most, it is still a shock.

      “It’s true. The light has returned,” the woman says, breathing out her words slowly like she can’t believe them.

      “Do you support the dark?” Melody asks, and there is complete silence except for a few gasps of shock.

      “No.” The one word answer comes from the woman, and she steps closer.

      “We request safe travel, for all of us, and for you to give Isola a chance. My mother was your last leader, and Isola is my sister. Will you refuse me?” Melody asks, holding her head high as she glares at the woman. If Melody’s mother was the last leader, surely Melody should be the one leading them now?

      “You side with the lost princess?” the woman asks, almost laughing.

      “The princess is the one that should be queen, as she is who the light has chosen. Not everything is clear, but unless you plan to kill the last light today . . . you will help us,” Melody states.

      “My name is Essna, the current leader of the seers, and I accept your request. We will take you all back, as prisoners, and wait for the princess to wake up. She may yet be the queen we need,” Essna says, and Melody bows, stepping back to my side as I rush past her.

      “Let me hold the princess, and we need to find the others before we leave,” I say, seeing the smirk on the asshole’s lips as he holds her close to his chest. I’m going to knock that smile off his lips the first chance I get.

      “No. She needs a healer, and yours is currently unconscious from the fall. We have taken the other dragon guards. The one is very ill, and the other put up a good fight. You will behave, or I will put you in the prison until you control your emotions,” Essna says.

      “I’m sorry for this, but I know your stubborn ass will fight them,” Melody says from my l left as she quickly places her hand on my head, sending blinding white light flashing through my mind.
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      Isola. Isola. Make the deal, make the trade. Light must win, and darkness cannot fade. Make the deal, make the trade, but remember that balance must be gained . . . .

      I groan as I wake up, hearing the echo of a female voice singing the song like a whisper in my ear, but when I open my eyes, the unfamiliar room is empty, and I’m just left feeling cold. I flinch when I try to use my arm to sit up, and I look down to see the white bandage covering my entire arm, stopping at my wrist and at the top of my shoulder. It’s spotted with my blood, but it’s not too painful. I frown as I realise I have no clothes on, terror filling me until I feel like I can’t breathe. I pull the brown sheets tighter around me, moving back on the bed and closing my eyes, trying to calm down.

      I’m not on Earth. Michael is dead. I need to relax. I repeat the same words, time and time again until I can think a little more clearly. It comes back to me that I shifted and lost my clothes, but it doesn't stop the panic from rising again that anyone could have found me naked in the forest. Dagan. Elias. Korbin. Thorne. Home. Repeating those words in my head instead of thinking of anything else helps me breathe, helps me calm down. When I can finally open my eyes, I see I’ve frozen most of the sheet and the straw walls of the hut I’m in. Hut? I look around, seeing it’s a basic circle hut made out of straw that is tied at the top. A small firepit in the middle of the hut, the bed I'm on, and a dresser next to a fabric door are the only furnishings.

      “What happened?” I ask my dragon, but say it out loud, figuring she'll be listening.

      We fell. I do not know more. We must find mine, she hisses, and I feel her frustration and worry ramping up and blending with my own. She thinks she hurt them, and she knows my arm is not going to heal for a while, so I can’t shift. I’m torn from examining my dragon's emotions when the fabric door is pushed aside, and a woman walks in. The woman is wearing a brown cloak tied in the middle with a belt. Her brown hair is up in a bun, and she doesn’t look my way as she closes the fabric door behind her.

      “Who are you?” I ask firmly, sliding off the bed and standing tall, even as I hold my blanket up with one hand. The woman bows her head, and her scent hits me. Human. “Am I on Earth?” The woman doesn’t answer my question, walking over to the dresser and opening the drawers. She pulls out a bundle of leather clothes and a cloak before coming over to me.

      "My name is Jenny. I am human, but you are not on Earth. I fell into Dragca twenty years ago after running away from my family. I serve the seers, and in return, the seers keep me alive. I was sent to help you get dressed, as our leader wishes to meet you,” she says and finally looks up at me, her harsh eyes meeting mine.

      “Where are my dragon guards? My sister?” I demand.

      “I cannot give you the answers you want, but I can only suggest that letting me help you get dressed and meeting our leader might get you the answers you need, princess,” she answers, but her voice is still hard and cold. There is nothing warm about her, and I wonder if that’s why she was sent to me, because she can’t be swayed.

      “Fine,” I mutter, moving aside, so she can place the clothes on the bed.

      “I will be over here if you need help. Your arm should not be moved much. The healer said you would need help getting dressed,” she says.

      “I don’t need help, but thank you,” I reply, because one way or the other, I’m getting myself dressed on my own. Jenny sharply looks away and walks over to the dresser, facing the wall. I drop the blanket, picking up the leather tank top and sliding it over one arm, before carefully putting my injured arm though the hole. I bite my lip as I pull the tight tank top down over my head and down my body. It stops just under my boobs, holding them up like a sports bra instead of a shirt because it’s so tight. They must have been made for someone a lot smaller. I sit down on the bed, pulling the tight leather trousers on, that resemble three quarter lengths by the time I get them up and then click the cloak around my neck.

      “Let me sort that hair of yours out. No princess should see anyone with that rat’s nest of hair. I washed your hair when you were sleeping, and washed you down, if you wondered why you are clean. You smelt bad, and I found more dirt in your hair than actual hair,” Jenny says in disgust, but it makes me laugh in relief that it was her that looked after me and no one else. I look up to see her holding a chair out with a hairbrush in her hand. I smile, walking over, and sitting down.

      “Thank you,” I say, and flinch as she roughly brushes my hair. I guess it was messy. It takes twenty minutes for her to brush it all, and she plaits the top of my hair, so it falls into a long plait down my back in the middle of the waves of blonde curly hair.

      “Now, that’s much better,” Jenny claps, and I stand up, my long hair falling to my waist, and smooth down my cloak. “There is a mirror over there.” I follow Jenny’s pointed finger to where there is a full-length mirror hanging on the wall. I stare at myself for a second, noting how much older and worried I look. I don’t look confident. I look scared, and my blue eyes seem to show my every emotion. Melody is right. I need to hide my emotions better if I want to make it through this. I steel my gaze, lift my head up, and straighten my back. I am Isola Dragice. This is my world, and I will not be a frightened little girl anymore.
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      I’m blinded by the sunlight for only a moment as I step outside the hut and smell the scents of multiple dragons and seers, all of them unfamiliar. There are five huts on each side of a white stone path that has lanterns on wood sticks following along each side. Jenny walks down the path, and I follow just behind her, glancing around, taking stock of my surroundings to get an idea of where I am. There isn’t much to see, other than woods and the sun shining high in the sky. We could be in any forest, and unfortunately, Dragca is full of them. I don’t have any more time to look as I notice Jenny is nearly out of my sight, and I jog to catch up with her. The path winds around more huts until I can see a massive crowd of people gathered around something.

      The people turn one by one to stare at me, some lowering their heads in respect, but many just stare blankly. I spot some seers, some dragons, and even catch the scents of a few humans in the crowd. As we get to the people, they part to make a small path through them, but I feel the eyes of so many of them on me, judging me. I keep my eyes forward and my head high as we walk into the clearing. I see a woman sitting on a wooden chair, one that almost resembles a throne. She has long black hair, seer marks on her forehead that are similar to Melody’s, and a very serious expression. Next to her, are two sets of seers in cloaks, each holding long sceptres with orbs on top in front of them. I skim the crowd, searching for any of my dragon guards or my sister, but not seeing them.

      “They are here and on their way, princess,” the seer woman says, like she knows my thoughts.

      “Good. Are they well?” I ask, continuing forward and leaving Jenny in the crowd. I stop right in front of the woman, and she stands up, towering over me as she is much taller. I still keep eye contact and hold my ground.

      “Is that really the only question you wish to ask, lost princess?” she chuckles and starts walking around me with measured steps, examining me slowly. “Don’t you want to ask if you are a prisoner about to meet her death . . . or if we side with you?”

      “I will not ask either of those because I already know the answer. Yes, I am your prisoner, and you do not know whether you want to side with me or not. If you didn’t want to truly consider which queen you want on the throne, I would be dead already,” I reply, and she nods, going back to her seat and sitting down. We watch each other closely, neither one of us saying a word as the warm wind blows my hair around my face.

      “Isola!” I hear Dagan shout, and I turn, seeing him, Elias, and Thorne being dragged through the crowd in handcuffs. They all look a bit worse for wear, especially Elias, who is covered in dirt and has a cut on his cheek. I go to step towards them when Melody walks out of the crowd, shaking her head as she stops next to Elias. She isn’t handcuffed, and she has clean clothes on. A light-blue cloak, leather clothes, and she has clearly showered. So, they apparently trust her.

      “The princess that is always lost wants us to fight for her!” the woman shouts out, catching my attention, and there is laughter in the crowd as my cheeks light up.

      “Essna, you must hear her out,” Melody shouts back, pushing past a seer that tries to stop her and comes to stand at my side.

      “I have listened to you all day, and I understand what you need . . . but I know from one look where her loyalty lies. What the princess truly wants,” Essna says, her blue eyes watching me like she has won some great prize.

      “What do you think that is?” I ask Essna, and her eyes purposefully travel to my guards and stay there.

      “Them, you are in love with your dragon guards. The only dragons in this world who you are forbidden to love, and yet, you fell. Why would we want a rebel who doesn’t follow or respect rules to be our queen? Who would trust a princess who let a curse take her loves’ dragons?” she asks, her voice echoing around the crowd, and everyone hears. I glance at my guards, who don’t seem upset by her words like I am. If I could have stopped the curse, I would have. I never wanted the curse to take their dragons. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

      “I want to break the curse. The curse should never have been placed upon the guards," I say firmly.

      “Yet, you are here to ask for help to take the throne back. Which is it you want more, Isola Dragice? Your dragon guards free and the curse broken . . . or the throne,” she asks, and I know she is testing me.

      “Both,” I answer.

      “You cannot have everything in life. So, I will make you an offer. I will fight for you, and my army will side with you . . . only if you choose us over your guards. Make it clear to me that the throne means everything to you, and when you get it back, you will dedicate your entire life to fixing the mistakes of your father and his wife,” she says, but the calculating smirk on her face tells me all I need to know. This isn’t a real offer because she knows my answer, and she wants to drag it out for our audience.

      “I will always fight for my dragon guards. I will always choose them. They are mine, and I am theirs," I state, walking up to the seer and not backing down. I'm their queen, not simply some stranger asking for help.

      "The queen can only belong to the throne and the people it rules. A queen lost to her guards is no queen we want to follow or support," the seer responds, raising her hand, and I see several seers in cloaks walk over, surrounding us. Melody gives me a worried look, but my focus is on the little flash of silver I see at her hip as she steps closer to me.

      “I am not asking. I am demanding,” I say, and I reach across, sliding the dagger out from Melody’s belt and holding it to my neck as shocked gasps fill the air.

      “No, Isola, don’t!” I hear Thorne shout. Growls emanate from my dragon guards as they fight their way over to me, but I don’t look away from Essna. This is about me and her, nothing and no one else matters right now.

      “I will use my last words to cast a curse, a curse on you that will make sure no one ever forgets the name Isola Dragice. I am the rightful queen, and I demand you give me fair trial to win your favour . . . or you should hope the magic is kind to you upon my death," I say, trying not to swallow with how nervous I am. Essna stares at me and finally lifts her hands into the air, stopping her people from coming near me. I wait for her people to move away, and I feel my dragon guards right behind me as I lower the dagger, holding it at my side.

      “Impressive. There may be more to you yet, Isola Dragice,” Essna says quietly, and stands up, raising her voice. “The princess is offered two trials for two prizes. The first will be the answer to breaking the dragon guard curse. The second will be to win our help in the war that she will bring to Dragca.”

      “What are the trials?” Melody asks Essna, who smiles like Melody is asking exactly what she wanted.

      “On the blue moon in one week, she must enter the cave of memory. If she can make it to the other side, she will learn how to break the curse. The second trial will be on the yellow moon, three days after the blue moon, and you will not be told in advance what it entails,” Essna tells me, and I glance at Melody, who shakes her head.

      “This is unfair! No dragon has survived in the cave! Seers can barely make it through without losing their minds!” Melody exclaims, not exactly making me feel better about this cave. I watch as her eyes glaze over, and she stands very still. I think she is having a vision when suddenly her eyes pop open, and she stares right at me.

      “She is no normal dragon, and she may take her light spirit with her. I’m sure she knows enough light magic that she will not miss the loss of her ice powers that the cave will take,” Essna waves a hand as she speaks, and I finally look away from Melody.

      “Make your choice,” Essna says to me.

      “I have one request first,” I ask.

      “Go on,” Essna retorts, looking annoyed.

      “My guards, my sister, and Darth are all to be treated as guests. Not as prisoners, and you must heal Korbin,” I state, holding my hands on my hips, the dagger still in my hand.

      “Korbin has been healed already. His parents have taken him,” Essna says flippantly, and I try not to show the emotion on my face, though my relief is immense. “As for your other wishes, they are allowed as long as you take the trials. We are seers, and we look after those who we side with.”

      “Then I agree to your offer. I will take the trials,” I say, knowing that I’ve likely just signed my death warrant. The cave of memory sounds like the last place I want to be or will be able to survive alone, without my powers.

      “Can she take someone into the cave with her?” Thorne asks, stepping to my side, close enough that his arm brushes against mine.

      “If anyone is going with Isola, it will be me or my brother. Not you,” Elias snaps, pulling Thorne’s shoulder, so he has to step back from my side as he shakes Elias off.

      “Don’t fight, now is not the time,” I turn my head to whisper harshly at them as they glare at each other, clearly seconds away from fighting once again.

      “No, the trial is for Isola only. She must do this alone,” Essna snaps.

      “I see him benefitting from travelling the cave. The past needs to be revealed; you should allow it,” Melody says, and Essna narrows her eyes at her.

      “You are not your mother. You are not even a full seer, so do not think you have the right to tell me what I should and should not do!” Essna practically growls, standing up.

      “I meant no disrespect,” Melody starts, but her expression says otherwise. “I only speak what the visions have shown me. He is meant to travel the cave with Isola. Thorne even feels the pull to his past, and that is why he is asking to go. We never used to ignore the visions that we are sent to guide us. I didn’t realise things had changed so much since my mother was in charge.” Essna’s face narrows on Melody as people whisper in the crowds, and Melody simply smiles like she just won a prize at a circus.

      “Nothing has changed. We still respect the magic of Dragca and trust in the visions she blesses us with,” Essna snaps out, and slowly sighs as she glances at the people. “The fake king shall go with the princess. That is all for today.” Essna quickly holds one hand in the air, and all the people copy her move.

      “One more thing . . . is my uncle here?” I ask her, and she breathes out an aggrieved sigh again.

      “No. He was, but he went to Earth to look for you. We haven’t seen him in a while, but I’m sure he will return here when he realises you are no longer on Earth." She lowers her hand with her sharp words, and quickly walks away. The crowd all walk back to wherever they came from until there is just us, all standing together quietly. Jenny walks over, handing a key to me which I accept before she scurries off without a word. I quickly realise the key is for the handcuffs on my guards, and I turn to Thorne first.

      “That was stupid. I could die in that cave, and now you might, too,” I mutter angrily, undoing his cuffs which fall to the floor. Thorne catches my hand before I can turn away, making me look up at him. I hate how attractive he is, even with his blond hair all messy and littered with dirt and leaves. His stupidly perfect face stares down at me like I’m his everything, and all I can feel is anger. And hate. I hate him, remember that Isola.

      “I’ve told you before, hate me all you want, but I am not leaving your side. You will not die in that cave. We will get through it together, or I will at least make sure to find a way you will survive,” he tells me, locking his eyes with mine and making me stare into those pale-blue eyes that remind me who he really is.

      “Let’s hope so, or Dragca will have no dragon heirs to the throne left to stop your mother,” I pull away, and he lets me go, averting his eyes because he knows I am right. If we both die in that cave, there is no one left. I sigh as I rub my forehead, knowing things just got a million times more complicated. I walk over to Dagan and Elias who are talking quietly. Their conversation stops when I get to them, like that isn't suspicious at all. I raise my eyebrows at them, just as I notice something.

      “I guess we all have a lot to talk about, but first, where is Bee?”
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      “Bee is with Korbin. She didn’t want to leave him alone. Darth went with them, and he said he would watch over her,” Dagan tells me as I unlock his handcuffs after undoing Elias’s.  Dagan rubs his wrists, looking at me through his fringe, which has fallen into his face, and frowning. He gently places his hand on my cheek, rolling his lip ring around as I relax into his hand for a second. “It’s going to be okay.” Melody clears her throat, snapping me and Dagan out of the little moment we had.

      “Do you know where Korbin is?” I ask. I want to see him, even if his parents are looking after him. I need to see that they have a cure, and if there is anything else I can do to help.

      “Yep. In fact, his parents want to meet you,” Elias grins. “Ready to meet the parents, naughty princess?”

      “I didn’t think of it like that, but erm, yes,” I say, suddenly feeling nervous. What if they don’t like me? What if they don’t think I’m good enough for their son?

      “They will love you,” Melody says, clearly guessing what I’m thinking and smiling at me. “I’m going to sort out accommodations for us all and have a snoop around. I want to find out what the second trial will be. I don’t like that she didn’t tell us. Seers have many ways to kill dragons, and I’m not letting my sister go into an unfair trial.” I smile at her words, loving how protective we have become over each other in such a short time.

      “We shouldn’t have split up. I don’t trust everyone here not to try and kill us,” I say before she can walk away from us.

      “I will go with her,” Thorne offers, stepping to Melody’s side.

      “Thanks,” I tell him, only glancing his way briefly.

      “Come on then, blondie,” Melody says, not looking entirely happy about Thorne following after her, but I know she sees the reason in it. We can’t trust this place, not yet.

      “Princess Isola. Princess Isola’s dragon guards,” Jenny says from behind me, and I turn to see her standing behind me, bowing her head, and two other women stand next to her. I instantly scent that they are human, and when they lower their hoods, I believe they must be Jenny’s children. The teenagers look like her, anyway. They have the same hair, similar features, and they give me a nervous glance.

      “We wish for you to come with us and choose your weapons for the trials. I am also to take your guards to select new clothing to wear while they are here,” she says, and Dagan places his hand on my shoulder as he steps to my side.

      “I will choose the weapons for the princess and the clothes for myself, my brother, and Thorne,” Dagan says, and I watch the two teenagers giggle as they stare at Dagan.

      Kill, nice meal these humans, my dragon growls, pushing for me to shift.

      No! Dagan looks like a god, you can’t blame them for finding him hot, I try to reason with her, and she huffs.

      “Everything okay?” Dagan asks me, snapping me out of my head. I turn to him, leaning up and kissing him thoroughly, loving how his lip ring pushes against my lips.

      “Everything is fine, my dragon was just getting a little jealous,” I admit to him, forgetting that there is anyone else here as Dagan slides his hand to the back of my head and takes my lips passionately. His lips press against mine, marking me, and making me completely unaware of anything other than his kiss until he breaks away.

      “There is nothing to be jealous of,” he whispers against my lips, the chill from his lip ring a direct opposite of his warm lips. It feels amazing, and I wish we were alone.

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Elias drawls from my other side as Dagan and I break away and see Jenny narrowing her eyes at me with her hands on her hips.

      “Young people, always frolicking. Come on with me if you think you can manage to pry yourself away from the princess, Mr. Fire,” Jenny scolds, and I try not to laugh at her annoyed face as she turns, walking away with her daughters trailing behind her. Dagan winks at me before following her, and I turn to Elias, who holds out a hand. I slide my hand into his, and he pulls me close to his side as we walk across the clearing towards a path in the trees. I look over at two women watching us near a table as they fold clothes. I still see the look of desire they flash Elias. The growl slips from my lips before I can stop it, and they jump, giving me a fearful look before scampering away.

      “That’s not the way to make friends, princess,” Elias laughs.

      “My dragon is a little possessive,” I reply, not apologising for it. They could clearly see us close together and should have figured out he is off limits.

      “Mine, too,” he kisses the side of my head. “But yours has nothing to worry about.” I don’t answer him, knowing nothing is really certain between any of us, and that’s why my dragon worries. She won’t stop being jealous and irrational until mating with them. Dragons are naturally territorial of what they think of as theirs. Unfortunately for me, my dragon thinks sexy guys are like jewels. And she wants to hoard them all, keeping them for herself.

      “How is your arm?” he asks, and I automatically glance at it. It’s really weird how you have to look when someone asks about something.

      “It’s okay, I don’t think it will be long before I can take it off,” I answer. It is feeling a lot better. I will be glad to take the bandage off later.

      “You were amazing today, you know that?” he says, watching as two seers pass us, not even looking our way.

      “I don’t think amazing is the right word to describe it. I haven’t gotten any of them on my side or believing in me,” I respond quietly. “How did my father and my family before him just get people to follow them?” I ask the question I keep wondering. I know one of my ancestors won a war and that made him king, but how did my family never get kicked off the throne until now? I know we are stronger than fire dragons, but there are only so many of us, and every generation there are less. I always wondered what would have happened if I had a child with Jace and who that child would have mated with. With no ice heirs, it would have had to be a fire dragon, and then everyone would find out that fire and ice dragons can have children together like Thorne. Fire was always heading towards the throne, one way or another. My father wasn’t a stupid man, he would have thought this all through, so what was his plan?

      “By being a leader, a ruler. By being a light they could follow when it felt like darkness was all that was left," he tells me. I don’t reply as we follow the path, walking past more huts until we are quite far out in the woods.

      “How do you become a leader?” I ask, because it’s clear I do not have a clue.

      “By being inspirational,” he shrugs. “I always used to hear tales of the king and queen, and how even though they had their issues, they were inspirational to see.”

      “Then this is hopeless. I’m not an inspiration to anyone. I’m a princess of a world I wasn’t even brought up in, a princess that let her father be killed and then forgot who she was. A princess that didn’t even want the throne in the first place,” I say, starting to panic as everything collapses in on me. What the hell am I doing trying to get the throne back? Why aren’t I running away like a smart person would? Elias pulls me to him, tucking my head under his chin as I try to calm down. When it becomes hard to breathe, I start to panic more, not knowing what is happening to me.

      “You’re having a panic attack. Breathe nice and slow and listen to me talk. Just listen and think of nothing else,” Elias says calmly, trying to soothe me, but it doesn’t work. I just feel like I can’t breathe, and everything I don’t want to remember or think about is rushing through my mind.

      “I-I can’t do this,” I breathe out, my words catching and likely not making any sense.

      “Isola Dragice, you know what I thought when I first met you?” he asks as I try to take deep breaths and just relax in his smoky scent.

      “No,” I shakily exhale.

      “I thought, ‘wow, she is pretty gorgeous’. Then a few hours later I thought, ‘wow, she is going to die super quick because she is so clueless’,” he says, and it makes me laugh a little.

      “If you’re trying to make me feel better, you suck at it,” I eventually say, loving the soothing circles he rubs into my back with his thumb.

      “It took one week for me to know I was absolutely wrong about you. So wrong. I saw how strong you are, how kind, and how utterly special. Isola Dragice walked straight into a world she could barely remember, clueless and heartbroken . . . and held her head high even when everything was stacked against her,” he pauses, lifting my chin, so we are looking at each other. “If that isn’t inspirational, I don’t know what else is. Everything you have been through, everything you have lost, and you are still standing here.  That alone is amazing. You still fight for what is right when we both know it would be easier to run away.”

      “Why do you believe in me so much?” I question quietly.

      “Because I love you,” he whispers, and my eyes widen in shock as I just gape, momentarily at a loss for words. “Because I’ve loved you, an inspirational girl I met once as a boy, since you gave me that second chance at life. I spent years dreaming about her, even when I discovered she was the princess, and I knew she would never look at me twice. I love you because you never gave up on me, not once, even when I didn’t know who you were. I love you, Isola Dragice, and I will always be yours.”

      “I love you, too,” I whisper, and lean up, pressing my lips against his, only able to do it once before he loses all control and slams his lips firmly on mine and picks me up in his arms. Elias walks us through the trees, away from anyone or any path, as we fervently kiss each other. I pull his shirt off when he stops, and he slowly slides me down his body, gently biting my bottom lip before letting go and stepping back.

      “I want to see you, all of you,” he tells me, and I nervously unclip my cloak, letting it fall to the ground. I pull my top off, careful not to hurt my arm, and watch as Elias’s eyes widen and fill with heat. I wriggle out of my trousers as I scan my eyes over Elias’s chest, the dragon tattoo, the words on his heart, and finally down to the trail of dark hair that disappears into his jeans. I look up as my trousers fall to the floor, and I step out of them, standing completely bare in front of him. When I meet his eyes and see the desire, any embarrassment disappears as I see how much he wants me. How nothing he sees is anything other than what he wants, what he needs.

      “I’m yours, Elias. Isn’t it about time you show me what it’s like to belong to Elias Fire?” I whisper, and my words make him snap, taking one big step forward and picking me up. Elias lies me down on my clothes, holding my uninjured hand above my head as he keeps eye contact with me and presses his body against mine. Even with his jeans on, the friction makes me gasp as he knocks my legs apart. Elias slowly kisses down my jaw, pausing to graze his teeth against a sensitive part on my neck before moving lower. I moan as his lips find my nipple, sucking it into his mouth and biting down gently. The mixture of both pleasure and pain drives me crazy until he breaks away and spends time with my other breast.

      “Isola, you are so fucking beautiful,” Elias comments between kisses as he makes his way down my body until he finds where he was looking for.

      “Eli,” I moan as his talented tongue finds my core and starts twirling in slow, perfect circles that get me so close, but aren't quite enough to push me over the edge. The asshole is teasing me.

      “Enough, I want you now,” I say, and he lifts his head, seductively licking his lips as he looks down at me.

      “Are you sure you can handle me?” he asks with an amused grin as I slip my hands to his jeans, undoing the button and sliding my hand inside. Elias’s grin disappears when I wrap my hand around him, stroking him firmly and making him groan as he closes his eyes.

      “Are you sure you can handle me?” I mimic him, and his eyes leisurely open as his hand grabs mine, pulling me away only to maneuver his body on top of mine.

      “No, I know you are going to drive me insane when I’m inside of you. You already do just when we kiss," he tells me and kisses me, stopping anymore talking. I kick his jeans down his legs, writhing against him as his hands explore my breasts and his lips devour my own. I gasp as Elias thrusts into me, every inch of him feeling amazing as he slowly fills me up.

      “Eli, I love you, don’t stop,” I mumble out around kisses, arching my back as Elias kisses my neck and groans loudly as he slams into me again and again.

      “I won’t. God, you’re everything,” he says, leaning up and kissing me roughly as he picks up his pace. I moan as an orgasm unexpectedly slams into me, and Elias bites my neck, speeding up his thrusts until I feel him finish. We both lie together, our foreheads resting against each other, and our heavy breathing is the only sound.

      “It’s impossible how much I love you,” he whispers, and I smile as I whisper back.

      “Nothing is impossible.”
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      “Okay, are there any more leaves in my hair?” I ask Elias after shaking my hair out once again. I don’t want to meet Korbin’s parents with flushed cheeks and messy hair that is full of dirt and leaves. They will know straight away from our scent alone, but I’m not hiding my relationship from anyone. I couldn’t even if I tried. The whole camp must be talking about how I basically claimed my dragon guards when Essna asked me to choose them or the throne. Starting off on a lie isn’t the best way to do anything. Elias chuckles, pulling his shirt on and walking over to me. He reaches a hand into my hair and pulls out a leaf.

      “Just the one, and now you’re perfect,” he grins, making me laugh. Elias helps me clip my cloak on, and I’m just about to start walking back to the path when he speaks.

      “I was worried what happened with the Earth boy would affect us. You would tell me if I scared you, right?” I turn at his unsure voice and walk straight up to him, placing my hands on his chest.

      “You could never scare me. I didn’t think about–” I have to clear my throat before I can say his name, “Michael. What he almost did, well, it’s not going to ruin my life. Do I get scared sometimes? Yes. But never when I’m with any of you. I know I’m safe, that you’d never hurt me, so I don’t need to be scared.” I stop rambling when he kisses me, and I can feel the smile on his lips before I even see it.

      “You’re always safe with us. I’m glad you know that,” he replies, linking our hands together, and we walk through the forest. We are silent for most of the walk once we get back on the path and pass a few huts with people milling around. Most of them stare, and a few children run past us as they sing songs with big smiles on their faces.

      “The people look so happy here,” I say quietly.

      “Yes. I know the fire rebellion was once a group of dragons, seers, and humans that believed in the old ways of Dragca to guide them. They trusted light and dark magic, fire and ice, and all that Dragca naturally gave to them. Your father did not hold those same beliefs. He did not think dark magic should be respected, or even practised. I don't believe he trusted magic of any kind, purely because I heard of many missions where guards were sent to find and stop practisers,” he says. I rest my head on his shoulder as I look at the children and their mother watching them from the door with a big smile on her lips. How could my father destroy people for loving Dragca and magic?

      “Why would he hunt light magic users? It makes no sense, as far as I know you cannot use it for anything, and the only magic we’ve known for years is dark and destructive,” I say, thinking back to the stories Jace told me about. He said his parents told him that dark magic had taken over a farm boy, and he had killed an entire village by accident. His parents told him that story when he was twelve, and three weeks later they disappeared. We never did find out where they went, but Jace always said he felt like they were alive somewhere, though I’m pretty sure they are dead.

      “Lies. I know others were connected to the light magic, but not on a scale like you are and like Tatarina is to dark. They didn’t get spirits and the protection from that. They could just use it for tiny things, like healing plants and making light,” he says tensely. “Nothing that could hurt someone, not like what you are capable of.”

      “Did you see Tatarina a lot in the dungeons? Did you see her use dark magic to hurt someone?” I ask, because we haven’t had time to talk about where he was and what happened during those years I didn’t know he existed. It couldn’t have been easy, even with Thorne protecting them for me.

      “Yes. She liked to use her dark magic on us and the other prisoners, who she regularly killed by accident. I believe it made her stronger, and her dark spirit, Nane, enjoyed watching,” he answers. I know he is hiding the worst of it from me, and I squeeze his hand tightly, letting him know he can talk to me whenever he wants to. When did we all become so broken?

      “I don’t think we can kill Nane, not without killing Bee. I’ve heard several times now that there must be dark and light alive at the same time. I worry that destroying one, will destroy the other,” I whisper, but he hears me. I won’t let Bee die, not for anything. I’m too attached to the little green Barbie doll that eats like a horse and, I’m pretty sure, likes food more than me.

      “I don’t know enough of light and dark magic to advise you. I just know that Nane must be controlled if she is kept alive. Also, she won’t survive without a new host, not if you kill Tatarina,” he tells me, and I suspected as much.

      “Let’s hope Nane’s next choice is better than her first, or we will just end up killing one host after another, and that isn’t something I want to do,” I admit, and we both walk in silence to the end of the path where a large hut sits. The hut is two put together, but I imagine they make one house. There is smoke coming out of the hole in the middle of the main part of the hut, and I can hear quiet talking inside.

      “Time to meet the parents,” Elias teases me with a big grin on his lips, and I roll my eyes at him as we walk to the door. I lift my hand, knocking twice. The door is opened a few seconds later by Darth, who smiles when he sees us. He has a few cuts on his face that are stitched up, his grey hair looks brushed, and he has new clothes on, with a long cloak clipped at his neck. They have been looking after him, but I still feel a little bad about dropping him in the forest and cutting his face. Hopefully, they won’t scar.

      “It’s about time you got here, girl,” he says, and holds the door open as I walk in, and he shuts the door behind us.

      “I’m glad you’re okay after the fall,” I reply with a smile.

      “I was lucky to land in a rather large pond with Korbin and Elias. We swam out, carrying Korbin of course, and then the seers found us,” he says and points at his face as he chuckles, “though I managed to hit a few sharp rocks under the water somehow. I’ve always been a little unlucky.”

      “You were lucky my son was found right then. I doubt he would have survived much longer in the state he was in,” a woman says, stepping through a fabric curtain in the room and standing still, assessing me and Elias. The woman is stunning, with long black hair in braids, light-brown skin and green eyes that are the image of Korbin’s eyes. Even without her saying anything, I would have known she was his mother, or at least a close relative.

      “That was not my fault, Janiya,” Darth says, shaking his head.

      “You should have called me straight away, father! He is my only son, and if he had died, there would be nothing left!” Janiya shouts, fire lighting up her arms as her eyes turn black, and she looks away sharply as she calms herself down. I stare at Darth with my mouth gaping open.

      “You’re Kor’s grandfather?” Elias is the one that speaks before I can.

      “Yes, not that we ever met. I was a terrible father, always working. Janiya joined the dragon guard when she turned eighteen to escape,” he explains.

      “That’s not the only reason I joined, father; not everything is about you,” Janiya huffs, and Darth smiles indulgently at her.

      “You are just as stubborn as your mother,” he says, and shakes his head. “I will leave you to meet the woman your son is in love with.” Darth says, walking around us and out of the door as I lock eyes with Janiya.

      “Princess Isola Dragice, I presume?” Janiya says, crossing her arms and making the bangles on them clang against each other. It’s only then that I notice she has a dragon guard uniform on, a purple cloak and three metal, circular necklaces around her neck that match the bangles on her arms.

      “Yes, it is nice to meet you,” I say as I step forward and hold a hand out for her to shake. Janiya stares at my hand before sliding hers into it, gripping me tightly.

      “Thank you for keeping my son alive for as long as you and your guards did,” she says tightly, like it pains her to thank me. She stares at my eyes for a long time, seeming like she has just seen a ghost or something as she whispers under her breath. “You look just like your father.”

      “It’s nothing, I would never have let him die, and thank you. I’ve always heard I have my father’s eyes, but I look like my mother,” I say, pulling my hand away and glancing through a small gap in the curtain, seeing Korbin on a bed.

      “No, your mother had a kind face and your father was more . . . determined. You will find you are much more of your father than your mother, Isola Dragice,” she says, shaking her head.

      “I don’t think it matters who I am most like in looks, I know I am different to them both. More importantly though, I came to see Korbin. I need to know if he is okay,” I say, stepping closer to the fabric and the gap where I can see Korbin sleeping.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t wish for you to see my son anymore. You will cause his death, and I won’t allow that,” Janiya says, stepping in front of the gap and glaring at me as she crosses her arms again.

      “You can’t stop me,” I state firmly, crossing my own arms and holding my ground.

      “I will stop you if that’s what it takes, but instead, hopefully, you can be reasoned with. You are the princess, a princess that over half of this world is looking to kill or dedicate to a throne for the rest of your life. If my son is at your side, he will die protecting you, or worse, be used against you. Have you even thought about the risk of having my son at your side? If you care about him at all, you will walk away,” she asserts, making me question my own decision until I remember that I can’t make Korbin stay away from me. Even if I walked away, he would still protect me, and he could die at any point because life isn’t certain. Death is, but how we live our lives should be our choice. I won’t make that choice for Korbin. He knows the risk of being with me.

      “Janiya, love, enough of this. We have talked about our son’s decisions, and you know what he wants,” a man says firmly, after stepping out of the curtain and standing next to her. The man looks like an older version of Korbin as they share a lot of facial features, but he has light-brown hair, tanned golden skin, and kind-looking brown eyes.

      “Phelan, this is insane. He can’t mate with her! That would make a dragon guard a king, and no one will ever accept that! So, what is the point of letting them be together? She will get our son killed! Royals get everyone killed, and besides, her father killed my mother!” she growls out, pushing Phelan away and slamming her shoulder into mine as she passes me and walks out of the hut.

      “I didn’t know what my father did,” I whisper into the silence of the room. No wonder she hates me. My father killed her mother, and in her eyes, I’m now trying to get her son killed.

      “We cannot be held accountable for the actions of our parents. I am sorry for my mate’s reaction. She just fears for Korbin’s life, and things have been touch and go for the last two days. I don’t think she has slept since he came back,” he explains.

      “I understand that. If I could walk away from him, I would have done so by now. I can’t, and ultimately, it is up to Korbin who he chooses to love and fight for,” I say gently.

      “My son has told me all about you, and I know there isn’t a chance in Dragca that he is leaving your side,” he chuckles. “You can thank his mother for his stubbornness. They are very much alike and are usually butting heads over something.”

      “Why did my father kill Korbin’s grandmother?” I ask.

      “I do not know everything, only that Janiya’s mother knew something, something she shouldn’t have known. The dragon guards were sent in the night, and they murdered Janiya’s mother while Janiya was training in the dragon guard. She found out the next morning and left the guard with me, running to the only place where the king couldn’t track us. The fire rebellion,” he tells us, and I glance at Elias, who looks as confused as I am.

      “I don’t understand. How did my father ever trust you two again? I mean, you are dragon guards.”

      “He didn’t know who we were, we changed our names, and your father had long forgotten Janiya over the years of hunting her. When you run from the curse, it does eventually give up on chasing you. The magic isn’t endless, and the king had many runaways to deal with. When Korbin was old enough, we knew he had to return because of the curse. We followed him back, became the best dragon guards your father had, and Korbin got the training he needed,” he clarifies.

      “Still, I am sorry for what my father did,” I say and look away, “I seem to be apologizing for a lot of his actions recently. I didn’t have a clue who he really was and what he did as king.”

      “Just be different than he was, that’s all any of us want. Tatarina is very much like her departed husband, and no one wants her on the throne. Make good choices,” he says, and pats my shoulder before walking to the door.

      “Where is Bee?” I ask, making him pause and look back. “In the kitchen, which is at the back of the hut through that curtain. I found her a bunch of human chocolate and sweets, and she has ignored us since. Now, I better go find my mate,” he grins, one much like his son’s, before walking out. I walk to the right, peeking through the open curtain and seeing Korbin fast asleep on his side. One leg sticks out of the blanket, and his light snores fill the room.

      “Let’s check on Bee before we wake him. He looks comfy,” I whisper to Elias who peers over my head at Korbin.

      “Sure,” Elias replies, and I step back, walking across the little living room in the hut. There are sofas in here, a fireplace, and brightly coloured, worn rugs on the floor. There is a makeshift wall at the back of the hut, made out of a purple, nearly see through fabric. I move it aside and walk in, laughing at the sight that greets me. Bee is on a table, lying in a glass bowl full of bubbly water, sunbathing from the beam of light coming in from the window. There are dozens of wrappers from sweets and chocolate all around the bowl, and Bee is currently trying to eat a chocolate bar that is bigger than her head, as it melts in the water.

      “Bee?” I ask, hearing Elias chuckle behind me. Bee drops the bar into the water, flashing me a chocolate-covered grin.

      “You back,” she says, and I sigh.

      “I missed you too, Bee. I need to train on how to use light tomorrow. You can rest, or do whatever it is you are doing now, but tomorrow, things have to change. I need to be able to use the light to survive now,” I say, and she yawns, looking unimpressed.

      “Good,” she says, pushing her green hair out of her face and picking up her chocolate bar, clearly done with our conversation.

      “Are you sure you are ready to use light magic?” Elias asks as we walk out of the small kitchen.

      “No, but then again, I don’t think I have a choice. This is who I am meant to be, and Dragca needs magic once again.”
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      “Hey, sleepy head,” I call softly, stroking the side of Korbin’s face. His green eyes open slowly as he jolts up, relaxing back into the pillow when he sees it’s me. Korbin looks amazing, so much better than he was. The purple lines are gone, his skin has colour, and he looks, well, more alive.

      “What is a sleepy head? It sounds kind of dirty,” Elias asks from where he is leaning against the wall.

      “It’s an expression. It just means you have sleepy, cute, messy hair. Don’t worry, you look cuter in the morning. I think Korbin has the sexy look instead,” I wink at him, and he growls.

      “I’m not cute. I’d rather be sexy. Sexy tops cute,” Elias grumbles as Korbin and I laugh. Korbin sits himself up on the bed, only flinching in pain slightly before relaxing back against the wooden headboard. He coughs a few times, and I place my hand in his, trying not to show how worried I still am about him.

      “I’m fine, honest. I just could do with a glass of water,” he says, and I go to get up, but he holds my hand tightly. “I can wait, though, I’d rather you stay with me.”

      “I’ll get it, man,” Elias says in understanding before I can reply, walking out of the room.

      “How did they heal you?” I ask, curious. Korbin pulls his shirt up, showing me the purple leaves stuck over the cut.

      “There is a plant called Tunits, and their leaves absorb anything. They are rare in Dragca, and the leaves are expensive to buy. Of course, my parents sent for the leaves the moment the seers brought me here. Darth helped heal me with your blood until the leaves could be found,” Korbin explains.

      “You know Darth is your grandfather?” I ask, and he chuckles.

      “Yeah, I was shocked at first. The old dragon is good at keeping secrets, and I can’t scent him because . . .” he stops, pain flickering in his eyes at the mention of losing his dragon, and I squeeze his hand. “Anyway, my mum slapped the silly out of him when he first walked in here.”

      “Your mum is erm . . . scary,” I say, and he laughs loudly, holding his stomach as laughing must hurt him.

      “You braved my parents to come and see me? I’m impressed you made it in here,” Korbin comments.

      “Actually, it was just your mum I had to brave. Your dad seemed to be okay with me,” I tell him, shrugging, and he laughs, even though it seems to hurt him a little.

      “They will love you, just like I do. It will just take time. Especially if you ever answer that question I asked you before Eli came in,” he says with a nervous grin on his lips. There are a million reasons why I should say no. Responsibility of the throne. The timing. The fact I haven’t spoken to Elias or Dagan about all this. Yet, there is one reason I know all that stuff doesn’t matter. I want Korbin as my mate. I nearly watched him die, and I know my life would be empty without him.

      “You know my answer, it was always yes,” I whisper timidly, and he grins, tugging me down with his one hand, so he can kiss me. I break away just as Elias comes into the room, but I can’t look away from Korbin and the massive smile on his face. I lean forward and kiss Kor again, grazing my lips against his, and he laughs, gently holding me back.

      “I love you, too,” he says with a chuckle. “But remember I’m not well enough to really show you how much.”

      “Don’t stop on my account,” Elias says playfully, coming over and handing Korbin the drink. Korbin drinks most of it before handing it to me, and I hop off the bed, so I can reach the dresser to put the glass of water on top.

      “Isola just agreed to mate with me,” Kor suddenly blurts out, and I turn, giving him a wide-eyed look that suggests he stop talking, but he doesn’t seem to get it. He shrugs his shoulders and explains. “Almost dying made me realise I love her more than anything, and I don’t want to wait years to make a decision when I know what I want. We could be killed any day, and Isola is it for me. Thank god, she said yes.”

      “What? Don’t you think that is something we all should discuss?” Elias exclaims, and I turn in time to see him run his hands through his hair.

      “I’m not taking her from you. I would never stop her from also mating with you or Dagan. I just need Isola to know how I feel about her. I know how serious mating is, and we have made our choice. I want you to accept it. It was you that suggested the idea of sharing and all of us being together in the first place,” Kor says. When was this conversation?

      “But being mated . . . that’s something else. I never thought that far ahead,” Elias mutters, flashing me a guilty look when he finally looks my way and likely sees all my emotions on my face. He . . . he doesn’t want me?

      “Are you saying you never see yourself mating to me?” I ask quietly, and Elias shakes his head, walking over to me and trying to reach for my hands, but I jerk back away from him.

      “It’s not that, it’s just mating is forever. It’s a blessing and a big step. We are young and–” I cut him off as I don’t want to hear it. He was just telling me how much he loved me, and we were having sex, but now he isn’t sure? He certainly wasn’t unsure when he was inside of me. Why are men such assholes sometimes?

      “You know what, Eli? Just get out, or I’m going to leave,” I shout, my words coming out a growl as my dragon’s anger fills me, making everything seem doubly as painful. I step back, hearing a cracking noise, and I look down to see the floor around me is frozen, the ice spreading towards Eli and Kor’s bed.

      “Isola . . .” Eli starts, but I can’t look up at him as I try to stop the ice. It doesn’t work, instead the room starts snowing. As snow falls on my cheeks, I look up to see Eli just standing there, looking bewildered as snow covers him.

      “Leave, just please leave. You’re right, I didn’t think any of this through. Me, you, Kor, and Dagan. How can we possibly all get blessed and be mated when it’s clear you never even thought about being that serious with me?” I ask, my heart pounding in my ears in fear of anything Elias might say.

      “Isola, it’s not that I don’t love you–” he starts to say, and I shake my head, the snow falling inside the room increasing.

      “You just don’t want to mate with me, I get it. Now get out,” I say quietly.

      “Isola–”

      “Just get out!” I shout, covering my face with my hands, and my voice trailing off into a whisper. “Please go. I can’t deal with this right now.”

      “Leave, Elias. Don’t make me try and get off this bed to kick you out. You’ve said enough for today, don’t you think?” Kor says firmly as I stare at the wall and try not to cry. I hear Elias walk out of the room and the sound of the door slamming only moments later.

      “Come here, doll,” Korbin gently coaxes, and I run over, burying my head into his neck as he drapes an arm around my waist.

      “Elias is scared, you know that, right? He’s scared of losing you, and I bet he thinks mating with you will kill him more if he lost you. I know he loves you, and whatever is stopping him from mating with you, it is in his head. It’s fear, not lack of love,” he tells me soothingly, but nothing seems to help with how my heart feels like it is shattering.

      “I get being scared, I’m scared every day, but I don’t get not wanting or planning a future with the people I love,” I whisper, my words not making much sense as I wipe my tears on Kor’s shirt.

      “I know, doll. Give Elias time to calm down. His shock over you agreeing to mate with me, everything that is going on, and losing his dragon is messing with his head. Give him time,” he says.

      “He shouldn’t have to think whether he wants me or not. I never had to think like that about any of you. I just knew, deep down inside, I knew,” I reply.

      “Me, too, doll,” Korbin says, kissing the top of my head. “Stay with me for a while? I could do with holding you close.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I mumble, wiping the tears off my face and relaxing in Korbin’s arms. If Elias doesn’t want me, fine, but I’m not going to allow it to destroy me and distract me from the trials. I can’t, because if I’m destroyed, what becomes of Dragca?
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      “These are the huts they have given us to live in while we are here. I think someone should stay on guard, and no one should be alone anyway. I don’t trust Essna. There is something else going on here,” Melody says, waving a hand at the two huts in front of us, but keeping her serious eyes on me until I sharply nod. I don’t trust Essna either. I look back at the huts, seeing that one is massive and looks like it could fit dozens of people inside. The one next to it is rather small. Bee flies off my shoulder, flying into the hut through a gap in the fabric before I can stop her. She wasn’t pleased that we had to leave Kor at his parents’ and with Darth until he is better. I can’t say I’m happy about it, but I know he isn’t well enough to be moved yet, and his parents will care for him. I also know I need to start training as soon as possible with Bee, and I’m going to be distracted until the trials.

      “I will check it is safe first,” Dagan says, walking past me and through the fabric door. I roll my eyes over his black trousers and shirt, and the two swords on his hips attached to his belt in holders. He also has a new dark-blue cloak which he holds rather than wears. It isn’t cold, and I might take my cloak off soon as it feels like the middle of summer here. I aimlessly look around the trees surrounding the huts, noticing that they have put us far away from anyone else. I don’t know if that’s to protect us or them. More likely them.

      “Where is Thorne?” I ask, remembering that he was supposed to be with Melody for protection.

      “With Elias getting food for us all. We bumped into him on the way back here,” she explains.

      “That’s good,” I say tightly, even hearing his name makes my dragon growl, and my heart pound in my chest.

      “What’s up? You’ve looked like someone killed your puppy since you left Korbin’s,” Melody says, nudging me with her shoulder.

      “I don’t have a puppy,” I reply dryly, really not wanting to talk about anything.

      “It’s a metaphor, now come on, out with it,” she demands, and I’m thankful for the distraction when Dagan comes out of the hut.

      “It’s clear, come on in. It’s actually pretty nice,” he calls to us, holding the fabric door open. I quickly walk in, happy to get away from Melody and her questioning gaze. The hut is nice, with three red sofas and a matching red and yellow woven rug in the middle of them. There is a fireplace, which is already lit and makes the room really warm. I see five doors, and I’m guessing they lead to the bedrooms, bathroom, and kitchen areas.

      “I’m taking the hut next door. It’s made for one, anyway, and I want to watch my orb for a while,” she says, placing her hand on my arm for a second.

      “You could stay here,” I say.

      “No, it’s yours, and there are some things a sister never wants to hear through these thin straw walls,” Melody pulls a disgusted face and walks back out of the door as I smile. She has a point, or at least I hope she does. I walk into the room, sitting on the couch and laying my head back, staring at the ceiling.

      “What happened? Did Kor upset you? His parents say something?” Dagan asks, moving to the back of the sofa and looking down at me, rolling that lip ring around. I stare up at him, noticing how long his hair has gotten in the last couple of weeks. Dagan usually keeps it short, and it needs a cut, but the dark-brown, wavy hair makes him look dangerously sexy.

      “Nothing happened,” I mutter, standing up and walking to the fireplace, looking at the little wooden dragon statue in the middle of the mantle. I pick it up, smoothing my hands over the wood and thinking of the detail that must have gone into making it.

      “What the hell happened, kitty cat? Talk to me,” Dagan asks, and the fabric door opens, with Elias and Thorne walking in as I stiffen up. My eyes immediately lock with Elias, seeing the guilt and maybe even fear in his eyes as he stops and stares at me. I don’t seem to be able to focus on anyone else, or anything going on in the room other than Elias.

      “Leave me alone with Isola. I’m the one that pissed her off because I’m an idiot, and we need to talk,” Elias says, looking awkward as I glare at him.

      “Sure,” Thorne agrees, putting the bags on the floor next to the ones Elias put down. “But if you hurt her, you’re dead,” Thorne says calmly, but with just enough protective tones that it sends shivers through me. Elias doesn’t look his way, keeping his eyes on me the whole time.

      “Fix whatever stupid shit you said. We need to be united at the moment, not apart,” Dagan whispers adamantly to Elias as he passes him, but Elias still keeps his eyes locked on mine. In the corner of my eye, I see Dagan pat Thorne’s shoulder, before practically pushing him out of the door.

      “You don’t need to apologise. I’ve had time to think about it. If you think I’m not worth mating with, if you don’t want me for more than just fun, then I will break the dragon guards’ curse, and you can leave,” I say as I turn away, annoyed when my voice catches when I try so hard to be emotionless. Elias walks over, taking my face into his hands and holding on tightly. He forces me to look into his eyes that show his every emotion, and all I can see is fear. He is scared.

      “I love you. I fucking love you, and everything I said about mating, it had nothing to do with how I feel about you,” he growls.

      “Then I don’t get it, am I not enough? Do you never want to mate with anyone?” I ask, and his thumb wipes a tear away that falls down my right cheek.

      “I am scared, not of mating and you, but of being a disappointment to you. Mating with you would make me a king, would make me a leader, and I’m definitely not that. I can’t be what you need, and I don’t want you to mate with me, then regret it down the line,” he admits, his voice quiet like he doesn’t want to tell me this.

      “I would never regret that. I would never regret you,” I breathe out.

      “Yes, you would. People will never accept that you have more than one mate, let alone all of them being dragon guards, Isola. Mating with you, it could ruin everything, and I don’t want to risk that. We can be together as much as we want, without me being a king,” he says gently, almost like he’s trying to soothe me, but I don’t agree with a single word he says.

      “The people need a queen who isn’t cruel, isn’t dead inside, and isn’t lost. If I don’t have all of you as my mates, if I have to give you up for the throne, I might as well leave Tatarina on it. They would not have a better leader if I were destroyed. Dragca is changing, and it will change with me. I want you as my mate, and I don’t care what anyone else, other than you, thinks. If you care about the opinions of strangers more than me, then there is nothing worth fighting for between us,” I pull away from him, walking over to one of the doors as he lets me go.

      “Make your choice. I won’t make anyone love me, mate with me, or be with me if they are scared of what that means. You have always known who I am and the price that comes with being with me. If we have no future, please tell me now and don’t break my heart any more than you already have,” I watch as he tensely watches me speak, never moving, and I know I have to get away from him before he sees me break down. I turn and open the nearest door, which leads to a small bedroom. Quickly closing the door behind me, I slide down the door, finally letting the tears fall.
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      “Isola? Elias?” I hear shouted, making me sit up from where I’ve been slumped on the floor in the tiny bedroom for god knows how long. My dragon whines as I stand up, stretching my arms and wiping my dry lips. It’s funny how time seems to stop when your heart is breaking. I feel like I’ve already lost Eli in a way, and what’s worse, I’m more broken than when I lost Jace. How could I love Eli more than Jace, when I knew Jace nearly my entire life? The only conclusion I come to is that I’m a crappy person, and Eli is likely better off without me. Then in the next thought, I’m furious at Eli and think I need to woman up. Or princess up? I actually have no clue.

      “I’m in here,” I shout back, not even remembering who called until Dagan opens the door and, at seeing my face, closes it behind him in one smooth motion.  He steps into the room and pulls me into his arms. I tense up for second, but when his smoky scent hits me, it relaxes me as well as my dragon.

      “I’m okay,” I whisper, feeling how tense he is as my head rests against his chest.

      “Elias is in a room with the door locked, and I’m betting he is regretting whatever the hell he said. I don’t want you to tell me what happened, but I do want you for the night. Let me take you out somewhere,” he asks. “A date, because we haven’t actually had a real one.”

      “We went to the café in the rain and had sandwiches, that’s totally a date,” I tease him, and he chuckles.

      “Eating those horrendous sandwiches is not a date. Plus, this is Dragca, not Earth. I want to take you on a date in our world,” he says.

      “Where? We can’t leave . . .” I trail off as he pulls back from me a little, so he can see my face as I look up at him.

      “Trust me?” he asks, kissing my forehead.

      “You know I do,” I chuckle, and he steps back with a big grin, linking our hands and walking us out of the room. Thorne is sitting on the sofa, sharpening a sword while Bee sleeps on the sofa next to him. She even has Thorne’s dark-blue cloak covering her. Thorne looks up, but I can’t focus on anything other than the fact he doesn’t have a shirt on. Holy crap, he has nice abs. There are eight of them, covered in sweat, and his man nipples even look attractive. Oh god, now I can’t stop thinking about licking man nipples. I don’t even know if that is what you call them, or how they can be attractive, but his are. Thorne flashes me a smile and flips his sword over in his large hands as his wavy blonde hair falls into his face.

      “Isola?” Dagan’s amused voice calls, snapping me out of my drooling, and I physically have to close my mouth. Why are all these dragon guards built like damn gods? It’s so unfair and distracting. I can’t even manage to collect my thoughts until I look away.

      “Have a good night,” is all Thorne says, looking back down at his sword and going back to what he was doing. I look back at the doors in the room for a distraction. Knowing Elias is behind one of them just makes me sad, and it’s worse that he didn’t come to me, but in a way I’m glad he didn’t go far. Maybe he doesn’t want me anymore? I try to redirect my thoughts, forget everything going on, and focus on where Dagan is taking me. We walk out of the hut together and see that the lanterns are all lit, lighting up the dark forest, so you can only see them. I look up, seeing the outline of the two moons and the dozens of stars lighting up the sky.

      “What kind of dates do you go on in Dragca usually?” I ask Dagan, who tugs me closer, wrapping an arm around my waist as we walk.

      “I think it depends on the girl. If I could take you anywhere, it would be to the biggest library in Dragca. There are thousands of books in there, both modern and old. It’s amazing, and I would take you to a nice meal, then of course back to my place for dessert,” he tells me, and I chuckle.

      “I like the sound of your date,” I grin mischievously, and he laughs. “But I will admit I’m slightly jealous of the previous girls that went on dates with you.”

      “I never really got to date while growing up, to be honest with you,” he tells me.

      “Why?” I ask, glancing up at him as he watches the forest as we walk.

      “Well, I had to train, and then Elias was always getting into shit. I was the one getting him out of trouble all the time or taking the blame, so I would get stuck with extra training on our days off,” he says.

      “That must have been crap,” I say.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m a pretty amazing fighter now because of it, and Elias isn’t dead like he would have been if I hadn’t helped him. Either way, it all worked out for the best because I’m here with you,” he says, tilting his head down and to the side slightly as he watches my reaction.

      “So, you wouldn’t change anything?” I ask.

      “No. There is only one thing about my past I wish I could know,” he says with a sigh.

      “About your father?” I guess.

      “Yes. We didn’t know who he was, and we never knew if he had family. Sisters. Brothers . . . just nothing. Our mum was so heartbroken she wouldn’t say a thing, and we were too young to remember,” he explains.

      “Sometimes, you have to accept you can’t know everything you want to,” I whisper. “If I could know why my father did the things he did. If I could know why he sent you guys to me, why he never told me about Melody, or told me about anything important . . . well, it would change my life,” I say.

      “He loved you, you know that, right?”

      “I don’t. He left me on Earth, lied to me all my life. How could he have loved me? I don’t even know if he ever loved my mother because he cheated on her. How could he have?” I ramble out.

      “I can only tell you one thing. When we first met, when you and your father were attacked, I knew he loved you. His reactions to everything happening in those moments, were to protect you. I ran and told you to duck, only because your father was running towards you, and I knew he wouldn’t make it. He was going to run straight into that dagger, no matter if it killed him, in order to save you. Whatever mistakes your father made, I believe he loved you very much,” he tells me, and I smile to myself as we take a right, away from the sounds of the people and the campfire in the distance.

      “I didn’t know he did that. Maybe you’re right,” I concede quietly as I start to hear the sound of the sea and waves.

      “I’m always right, kitty cat. Haven’t you learnt that by now?” Dagan teases.

      “You’re always lacking modesty, but I don’t know about anything else,” I laugh, and he tickles my side, making me jump away from him as we start to see some lights.

      “Where are we?” I ask as Dagan holds a branch out of the way, and I step through, straight onto a beach. We are on the rocks that lead to the water, which have several glowing white stones littered around.

      “What is this place? What are those stones?” I ask Dagan as I walk over, stopping in the sand, just before the waves can reach my boots.

      “Glow Stone Beach. A nice simple name, and in about ten minutes, something amazing happens. So, let’s get in,” Dagan explains, and I turn around just in time to see him pull his shirt off slowly and drop it on the rocks where he has already taken his cloak off. The moonlight shines on his chest, where his chiselled chest leads to a defined set of abs and distinct v shape dips into his jeans.

      “Kitty cat, do you not want to swim?” Dagan asks, his voice full of amusement, and my eyes flash up to his, seeing the playfulness there. I clear my throat.

      “Yep, I want to swim. But you are getting in first,” I say, crossing my arms, and he laughs loudly. He kicks his boots off, pulling his socks off next, and then drops his jeans until he is completely naked, totally shameless as he stands in front of me. I don’t let my eyes drop from his, which only seems to amuse him more as he walks past me, straight into the water. Holy crap, he is going to kill me with his hotness. If that’s even possible.

      “Hurry up, kitty cat,” Dagan says, snapping me out of my thoughts. I quickly strip down, leaving my clothes piled next to Dagan’s before running into the warm water. I swim out to the nearest glowing rock, grabbing it as I place my hands against it, feeling how warm the stone is.

      “Boo,” Dagan says next to my ear, his hands slipping around my waist. I relax my head back on his shoulder as we float in the waves quietly for a while.

      “Turn around, it should be any second,” Dagan whispers and helps me turn in the water. I rest my arms around his shoulders, looking up as he tucks a bit of my hair behind my ear.

      “What’s this surprise then?” I ask, feeling curious now, but I'm also a little overwhelmed by how close we are and the way he looks at me.

      “This,” he says, turning us sideways so I can see the millions of little blue lights in the water that are being pushed towards us by the waves. It looks like a wave of blue, sparkling diamonds, but much brighter.

      “What are those? It’s beautiful,” I gasp in shock. This is what makes Dragca amazing.

      “No one really knows. The people call them Sealights, and they come to this shore every night around this time. I’ve always wanted to see them,” he says as the little lights surround us in the water. They don’t touch us, just float around us. I wave a hand out in the water, watching how they move around my hand as I wave it in the sea.

      “This is amazing, unforgettable,” I mumble, still waving my hand in the sea.

      “Just like you. This place reminds me of you. That’s why I was so happy when I found out where we are, and I realized I could bring you here with me. This place is special, unique and so alive. It just shows, in a world where light magic is meant to be rare and practically impossible, there is this,” he whispers to me. I lean closer, sliding my hand into his hair as I kiss him, and his hands tighten on my hips, pulling my body hard against his.

      “I didn’t bring you here for that, we can just stay and enjoy the water,” he says. I almost worry he doesn’t want this, but I can feel how much he wants me from where our bodies are pressed together. I drag my hand out of his hair, down his chest, and find his hard length, wrapping my hand around him.

      “I want to enjoy you,” I say, and he groans as I speed up with my hand.

      “Isola,” he rasps, pulling my hand away and gripping me tightly to him. I wrap my legs around his waist as he kisses me. Moaning when his hand grabs one of my breasts and flicks the nipple, I rock myself against his length. I slowly inch myself down on him, and he easily slips in with how turned on I am. Dagan growls as he kisses me roughly, his hands holding my hips as I move up and down, getting closer and closer to the edge.

      “Mate with me?” he asks against my lips suddenly, and I stop with him still inside me. Dagan doesn’t let me completely stop as he moves my hips.

      “You haven’t even told me you love me yet,” I gasp, and he chuckles as my back hits a stone, and Dagan presses me against it, somehow pushing deeper inside me and making me moan. He glides his hand slowly up my legs as he kisses me and breaks away.

      “I love you, and you know it. I know it, though I’m a damn idiot for not telling you sooner. I want you to be mine, but the choice is yours. I just thought you might want to know what I am thinking about nearly all. the. damn. time," he says, punctuating his words with kisses as he pounds harder into me.

      “Yes,” I moan out, and his right hand moves between us, rubbing circles on my clit as he carries on thrusting. His other hand drifts to my throat, angling my head so I have to look at him.

      “Yes to what, Isola? Say the words,” he taunts, not letting me go, and no part of me wants him to either.

      “I will mate with you,” I manage to whisper.

      “Good, kitty cat. Now come for me. I want to feel you come around my cock,” he growls out, and I cry out as the orgasm that was just out of reach suddenly slams through me at his words. He picks up speed, and only a few thrusts later, I feel him finish inside me as he kisses me deeply.

      “Damn. I wanted to spend months getting to know you, learning everything you like, but no part of me regrets this,” he mutters against my lips, and it makes me giggle.

      “Good?” I ask, and he pulls back to frown at me.

      “That was more than good. In fact, I think we should get out of the water, onto the sand, and see if we can do a longer repeat,” he teases, sucking my bottom lip into his mouth before letting go so I can answer as he pulls out of me.

      “One thing first, though,” I say, pushing off the rock and wrapping my arms around his shoulders. “I love you. I needed to tell you that.”

      “And I needed to hear it. I won’t ever forget this moment. It’s the beginning of us, our future, and I’m never letting you go,” he vows lovingly, and then kisses me once more.
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      “That’s just gross. You can’t drink the milk you just had a bath in, Bee,” I say, watching in disgust as she shrugs at me and carries on drinking through the straw she has put in her bowl of milk. I look over the table where Thorne is quietly eating his toast, watching Bee with the same revulsion I am. He meets my eyes, and we both laugh, shaking our heads.

      “Hey, sis, where are Dagan and Elias?” Melody asks, picking up the glass jug of milk and a bowl off the side before sitting at the table. Melody frowns at Bee for a second as she gets the box of chocolate cereal off the table and starts pouring some into her bowl.

      “I don’t know for certain about Elias, but Dagan told me he was going to see Kor. I bet he took Eli with him,” I answer, ignoring the sharp bite of pain that shoots through my heart at the thought of Eli walking out of here and not even attempting to talk to me.

      “Makes sense,” Melody says, pouring her milk.

      “A more important question, how do they have so much human food here?” I ask, pointing at the boxes of food they gave us.

      “There is a portal here that opens into the back of a supermarket in Scotland. They send a team into the portal every night there to steal a little food. The humans think there is a stock problem, and our people are fed. It’s a win, win. It's part of why they chose this place, that and its close connection to the memory cave,” she shrugs.

      “That’s kind of amazing, and what is the memory cave? You haven’t told us anything about it, and I think we need to know,” I say, and Thorne puts his toast down, turning so, like me, his focus is solely on Melody.

      “It is where all seers go when they come of age. The cave is, in the simplest way to describe, alive with the memories of Dragca. When I went in, it showed me my mother as a child and then her being killed. It also showed me my birth and my death,” she explains.

      “It shows you your future?” Thorne asks.

      “Yes and no. For some people, what it shows comes true, and for others it does not. Like my death, for example. I was shown that I would die protecting you in the castle when Tatarina killed the king, but that didn’t happen. I wouldn’t worry, the cave mostly shows you the past and helps you find where you need to go,” she waves a hand.

      “So, it’s like your powers? They might not come true, but there is good chance they could?” I question.

      “Yes, and another thing . . .” she drawls out with a slightly worried expression.

      “Out with it,” I say.

      “The cave walls are made of the same glass as my orb. You cannot touch it, and it blocks all dragon powers,” she explains.

      “All we have to do is get through the cave,” I say, taking a deep breath.

      “You don’t understand,” Melody shakes her head at me as she speaks.

      “Then help me,” I coax her gently.

      “The cave is dangerous. It will show you things that will make you want to follow it, and then you will be lost forever. It will try to break you. Hundreds of dragons have tried to survive the cave and failed. Only one has ever survived going through it,” she says.

      “Who?” I ask.

      “Your ancestor. The very first ice king,” she says quietly and reaches for my hand on the table, covering it with her own. “If he could do this alone, then you can do this with Thorne by your side.”

      “It’s been done before, so we can also do it,” Thorne declares firmly, and when I look over at him, I don’t see any fear. Just pure determination. I have to do this for them. I have to give them their dragons back, or I will never be able to live with myself. I sharply nod at Thorne, letting go of Melody’s hand and standing up.

      “Bee, are you ready to go train?” I ask her, and she sighs, flying up and landing on my shoulder.

      “Sure. Must walk north,” she says, her voice full of attitude. I raise one eyebrow at her, and she just crosses her arms.

      “I am coming with you. You shouldn’t be alone,” Thorne says, standing up and stretching before taking his plate to the sink. I spot the quiver of arrows on his back, a sword underneath it and the bow resting on the table. It makes me think back to the time he helped me use my dragon eyes to shoot an arrow, how I hugged him like he was my best friend, and how I felt something more than friendship in that moment. It’s hard not to think of our past with a tinted vision now I know he was deceiving me, plotting to betray me the whole time. I turn around, walking out the door and into the living room. I pick up my cloak off the sofa, pulling it over me and tucking it underneath Bee on my shoulder before clipping it. I wait by the front door until Thorne comes out with a bag on his back as well as his weapons.

      “I can carry the bag, all of that has to be heavy,” I say as we walk out, and he shuts the door behind him before answering.

      “No, I’ve got it,” he replies with a smile and looks at Bee.

      “Where to then?” he asks her, and I look up as she points to my right, where there isn’t a path but just endless forest.

      “To there,” she says, looking at us like we should know the way.

      “That’s not a lot of information to go on Bee. We don’t have time to be messing around. Why can’t we train here where we know it is safe?” I ask.

      “Trust?” she asks, shrugging and not blinking as her green eyes watch me closely. It’s like she is testing me in a way; I can see it in her expression and feel it deep down inside of me. I nod, looking back at Thorne who doesn’t say a word, simply following me as we walk into the woods.
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      “Bee, are we near yet? It’s been ages,” I ask her, not wanting to walk much further. We have been climbing over rocks and up hills, for the last god knows how long since we ventured into the forest. I look up, seeing the sun is right in the middle of the sky, so it must be midday already. I finish the energy bar I was eating, tucking the wrapper in my pocket as I wait for Bee to say something. “Bee, come on.”

      “Nearly,” she responds finally, smiling at me as she sits on my shoulder. Her green hair is so long it covers her body now, and her green eyes look so innocent when she smiles at me. Like she hasn’t just made me walk for miles with no explanation. It’s like all that pointless running all over again.

      “Bee, I’m worried we won’t be able to get back to camp before dark if we keep walking before we even get to training,” I say, and she huffs, flying off my shoulder and floating in the air in front of me, with her back facing us.

      “You’ve pissed her off now,” Thorne jokes quietly, and I laugh a little as I step up to Bee’s side to see what she is seeing. There are four rocks on the mountain side, each one at least three times my size, and they are covered in dark purple vines that look like weeds. They stretch over the rock, killing the grass that is now yellow, and the flowers are all wilted.

      “What is that?” I ask in shock, looking over at Thorne who seems just as confused as I am.

      “Dark. Too much dark in Dragca, not enough light. No balance,” Bee says, like her random statement should explain everything. Thorne walks closer, lifting his sword off his back.

      “Don’t get too close, be careful,” I warn him, and he glances back at me with a grin.

      “Didn’t know you cared, Issy,” Thorne says, and I roll my eyes at him before he turns back. Thorne slowly lifts his sword, touching one of the veins with its tip and a black flash of light sends him flying across the rocks.

      “Thorne!” I scream, running over to him as he lands and rolls on the ground a few times. I fall to my knees next to him and turn him over onto his back. He coughs a few times before opening his eyes, and I breathe out a sigh of relief.

      “Fuck, that hurt,” he coughs, sitting up with my help.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” he says, managing to smile at me, but he still doesn’t look great. “I might have cracked a rib, but my limited dragon healing will sort it out soon. I just need to rest for a bit to heal,” he explains. I help him pull his bow and bag off his back before he leans back on the rock. I still don’t move for a while, worrying that he might be more hurt than he is admitting to me.

      “Go and learn, just don’t touch it,” he insists, studying my expression.

      “Are you sure you are okay?” I ask, needing to hear him say it.

      “I’m good, now go, Issy. We need you to learn whatever the hell Bee has brought you here for in order to survive that cave,” he says, reaching for my hand. I don’t move as he carefully pulls my hand to his mouth, kissing the back once before letting go as my heart pounds in my chest at every little movement. I’m sure when he stares into my eyes for a second, he can read my every emotion and hear my heart pounding, but luckily for me, he doesn’t call me out on it.

      “I should go,” I say nervously, stepping back and practically running over to Bee, who is sitting on a normal rock near the weird ones. Dark covered ones? Rocks I don’t want to touch? Who knows what their name should be.

      “Bee, I think it’s time you explain,” I tell her, and she sits up, crossing her legs and pointing at the rocks.

      “Light can destroy dark. You must find it and use,” she says, moving her hand to her heart, pointing at it with her little green finger. “Feel the light, call it.” I try not to laugh at the fact she sounds like someone out of Star Wars.

      “That doesn’t sound so easy,” I say, and she laughs, floating up in the air and holding her hand out for me.

      “Together now, but you can do this alone,” she says, and I reach a hand out, letting her wrap her own hand around my little finger.

      “What now?” I ask.

      “Connect. Feel,” she instructs and closes her eyes. I watch as her whole body starts to glow white before the white glow travels to her hand and touches me. I close my eyes in awe, a gasp leaving my lips. It feels like someone just threw cold water over every part of my body, and then it disappears, leaving only a weightless feeling.

      “See, connect,” I hear Bee say, feeling like she is all around me as I open my eyes. I smile as I see we are floating above the ground, and when I move my other hand, I notice all my skin is glowing white. I glance over at Thorne, who is sitting up watching with wide eyes, and I smile at him in reassurance. I can see something in his chest, like a yellow light.

      “What is the yellow in Thorne’s chest?” I ask.

      “His soul. Babies are born with a white, pure soul. The soul can be tainted, and you can see the taint in time. Yellow is close to white, because Thorne is not tainted by the dark too much,” Bee explains, her voice like a sweet echo, and I’m surprised how well she has learnt to speak. I look away from Bee and towards the rocks, seeing them glow with almost a black light that covers it.

      “Destroy,” Bee urges, letting me go, but the power never leaves me as I feel my feet graze across the floor before I land. I don’t look away from the rocks as I walk over, knowing that I am meant to help them. Help the land. Help destroy the darkness. All these thoughts run through my head as I place my hand against the rock and a sharp pain shoots up my arm, like an electric shock. The shock buzzes through me as my hand warms up, and a bright light flows out of my hand until I can’t see anything other than light.

      “Isola! Enough! Stop!” I hear Thorne shout, but I ignore anything other than the need to stop the darkness, and only when I feel nothing but light, does everything fade away.
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      “Any change?” Dagan asks, stepping into the small bedroom and closing the door behind him. I look back over at Isola as she lies in the bed, her eyes closed, and her skin still lightly glowing white. Her blonde hair surrounds her on the pillow, and her pink lips are the only other colour to her pale face. I think back to seeing Thorne running across the woods, holding her in his arms as she glowed like a flashlight, and Bee following not far behind them. I don’t think I’ve ever been as scared as I was in that moment. It reminded me of the time Isola was stabbed and how helpless I felt. And I didn’t even love her back then.

      “Same as the last six days,” I growl out, standing up from the chair and walking to the window. I stare at the morning suns, just as they peek out of the tree line and slowly rise into the sky. Bird fly past, the trees sway in the breeze, and everything seems so peaceful, all while I feel nothing but panic inside of me.

      “Bee said she will be fine. Try not to worry, brother,” Dagan reassures me, and I glance over at him.  His face is tired and tense as he strokes Isola's cheek with the back of his hand, steady rolling his lip ring around in his lips. I’m not the only one worrying and not sure if Bee is right. Bee is young, and she’s not even a dragon. What if she doesn’t have a clue what she is doing?

      “The last thing I said to Isola is that I didn’t want to mate with her,” I lament, keeping my voice quiet as I look back at Isola, running my eyes over her beautiful face. “She doesn’t even know how much I regret being a coward, or how I love her enough to be anything she wants or needs.”

      “Why did you tell her no?” Dagan asks as he steps back from Isola, his voice free of judgement, and it shocks me a little. I fully expected he would beat the shit out of me for hurting her because I’m an idiot.

      “I’m–no, we–are children of a woman who worked at a whorehouse, and we did a lot of bad shit to just survive. I’ve killed so many that I don’t even remember them all, and I can’t make myself regret the life I’ve lived. What kind of mate would I make for a queen?” I say, turning away and facing the window as I clench my fists. Who in their right mind would want me as a mate with my past?

      “A fierce mate, a mate any queen would be damn proud to have,” Isola’s sweet voice says, and I turn abruptly to her as she sits up, staring at me with tears on her cheeks. Her blue eyes look like they can see straight through me, like they always have done. There has been no one like her in my entire life, no one who can know me with one look like she does.

      “Isola,” I whisper, feeling like my feet are glued to the floor as we just stare at each other. I hear the sound of Dagan walking out of the room and closing the door behind him, but neither of us move an inch.

      “No one is perfect, especially not me or my family, who have been the kings and queens, princesses and princes for thousands of years. I don’t care what anyone else thinks, and I hope you don’t either, because in my eyes, Elias, you are everything. Please don’t think I judge you, please don’t think I ever will,” she whispers, and my feet finally move as I walk to the bed and fall to my knees next to her. She leans over, placing her soft hands on my cheeks, and slowly kissing me. I groan at her taste, at the feel of her, until I have to pull away.

      “I don’t want to fuck this all up. I’ve never been scared of anything as much as the thought of losing you scares me. I’ve always believed I was strong, brave and not a coward, until the second I hurt you the other day. I never wanted to do that, and I was a fucking idiot,” I admit, and she shakes her head.

      “I get it, the fear anyway. I remember when you told me once not to fall in love, because if I did, I would lose them in the end. You were right. I'm dangerous to love, and that won’t change anytime soon. I get it if you want to walk out this room and never look back,” she chuckles humourlessly. “Most would.”

      “I’m not most, naughty princess. I’m here fighting for you . . . if you will still have me?” I ask resolutely, knowing I made my mind up the second I saw the pain in her eyes from my stupid words the other day. I love her, and even if loving her is dangerous, every moment is worth it.

      “I love you, but please don’t hurt me again. If we keep hurting each other, there won’t be anything left of us that is worth fighting for,” she says, taking a deep breath.

      “Never again,” I say and slam my lips onto hers in a harsh, brief kiss before I break away and keep her beautiful blue eyes locked on mine. “Mate with me, Isola Dragice? I can’t offer you anything other than myself and my heart, but I will be yours forever. I will always love and protect you,” I say, and she smiles widely, her eyes drifting to silver as she speaks to her dragon. I watch silently until her eyes turn back to blue.

      “Yes, even my dragon agrees . . . but says she will ice your feet to the floor for a week if you hurt us again,” she says, and I laugh, pulling her to me. I hear the door open behind us, and Korbin walks in with Bee on his shoulder.

      “Light is awake,” Bee says, and Isola pulls away from me, confusion rolling over her face as she looks at me and asks one question.

      “What happened?”
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      “Made light,” Bee answers my question, flying into the room and sitting on my lap. I look away from Elias to Korbin leaning against the door frame. Kor has a leather dragon guard uniform on like the others, and I wonder who made them it for only a second as I see how well Kor looks. His tanned skin looks healthy, and his green eyes are blazing with mischief and love as he watches me.

      “You’re here and looking good,” I say and he grins, walking over.

      “Thanks, doll. You don’t look too bad yourself,” he jokes and places a tender kiss on my forehead.

      “So, guys, how did I get from the woods to here? Everything is a little blank,” I admit, looking between Kor and Eli, as they both sit on the edge of the bed. Eli puts his hand on my leg, comforting me.

      Fly soon. Need mates with us, my dragon hisses in my mind.

      Do you know what happened? I ask her, and all I get in return is a yawn as she ignores me, and I focus back on Eli and Kor.

      “I can answer that, if I can come in?” Thorne asks from the doorway.

      “Come in,” I say with a smile, waving him in. Eli and Kor tense but don’t openly say anything as he walks in. Thorne sits on a chair in the room, clearing his throat before talking.

      “You glowed like a flashlight, and then you touched the rocks. You lit up like nothing else; I couldn’t see you, I couldn’t see anything but light. I tried shouting, telling you to stop,” he explains, and I have a vague memory of Thorne shouting.

      “I heard you, but I just couldn’t stop,” I say, “or I didn’t want to. The power was addictive.”

      “What happened next?” Kor asks, sliding his hand into mine on the bed.

      “The light just suddenly cut off and Isola was lying on a rock, still glowing but passed out.  Bee was watching her and clapping her little hands,” Thorne tells us. “Bee seemed really proud of you and told me I didn’t have to worry about you not waking up.” I stare at Bee who just shrugs, her cheeks a bright-red colour.

      “I’m sorry, that must have scared you,” I say, looking at Thorne, but he only stares out of the window.

      “I knew you weren’t dead, our blood bond told me as much as I ran to you. Isola,” he pauses, looking back, “the dark-purple things that covered the rocks were gone, and the rocks were covered in bright flowers and vibrant grass. You had brought the entire place back to life.”

      “Light can heal, right, Bee?” I ask her, and she nods, landing on my open hand.

      “You are strong,” she says and looks at the door.

      “Food is ready,” I hear Melody shout, and Bee doesn’t hesitate as she flies off my hand and out of the door. I swear Bee loves food more than anything else. I can’t say I blame her.

      “How long was I sleeping?” I ask everyone.

      “Six days, doll,” Korbin answers, and it suddenly dawns on me.

      “The trial, it’s tonight, isn’t it?” I ask, and Eli nods.

      “You don’t have to do it, you know that right? We can live without our dragons as long as you are alive,” he says, squeezing my leg.

      “I need to do this. If I don’t, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself,” I say, making sure to catch each of their eyes.

      “You could die,” Kor whispers hoarsely, reaching over and pushing a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “The dragon guard needs to be free of this curse. Not only so you can get your dragons back, but so Tatarina doesn’t have an army who can’t think or act for themselves. Once the curse is broken, the dragons could leave, and the fight for the throne would not be as great,” I explain. “Plus, it will earn the seers’ respect and, hopefully, their help.”

      “We are meant to meet Essna in half an hour to start the trial,” Thorne states, standing up. “Isola needs to shower and get ready.”

      “Are you saying I smell?” I ask, and he smirks, shrugging his shoulders once.

      “Maybe,” he says.

      “Cheeky bastard,” I mutter as he walks out, and all the guys laugh. It takes me by surprise a little at how relaxed they are around Thorne now; how I am, too.

      “Thorne has a point, and I want to get your weapons ready before you go,” Eli says, kissing my cheek before walking out of the room as Kor stands up.

      “These are your new clothes,” Kor says, picking up the pile of clothes next to him on the end of the bed and passing them to me. I smooth my hands over the supple, light-blue leather, never having seen anything like this leather before. There are even snowflakes etched into the design and a long dark-blue cloak rests under it.

      “Where did this come from?” I ask Kor, still rubbing my fingers over the material.

      “Bee. She made it for you while you slept,” he says and points at his own clothes. “She made these, too. We all have new clothes.”

      “Wow,” I say, speechless and amazed how she has become strong enough to make this.

      “I will get some food ready for you, and the shower is through there,” Kor says, going to step off the bed, but I catch his hand, stopping him.

      “I love you,” I whisper, and he turns our hands over, kissing the back of mine sweetly.

      “I love you more,” he says and lets my hand go, walking out of the room and shutting the door behind him.  I slide off the bed, walking straight to the other door in the room, and catch a glimpse of myself in the full-length mirror in the bedroom just before I open the bathroom door. My whole body is slightly glowing white, my eyes look brighter, and I feel so much stronger than I was. Let’s hope I’m strong enough to survive this trial, because nothing else matters now.
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      “Isola Dragice, looking every bit like the princess you are,” Essna says as I walk into the clearing where she sits on her makeshift throne. Her calculating eyes watch my every step, only briefly glancing at my guards at my side, until I’m right in front of her. She has a long cloak on, her black hair is up in a tight bun, and her sharp eyes are decorated with black makeup which matches the black seer marks on her face. The marks make me think of Melody, knowing my sister has my back if Essna tries to attack me.

      “Where is your sister and the light spirit?” Essna asks first, folding her hands together.

      “Safe,” I answer simply, and her teeth grind together, the only sign of her annoyance as she keeps her face blank. I know she wants my sister dead and to have Bee near her in case I die in that cave, but that isn’t happening. Now that we know light magic isn’t going to help me in the cave unless I need to heal plants, we all agreed that sending Melody and Bee to hide was the best plan. If anything happens to me, Bee will bond with Melody and that is the best option we have. Not that I plan on dying any time soon.

      “Let’s go then, we do not have time for talking. The blue moon will be upon us soon, and we must be at the entrance in time,” Essna says, rising up and walking around her throne, with her seer guards following just behind her. Ten more guards surround us as we start to follow her through the crowds of people and when I look back, the crowd is walking behind us at a little distance, all whispering amongst themselves.

      Safe? my dragon hisses in my mind, but I don’t have a response for her. I don’t think we will ever be truly safe for a long time. Essna slows down a little, falling back to walk at my side after Dagan steps away when I nod at him to say it’s okay. I still feel Eli and Kor step closer, and glance over to see Thorne has his hand on his sword, watching Essna closely.

      “Tell me, princess, what are your plans for Dragca if you reclaim the throne?” Essna asks, never looking my way once as she speaks.

      “I want peace, something Dragca hasn’t known since my mother was alive,” I say determinedly, and she laughs.

      “There was never peace for the poor, for the hunted, or those who didn’t want the dragon guard curse and paid the ultimate price. There was peace for the rich, but that is it, and I know that well,” she chuckles, and there is a silence between us as I think about her words. Was there ever peace when half the dragons were slaves to a curse?

      “How did you know there was never peace? It is true I only had my view from the rich side, but they seemed happy,” I ask, curious.

      “I was only ten when my family was killed in a fire that destroyed my village. The fire was caused by an accident, but no ice dragon came to put it out when they could have easily done so,” she sighs. “I was the only survivor, and for years I travelled around Dragca, looking for food and, well, a home.”

      “I am sorry that happened to you,” I say, though I’m still confused about why she’s telling me about her past.

      “Most are, but being sorry does nothing for my past or for your future. When I turned eighteen, I found this place, secretly run by Melody’s mother. I was her second in command before she died,” Essna explains. “I respected and loved her dearly, even with her mistake of loving your father.”

      “Does Melody know this?” I ask quietly. Melody seems to hate Essna, maybe she wouldn’t if she knew how close her mum was to her and how her mother trusted her enough to place her as her second in command.

      “Melody does not want to ask the questions she is scared of the answer to. I may be strict with her, but only because when I am gone, Melody is the rightful leader. She is too young, too strong-willed to lead the seers at the moment, but I see so much of her mother in her,” Essna says, and for a moment, I think I may understand her a little better. Sometimes you can’t act how you wish to in order to get the right outcome.

      “When I am queen, I will change what my father always should have done. I know my words feel like an empty promise, but I can only offer you words for now. Dragca needs to unite and fight for itself, rather than being at war like it always has done,” I say, looking up at the sky and enjoying the warm sunlight that streams onto my skin. It reminds me of the light and for a second, I call the light and feel it spread over me like a wash of cold water. I glance at my hand, seeing I’m glowing a little brighter than usual, but you can’t tell in the bright sunlight. Essna keeps her eyes forward as I stare at her, seeing the yellow light of her soul and knowing she isn’t tainted. I glance back at Kor, Elias, and Dagan, seeing they all have normal souls too, even if Elias’s is the darkest yellow out of them all. The power slowly leaves me as I turn back to Essna, and she finally replies to me.

      “I see you bringing change, but I also see you bringing about our destruction because of who you love,” Essna says, placing her hand on my shoulder briefly, before walking ahead. “I only hope it is peace you love more.”
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      “This must be it,” Dagan says, and I follow his gaze to the small cavern at the bottom of a mountain we are approaching. The mountain is well-hidden in the forest, and I doubt you could see it unless you flew over it. The cavern has a massive door, with what looks like dozens of etched dragons flying around in a circle on it. The dragons are painted red, blue, black and white, which sends goose bumps all over my skin as I look at them. My eyes travel all over it, to the middle where in the center of the dragon circle is a circular hole that looks like something fits in it. There are dozens of lit candles on the ground near the mountain, many looking old and some newer. Essna walks back to me, stopping at my side with Thorne moving to her other side. We wait for the other people following us to catch up and gather around us. Some of them carry new candles over to the other candles, lighting them and bowing their heads as they whisper.

      “Seers have a tradition, every time we lose someone, every time a new seer is born, every time there is a blessed mating, we leave a candle outside here. Our tradition says the memory cave is where the first seer was born and gifted her sight. Therefore, we have always respected this place,” Essna explains from my side as we come to a stop.

      “Come Isola, Thorne, it is time,” Essna says as the crowd parts around us, and she walks over to stand by the door. Dagan skims his hand over my face, making me turn to him, and he kisses me lightly. His blue eyes look darker than usual, with worry, I expect. I place my hand on his cheek, and he leans into it, closing his eyes for a second.

      “Good luck, and come back to me, kitty cat,” he whispers, stepping back as my hand falls away. Kor and Eli both kiss me goodbye next, neither one of them needing to say a word that hasn’t already been said. I know they are worried, so am I, but this has to be done.

      “Stay safe,” I tell them all, knowing there is nothing else I need to say. They know how I feel and that I will fight to survive this for them. And for myself. In nearly every romance book I’ve read, the main girl always wants to live for her guy, when she should want to live for herself, too. She is just as important. I miss reading, why are there no books here, or any time for reading?

      “We will wait for you here. None of us are leaving until you return,” Elias states, making me smile as I walk over to Essna. I glance back to see Elias’s hand on Thorne’s shoulder, whispering something to him before letting him go, so he can catch up with me. I slide my hands over the two daggers on my hips, feeling the soft material of the new leather dragon outfit, and keep my head up high as I stop near Essna. Essna pulls a flat, glass, circle-shaped object from inside of her cloak, and turns around, walking to the door. We follow her over, standing a few feet behind her as she places the object into the gap in the circle. Nothing happens for a long time, and I glance at Thorne, who shrugs in confusion. I’m about to say something when Essna steps aside, placing her hands high in the air. She looks up at the sky behind us, and I follow her gaze. The moons slowly appear out of the tree line, rising in the late evening sky as the blue light shines through the trees. Both of the moons are a bright blue colour, shining so brightly that it could be mistaken for daylight. When the moons are high enough, the light shines on the door, and we hear a clicking noise. Each one of the etched dragons lights up blue, and then the door opens itself gradually.

      “Go, and good luck, princess,” Essna says, and Thorne walks in first, not hesitating at all. I slowly follow him in, looking back only once as Essna closes the door and her words follow us through, echoing in the cave. “Beware of the past, because it is just that.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Here,” Thorne says as he clicks a flashlight on and hands one to me, before clicking his own one on. Thank god he thought ahead and has a bag full of useful things.

      “Thanks,” I say, flashing the light around the room. It looks just like a normal cave with brown dirt, rock walls, and what I’m sure is a rat that runs past our feet. Gross.

      “We should be careful not to touch any crystal in here,” Thorne says and starts walking down the silent cave. “The burns aren’t bad, but I don’t fancy risking it.”

      “Thanks for coming with me. You didn’t have to do this,” I say, and Thorne chuckles as we walk quietly.

      “I did have to do this, and not only just for you. Since I met you, I’ve repeatedly dreamt of walking through a cave. The same dream all the time, and something urged me to come with you. Call it what you will, but I believe fate wanted me here,” he says, pushing his messy blond hair out of his eyes. He hasn’t cut it in a long time, and it’s long enough that the ends are starting to curl.

      “Do you believe in fate? That some things are meant to be?” I ask.

      “Yes. Though, I believed in it more the day I met you,” he says, glancing back at me once as my heart pounds in my chest, and I look away. I don’t look back as we continue walking in silence, my own thoughts not straying far from Thorne and what he means to me. The more time I spend with him, the harder it is to deny there is something between us, but it still hurts when I think of how he betrayed me. It’s an an odd mixture of pain and possible love, and I know it could destroy me if I’m not careful.

      “Stop,” Thorne says suddenly as I walk into his outstretched arm, which he uses to hold me back as he shines a light on the massive room right in front of us. The floor, walls, everything is smooth crystal, looking almost like a mirror.

      “Mother?” Thorne says suddenly, dropping his arm and running into the room. I dash into the room after him, grabbing Thorne’s hand, and a shock vibrates through my arm. I turn to where Thorne is looking and see two girls running through a woods in the glass. The image is so clear that it’s like we are in a cinema or something.

      “Mum?” I whisper.
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      The two girls run through the forest as we watch, holding hands and laughing loudly, glancing back every so often with big smiles on their faces. They must only be ten or so, but the one on the right is clearly my mother as a child. I’ve seen paintings of her in the castle, her long blonde hair and blue eyes are so much like mine that I would recognise her anywhere. The girl next to her I don’t know, but she is an ice dragon, too, with short blonde hair and blue eyes, too, but hers are darker and her features sharper. The girls both have blue dresses on that sway in the wind and knock against the flowers on the ground.

      “Let’s stop, Tata. He won’t be able to find us, we ran too quickly,” my mother giggles, dramatically throwing her arms in the air.

      “Okay,” Tata shrugs, lying down on the grass, and my mother lies next to her.

      “Is that your mother?” I ask Thorne, sliding my hand into his without noticing I’m even doing it. I turn to him, his expression full of sadness as he watches our mothers. Everything must be clicking into place for him, everything that his mother has lied about. I look back at Tatarina, wondering how this little, innocent girl became the monster we all know now.

      “Yes,” he whispers back, just before my mum and Tatarina start talking.

      “Everyone is saying that one of us will have to marry Ofen and become queen,” Tatarina says, staring at the sky. She speaks of my father, and it hurts me to even think of him right now.

      “I don’t want to be queen, or marry a stinky boy, even if he is a prince,” mum replies, and it makes me laugh as well as Tatarina.

      “Nope, me neither. Boys suck, and I love you anyway,” she says so innocently that I want to believe she is lying, when it’s likely she isn’t.

      “I love you, too. You’re better than anyone else,” my mum says, and then they fade away. There is just a crystal mirror left behind, reflecting the image of me and Thorne. We stare at each other’s reflection for a while, neither one of us breaking the growing tension with words. My heart breaks for him. I know what it is like to have the image of your parents smashed to pieces by finding out what they were really like.

      “Our parents were friends . . . what Darth said was true. It’s all true,” Thorne says in shock, shaking his head and stepping away from me as he unlinks our hands. “My mother lied.”

      “Melody showed me a vision of your mother, a vision that showed me Tatarina had convinced your adoptive parents to kill the queen. It was all her. You might as well know all the entire truth. Somehow, they went from best friends to Tatarina wanting my mum dead and making sure she got her wish,” I say, knowing he needs to know this. He needs to know who his mother really is. Thorne doesn’t look at me as I go to him, placing my hand on his tense shoulder.

      “No!” Thorne shouts, rubbing his hands through his hair. He jerks away from me, refusing to look my way.

      “I think she did all of this because she wanted to be queen. She wanted to rule. Your mother killed mine and then married my father,” I whisper. “We have all tried to tell you any parts of her that were good are gone, but I think you can finally see it now.”

      “Why?” Thorne shouts, walking to the crystal wall and kicking it. “Show me why!” I gasp as he slams his hands against the wall, and it burns his skin, but he doesn’t stop.

      “Thorne, stop!” I shout, running over and grabbing his arm to stop him, just as the crystal wall blurs again, and an image eventually comes into view. We step back together, watching as two people appear, and it becomes apparent they are Tatarina and my father, only much younger. They look like teenagers.

      “It’s not you, Tatarina. I’m sorry, but I love her,” my father exclaims, pushing away Tatarina’s arms as she tries to cling to him. She is a mess, tear-stained cheeks, messy hair, and desperate eyes that watch my father. He looks worried, but no other emotion is on his pale face. My father smooths his hair down, straightening his cloak as he watches Tatarina fall to pieces.

      “We slept together just last week! You told me you loved me and wanted me as your queen,” Tatarina pleads, and tears stream down my face as I witness her heartbreak. My father pushes her away, and she falls to the floor. My father’s face is cold as he walks to the door, pausing with his hand on the handle.

      “It was a mistake, and I am sorry I hurt you, but I love her,” he says, and Tatarina bursts into tears as my father walks out the door. We both silently watch Tatarina break down, pulling her beautiful blonde hair out in chunks and screaming on the floor. She does eventually get up, walk past us and out of the door. The image in the wall follows her down the corridor of the royal castle, through a little door that leads to the gardens. Tatarina stops as we all see my father down on one knee, offering my mother a ring. Proposing to my mother just after he destroyed Tatarina.

      “Yes! Of course I will! I love you!” my mother’s sweet voice sings, and she laughs as my father picks her up and swings her around in joy. The last thing we see is Tatarina’s heartbroken, tear-filled face as she walks away, and the wall turns back to the crystal mirror. Thorne falls to his knees, his head bowed. I kneel next to him, putting my hands on his shoulders and resting my head against his. I pull his hands up, going to call my ice to sooth them when I notice I can’t do that. I can’t feel my dragon or her emotions in here, it’s like she is locked inside my head by the magic in this place.

      “My whole life, even before I was born, she has lied and destroyed everything good around her, out of nothing but pure jealousy,” Thorne whispers, the anguish in his voice painful to hear.

      “Life is cruel at times, and it has different effects on us all. When I saw that, I only felt anger towards my father, sorrow for your mother, and sadness for my mum,” I admit. No one other than my father won in that situation. Both of our mothers were hurt, because I doubt my mother knew her soon to be husband had slept with her best friend.

      “All I felt was anger at my mother,” Thorne says, lifting his head and locking his eyes on mine.

      “Your mother killed mine, or at least made the order, and I hate her for that. I always will, but I understand her better now. She was lost from that moment we just saw, but I’m sure there is some part of her that still loves you. You are her son,” I say gently.

      “She doesn’t love me. I was just a way for her to get the rebellion on her side,” he whispers.

      “You don’t know that,” I reply, and he laughs.

      “I do. It’s always meant to be like this for me. The people I love, they don’t feel the same way. I might as well finally start accepting it,” he says, pulling away from me and standing up. He clicks his flashlight on as I stand, and I place my hand on his shoulder.

      “You don’t know what she, or anyone else, feels for you,” I say, and he looks down at me for a second, something shining in his eyes that I can’t understand.

      “Then tell me,” he pleads, dropping the flashlight and grabbing my face with his hands. I don’t–no can’t–say anything for a while as I just relax at his touch.

      “I can’t say it yet. I'm not ready to admit it, but I will say that you are wrong. You are so wrong about how I feel for you,” I whisper. “And you might be wrong about your mother. It’s hard not to care for you, even when someone doesn't want to, or isn't ready."

      “Then I will say it, and I can only hope that you do feel the same and are willing to forgive me one day. I get that I still have a lot of making up to do, and you can hate me forever if you want, but I do love you. I loved you from the first moment I saw you, and it killed me to betray you for my mother. I was torn between two women, and not knowing which side to choose. I really did believe my mother was still good, and she was doing the right thing. I wish I realised how lost my mother was, but I didn’t, and I can’t change the past no matter how much I wish I could,” he says, and I lean up, brushing my lips against his ever so gently before pulling away before it can become a real kiss, and I’m honestly surprised that he lets me.

      “You’re right. I can’t just forgive and forget, but I can’t let you go either. This is so complicated between us, but I’m not denying there is something more here than just our past. There was something from the moment we met, and together we can build again,” I assure him, and he pulls me to him, holding me close.

      “Thank you. I promise I will never let you down again. Never,” he says into my hair, kissing the top of my head.

      “You best not,” I chuckle, wishing I could hear my dragon’s thoughts on the matter, but she is still locked away from the magic in here. I don’t even want to know Eli’s, Kor’s, and Dagan’s thoughts on this when we get out of here. They are likely going to flip a lid, but I won’t lie to them.

      “We should get going. We need to get out of here,” I say, pulling away but keeping my hand linked with his. He carefully picks up the flashlight from the floor without touching the crystal. Thorne flashes the light around the cave, and we both see the cave we came through is gone, and there is just a wall in its place now. There is another tunnel on the other side, and I guess that’s the only way we can go.

      “Are your hands okay?” I ask, feeling a little bit of the burns on his knuckles with my hand as we walk towards the tunnel and step off the crystal.

      “Yeah, they don’t hurt much,” he shrugs, but I bet they do. Men and their egos.

      “What is that?” I ask, seeing a light at the end of the tunnel just ahead of us.

      “Maybe it’s the exit?” Thorne asks.

      “I don’t think so . . . That would make it too easy . . .” my voice trails off as we walk into the light, and I take in the sight in front of me. The clearing is a meadow with white, glowing grass and five black trees in the middle of the grass. There are white flowers which smell amazing as we walk closer to the trees, and everything suddenly starts to feel a little hazy.

      “Thorne . . .” I manage to whisper as his hand lets go of mine, and he falls to the floor. My legs can’t seem to hold themselves up as I drop right next to him, seeing his lips form my name just before everything goes black.
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      “Hello?” I call, opening my eyes and staring at the empty ballroom in front of me. This room is from the castle. How did I get here? Where is Thorne? The ballroom is covered in flowers, a table full of presents is in one corner, and there’s also a table full of food. I turn and look at the thrones at the front of the room. One large one, and one a little bit smaller. There are three pairs of thrones in different rooms of the castle, if I remember correctly, and I used to love watching my mother and father sitting on them, their crowns shining. They always looked so proud and happy. When nothing happens for a while, I start to panic, turning in circles. Where is Thorne?

      “Thorne?” I shout, though my voice doesn't seem to make a sound around the room. The double doors suddenly open behind me, and I turn, seeing my mother walk in, her stomach large with pregnancy, and my father right behind her. My mum looks furious as she stops in the middle of the room. My mother has a long, stunning blue dress on, that matches my father’s blue shirt. All blue, all representing the ice dragons that are nearly extinct now.

      “All this time . . . all this time you never told me you slept with Tatarina? Then you cheat on me with the royal seer who is now pregnant! How many others?” my mum demands, screaming at him, and ice starts spreading across the gold floor as she shouts.

      “Mum,” I croak out, trying to go to her, but I can’t move an inch, it’s like I’m glued to the spot.

      “No one else. Those were mistakes, grave mistakes,” my father pleads, reaching for my mum, but she steps back.

      “Liar! I know about the maid you just slept with, during our child’s blessing ceremony of all things! While everyone is here to celebrate the fact that our child is nearly here, and you are too busy fucking the maid! A maid who was my friend!” mum spits out and walks over to him, slapping him hard around the face. He lets her, not moving as blood drips down his chin.

      “I am sorry,” he says.

      “Tatarina was my best friend, and I never understood why she hated me so much like she does now. You took her from me because you are a spoiled brat who thinks he can have anyone and anything he wants!” mum growls and walks around him, towards the door. “I tell you now, you will never have me again. Publicly I will be a queen for you, but that is it.”

      “And our child? You can’t tell her, she would hate me,” he pleads.

      “I will tell her everything about her father and what he has done when she is old enough to understand. Now never come near me again unless it’s business about the crown,” she says coldly and walks out of the room, leaving my father standing, watching her go. He falls to his knees, his head in his hands, and as I watch, I just hate him.

      The vision suddenly blurs, and the room spins rapidly. I have to close my eyes as I fall to my knees as everything shakes. When the shaking stops, I open my eyes and look down at the long red dress I’m wearing. The dress is massive, something a queen would wear. I stand up slowly, staring out at the ballroom, which is completely on fire now. Pieces of the ceiling fall around me as I stand still in the middle of it. So much fire.

      “I always knew you would bring fire and darkness. This is your future,” a cold voice says behind me, and I turn, seeing Tatarina watching me with a huge smile.

      “No,” I whisper.

      “To Dragca, may it burn eternal,” she laughs, and everything, thankfully, fades away.

      

      “Isola? Isola, wake up!” Thorne’s voice calls to me, but everything seems groggy as I force my eyes open and look at the cave ceiling. “Here,” Thorne says, helping me up slowly and offering me some water from his bag. I drink some quickly, looking back over at the trees and meadow in the next room as I try to collect my thoughts.

      “The blossom in the trees must be some kind of herb. Made to make you pass out and see visions. I saw some weird stuff, but Melody gave me an herb before we left. She said to take it when we entered the cave,” he says, and I chuckle, wiping my eyes to wake myself up. “I guess it woke me up.”

      “Sounds like Melody. Mysterious and random,” I say, my mind flashing back to the vision I saw. My father and mother hated each other, they always did. The vision of the future, of everything burning, and Tatarina winning.

      “What’s wrong?” Thorne asks, clearly seeing something in my expression.

      “The vision showed that my father was always cheating on my mother, that she knew and hated him for it my entire life. Then it changed, showing me a version of the future that we cannot allow to happen,” I whisper.

      “The vision showed me that my mother never loved my father, and she just used him to further her plan,” he says, smoothing his hands down my arms and leaving goose bumps. “I think we qualify for the most fucked-up parents award, don’t you?”

      “Yep,” I laugh.

      “Our parents are not us, and we can be better than them. That’s all the vision was trying to show us, that we are better than they were. That somehow, we learnt right from wrong, even if it wasn’t taught to us by both our parents,” he says, helping me stand up as the room still sways a little.

      “My mum taught me right from wrong, and I now know she is the bravest and most selfless woman I ever met. She put me and the crown before her own happiness,” I say.

      “You won’t ever have to do that,” he insists.

      “Who knows what the future will bring? Now we need to find a way out,” I say, straightening up and holding onto Thorne’s hand. He puts the water away, and we start walking down the path we are on. It leads through a few more rooms made of crystal until we get to a much bigger room, full of treasure.

      “It looks like a pirate hid all his treasure here,” I gasp, staring at the piles of gold, jewels, and various other things littered around.

      “Yeah, more like ten pirates and an army of jewel thieves maybe,” Thorne mutters.

      “I don’t think we should touch anything. On Earth, they have tales of dragons hoarding jewels and gold, that they love shiny things and will do anything to protect them. Maybe there is some truth to it?” I suggest as we walk through the piles of gold.

      “Humans are smarter than they look, children of Dragca, and the rumour is very much true,” an old lady’s voice drifts over to us. We look over to our left, seeing an old woman sitting on a gold throne, holding an old but deadly-looking staff. She has a black, ragged cloak on that covers her body, and her long grey hair falls around her shoulders.

      “We didn’t come here to steal. We just want to pass through here,” I say, locking my eyes with her blue ones. I don’t know why, but some part of me is cautious of the woman.

      “I know. Yet you want something, you just do not know what,” she says, speaking in riddles.

      “Can you offer me something I want?” I ask.

      “For a price, yes,” she says, a big smile appearing on her dry, cracked lips.

      “What is the price?” I ask hesitantly. Her haunting laugh fills the room as her next words frighten me.

      “A price you will never give willingly.”
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      “Explain? What wouldn’t I give?” I ask, holding my hands on my hips. The old lady laughs again, lifting her staff and pointing it at Thorne.

      “Love, the throne, and most of all, your people. You care too much to be a queen,” the lady says. “A trait you have from your mother. Though, I do like people who care more for others than themselves.”

      “What is your name?” I ask, wondering how she knew anything about my mother, but learning her name might be the best start.

      “Secrets are best kept that way, don’t you think?” she says, moving her eyes between me and Thorne.

      “You’ve lost me with all these riddles. We want to get out of this cave, not stand around talking. Let’s go, Isola,” Thorne says in a frustrated tone, and the old lady shoots a white light at him from the staff, making him fall to the ground with a thud.

      “Thorne!” I scream, kneeling next to him and feeling his neck, thankfully finding a pulse.

      “Don’t you go worrying, he will be fine. I needed him out of the way, so we ladies could speak about the important things,” she says, chuckling as I glare at her. “Men only get in the way, especially a sexy one like him.”

      “Talk about what?” I ask, standing up and staying in front of Thorne, though I cringe at her words. She suddenly loses all traces of amusement from her face.

      “There must be balance, and very soon the balance will tip all the way in the favour of darkness. Now dark does not mean evil, nor does light mean good,” she says, and I’m sure I have heard that somewhere before, but I can’t remember where.

      “Balance?” I question.

      “All the worlds must have balance. We all have a choice, but none matter as much as your choice does,” she says, her random sentences not making a bit of sense to me. It’s like she jumps from one thought to another without explaining the last.

      “Choice about what?” I ask.

      “If you wish to become the balance or not,” she says. “Though, you were born to be. Every time a balance is born here, they are either destroyed by the power, or they reject it. I do look forward to your choice,” she says, smiling at me like she is proud of me or something.

      “Lady, this isn’t making much sense to me. What is the balance? What choice? What price?” I ask, shooting questions off rapidly, and she sighs deeply.

      “Children,” she huffs. “They have no patience at all these days.”

      “That doesn’t exactly answer my question,” I mutter as the lady carefully stands up and beckons me over. I glance once more at Thorne, who looks fast asleep and safe, before walking over to her because I know we need answers. She then walks through the piles of gold, and I follow until she stops so suddenly that I slam into her back. I collect myself before walking to her side and stare at the row of rocks in front of us. Ten rocks, all different colours and each one is floating.

      “Balance is important in all worlds. Earth. Dragca, Fray, and many others that are interlinked,” she says. I know of Earth and Dragca, of course, but not Fray.

      “Fray?” I ask.

      “There are portals on Earth to it, it’s where fairies are from. Did you really think you were the only supernatural being alive? I believe there is even a war on Earth as we speak, destroying one of its main cities. The one with the pointy tower,” she clicks her fingers in the air as I try to process her information. “Never mind the name of the place, Earth is not important right now.”

      “Who the hell are you? How do you know all this?” I demand, staring at her.

      “Earth people call me a goddess, others call me a fate, and I have many, many other names you will never have heard of. I travel between worlds to do my job, to keep my power,” she explains.

      “Fate? You are fate?” I ask.

      “One of many, at your service.” She grins, a toothless one at that. “That is the human saying, yes?”

      “Erm, yep,” I reply, completely weirded out.

      “Where were we? Oh yes, balance,” she snaps her fingers, and the stones shake a little.

      “Are the stones the balance?” I ask.

      “No. You are. The people on Dragca, the dragons, the humans, and every being here. If darkness takes over, light will have to defend it,” she says. “Dragca cannot fall, because Earth and Fray would not be far behind. Millions, billions will die.”

      “You mean Bee and I have to defend it?” I ask in a hoarse whisper from the pressure her words create, and she smiles.

      “Ah, the light spirit. Funny little things, aren't they? What is your dark spirit called again?” she asks, and I give her a confused look.

      “I don’t have a dark spirit, only a light one,” I explain.

      “Oh, I forgot. Silly me,” she smacks her head with the staff. “I also forgot that this is for you.” She hands me the staff, and I have no choice but to accept it, as she lets it fall into my open hands. I lift it up, examining the two deadly spikes on either end, and the twirls engraved all the way down it. The lady pushes a red gem right in the middle of the staff, and I step back in shock as the staff goes all bendy and snake-like as it gets smaller. It suddenly swirls around my arm, stopping with the red gem on my wrist.

      “What the hell?”

      “I’ve been to Hell, and it is not a nice place. Nasty demons there, child,” the lady chuckles as I stare at my arm as I move it around.

      “How does it work?” I ask, holding my arm out, and she looks at me like I’m an idiot.

      “It’s a royal weapon, a magic staff that can channel your ice and light powers. Only your blood line can use and wear it. The staff will change with you when you shift, and if you need to use it, you only have to push the red gemstone,” she says in exasperation, like I should know all this.

      “Thank you,” I say honestly, knowing the staff could be very useful and very well might save my life one day.

      “It belongs to your blood line, your very first ancestor made it. I would know, I was there,” she laughs. “He was a funny man. I did like him very much.”

      “How old are you?” I ask as she continues to laugh, and she shakes her head, tapping the side of her nose to let me know I don’t have a chance of getting that answer. I’m willing to bet she is pretty old.

      “Now, we must discuss a price for the gift,” she hums, rubbing her hands together.

      “What gift?” I ask, guessing she doesn’t mean the staff.

      “I can tell you how to break the dragon guard curse. It is rather easy, actually, I’m surprised no one thought of it before, but you will need my help,” she chuckles.

      “You know how to break it?” I ask.

      “Yes. Why else would Essna send you in here? She isn’t a bad girl that one,” the lady winks, and then the playfulness leaves her eyes.

      “What is the price?” I whisper, dreading her response. From the look she is giving me, I know I won't like it.

      “The price for the answer you seek is dear. In many years, when your firstborn turns eighteen, she is to be sent to me. No one will see her for three years, and my price will be taken,” she says, almost singing the words, and I feel the power connected to them.

      “What will you do with her?” I ask, my voice a mere rasp.

      “I cannot tell you more, only that it is her fate. You must also never tell her of the promise you make me today. She cannot know in advance,” she says and places her hand on my arm. “Do not worry, I see many children in the future you seek.”

      “You’re asking me to hand over my child to you, my firstborn, the heir of Dragca, if I win the throne?” I whisper.

      “Yes. It is not an easy price to pay, but without my knowledge, you will never have a child to give me anyway,” she says simply. “I cannot offer the help of a fate without a price. I do not wish to cause you more pain, Isola Dragice. I know your life has not been kind to you so far.”

      “Can you promise me her safety? That she will not be harmed?” I ask, needing at least that much to be answered.

      “I promise that she will be under my protection. That is all I can say,” she says, and steps over to the rocks. As I watch, she grabs the glowing blue one, crushing it in her hand and when she opens her hand, a long silver chain holds a tiny blue rock.

      “You must wear this every day, until the time comes for you to fulfill your promise. Give it to your daughter when you bring her here in several years,” she says.

      “There isn’t really a choice, is there? The curse must fall at the final promise. That’s what the prophecy says. This is my fate, and my child will be the price and promise,” I whisper and walk forward, tears streaming down my cheeks. I wrap my hand around the chain, lifting it and placing it over my head, so it falls around my neck.

      “I promise,” I breathe out roughly, and the stone glows briefly before settling back down. I look back up at the lady, who is smiling widely.

      “Brilliant,” she claps. “Let’s wake your man, well, one of them, up. We will be needing him to break the curse.”
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      “Thorne,” I shake his shoulder a few times before he abruptly sits up, his hand automatically going to his sword. His eyes focus on me, and he seems to relax a little as he sees that I’m okay.

      “What happened?” he asks, and I rest my hand on his that covers the sword and shake my head.

      “It’s okay, the lady just needed to talk to me alone,” I tell him, and he looks over my head, where the old lady–well, goddess–is sitting on the gold throne again. She just smiles widely, and in a pretty creepy way, too.

      “Don’t do that again,” he warns her, and she chuckles as I help Thorne stand up.

      “I promise,” she winks at me, and I roll my eyes at her playful attitude.

      “What is this?” Thorne asks, first holding my arm out to look at the staff and then looking at my necklace.

      “A long story, and something that can wait,” I say, pleading with him to trust me. He does, nodding his head once, and he links our hands.

      “How do we break the curse?” I turn and ask the lady.

      “Simple. You must mate with the half ice and half fire prince. The curse was made so no dragon guard and ice dragon could ever be together. So that dragon guards could never get the throne, and no half-blood would rule. If you two are mated, the curse will break. The curse was made from a place of love, from a mate desperate to save her king. The curse was never there to stop this. Fire and ice must rule, and the curse must break,” she says, muttering the end as I stare up at Thorne.

      “It can’t be that simple!” Thorne refutes, shaking his head.

      “Love is not simple, boy, you know this,” the lady says, tutting at him.

      “So, any half-blood could have stopped the curse by marrying a royal?” I ask.

      “Yes. There is a reason the mixing of ice and fire dragons was kept secret. Your father knew how to break the curse, but that would have risked his army. So, he sent dragon guards to kill any half-bloods, just in case, to prevent you from ever falling in love with one. Seems he didn’t find them all,” she says as she winks at me again.

      “Wait, we never agreed to mate,” I whisper, looking up at Thorne.

      “I won’t push you for this. I know you don’t love me fully yet, and it’s too soon,” Thorne tells me.

      “You only need to say the words, share the blood, and I can bless you both. The rest of the mating can wait. Many have been mated without love or feelings. You do not need them,” she informs, and pulls out a white stone. “I happen to have your mating stone right here.”

      “Isn’t that meant to appear to me? To us?” I ask.

      “Who do you think drops them for people to find? Sounds like a job for a fate, no?” she winks at me once more. What is with all the winking?

      “Can Isola and I have a second alone?” Thorne asks, and she nods, leaning back in her chair. We walk around a pile of gold, and Thorne starts pacing the moment we are hidden.

      “Stop a minute,” I say, grabbing his arm.

      “I can’t make you do this; you don’t want this. You don’t want me. I don't want you to mate with me out of obligation. I want you to choose this and want it, want me,” he sighs, pushing my hand away, “and I can see it in your eyes that you don’t.”

      “I do want this, Thorne. Maybe not exactly mating yet, but I’m already bound to you in a way. I hate that I want this when I should still hate you. I hate that I can’t tell Dagan, Kor, or Eli before we do this. I hate that we don’t have more time to get to know each other, but I don’t hate you. If anything, it’s the opposite,” I say, placing my hand back on his arm, and this time, he doesn’t push me away.

      “Isola, you don’t have to say that,” he says, and I grab his other arm, making him look down at me.

      “I would never mate with someone I wasn’t sure I want in my life. This curse needs to be broken. Let me give you back your dragon, and we can spend the rest of our lives working on us. Even if we end up as just friends, I want you in my life, and we will always mean something to each other,” I say, and he smiles.

      “You sure?” he asks, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear.

      “Positive,” I grin, and he kisses my forehead. I lean in, closing my eyes, and breathe in his smoky, almost frost-like scent.

      “I haven’t got all day, you know!” the lady shouts, and I chuckle, linking my hand with Thorne’s as we walk back over to her. She stands from the chair as we get closer, making the white mating stone float into the air above our heads when we stop.

      “How are you doing that?” Thorne asks, and she laughs as she pulls a dagger out of her cloak, not answering his question.

      “Thorne, why don’t you start off with the ancient words? Do you know them?” the lady asks.

      “I do,” he says, taking my other hand in his and holding them between us as he speaks. “Link to the heart, link to the soul. I pledge my heart to you, for you, for all the time I have left. My dragon is yours, my love is yours, and everything I am, belongs with you.” I repeat his words, watching as the white mating stone starts to glow, growing brighter with every sentence we speak. Our mating is blessed.

      “Please hold out your hands,” she requests, and we both do. She cuts Thorne’s first and then mine as I hold in the pain-filled cry that threatens to escape my lips from the sting.

      “Light and dark, good and evil, and everything that makes these ones dragons, please bless this mating. We bless you,” the lady says, and I lock eyes with Thorne as we link hands. A blast of white light shoots out of the mating stone, sending us both flying apart. I roll as I land on top of a pile of gold, the white light making it impossible to see anything. As the light dims, my eyes widen at the sight of Thorne’s dragon standing on a pile of gold. I’ve never seen his dragon before, and it’s amazing. The wings and body are red, but covered with blue spikes that match his blue eyes.

      “Isola, my dragon is back,” Thorne’s deep, shocked voice floats into my mind, as well as a touch of his elation I can sense. We are mated. Holy crap. The dragon guard curse is broken.

      “I can hear you in my head,” I chuckle, and I hear his laugh as his dragon snorts out ice and fire at the same time.

      “None of that, I do not want my home on fire or frozen, thank you very much,” the lady shouts, stamping out the fire with her foot and shaking her stick at Thorne. I slide down the pile of gold, tripping a bit, but managing to land somewhat gracefully.

      “Thank you,” I tell the lady as I walk over to Thorne and place my hand on the side of his head.

      “Do not thank me just yet. Anyhow, you must leave,” she says and points a stick up in the air to the ceiling. “That is your way out. Good luck, Queen Isola Dragice. I do look forward to the day we meet again.”

      “Goodbye,” I say, watching as she walks through the gold, looking back at me once more.

      “When you meet a woman called Queen Winter, make sure you tell her that her aunt says hello,” she states cryptically, totally confusing me. Her body seems to slowly fade before she disappears altogether. I guess I will be meeting another queen. Let’s hope she is friendly.

      “Well . . . that wasn’t weird at all,” Thorne mutters in my head, and I nod, still looking at the space where she once was.

      “I can’t call my dragon in here. I have no idea how you are, now that I'm thinking about it, but I will climb up, and you can fly us out of here,” I say out loud, turning and pulling myself up onto his back after he leans down.

      “If you wanted to ride me, you only had to ask,” he chuckles in my mind.

      “Get your head out of the gutter. Besides, you need to prepare yourself. It's likely Eli and the others are going to try and kill you for mating with me once we get out of here,” I laugh, hearing his own grumble in my head. I slide myself between two of the spikes on his neck and wrap my arms around the one in front of me.

      “They can try, now hold on,” he warns, and spreads his wings out, knocking over everything as he bats his wings and pushes down with his legs, shooting up to the top of the cave. I hold my head down as Thorne slams into the ceiling of the cave, breaking out into the night sky. He flies up into the sky, levelling himself out as I look at the stars.

      “Can you see that? Something is wrong,” Thorne’s worried voice drifts over to me in my mind, and I lift my head, seeing the forest on fire in lots of places, seconds before I hear the screams.

      Danger. I sense Tatarina, my dragon hisses.

      “Dragons incoming,” I shout, spotting five of them flying straight towards us, suddenly appearing out of the trees. They don’t look right; their dragons are flying way too shakily, and they look almost grey. What the hell are those? I move myself from between the spikes and walk down Thorne’s body as he tries to fly us away.

      I’m going to shift in the air. We haven’t done this before, but we need to now. You ready? I ask my dragon, and she roars in my mind.

      Be right back, mate, I say to Thorne, who doesn’t seem to realise what I’m about to do. I run and jump right off his tail, falling and opening my arms as my dragon takes over.
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      “What the hell is wrong with them?” I shout, driving my sword into the heart of another dragon guard. I look down at him, examining his black eyes and the black veins all over his pale skin. They are almost like zombies, and they fight like them, too. The dragon guards should be more trained than this.

      “Tatarina has done something to them!” Elias shouts back as he kills two of the guards in one broad swipe of his sword. I look around, seeing only a few more of the dragon guard coming for us. I’m running straight through the woods when I see a little girl screaming as she runs away from three dragon guards who are trying to kill her. She can only be eight, and they are attacking her. I catch up to the little girl and push her behind me. She's shaking and absolutely terrified.

      “Stand by that tree and close your eyes,” I tell her. She does as I ask with a single nod and tears streaming down her dirt-covered cheeks. I turn to face the guards, anger burning through me.

      “Come on then, don’t you think you should play with someone your own size, you bastards?” I shout as they run at me with their black eyes. I kick the first one, slicing my sword across his neck and swinging to meet the next guard. He slams his sword against mine as the third guard runs for the girl. From the corner of my eye, I can see where she stands, still holding onto the tree with her eyes closed.

      “No!” I yell, pushing against the sword with my other hand, cutting it, and slamming the guard back. I quickly pull out a dagger from my belt and slam it into his chest, and I keep moving, running at the girl, trying to reach her before she gets hurt. Kor appears from behind the tree, throwing his sword into the guard’s chest just before he can get to her, and the guard falls to the ground.

      “Good timing, man,” I breathe out, going back to yank my dagger out of the other guard and sliding it back into my belt. Kor kneels next to the girl, who won’t open her eyes and shakes her head of red hair. I walk over, placing my hand on Kor’s shoulder. He looks between us and stands up.

      “I will keep an eye out,” he says, standing behind me as I kneel in front of the girl.

      “Hey, what is your name?” I ask gently.

      “Isie,” she mumbles, sobbing on her words.

      “Isie, I need you to open your eyes and answer something for me,” I tell her.

      “Okay,” she says shakily and finally looks at me. “You saved me. You are like a brave prince.” I smile at her words and pull my cloak off my back, wrapping it around her shoulders.

      “What happened in the seer village? We don’t know anything as we were here waiting for princess Isola to come out the cave,” I explain to her, spotting Elias walking over to us. She grips my cloak tightly before she answers.

      “The guards came while we were all sleeping, and the woman with black stuff all over her was telling them to kill us all. The guard killed my mummy, and my father told me to run,” she says, bursting into tears again. I pick her up, holding her close as I turn around, hearing the sound of footsteps.

      “Someone is coming,” Elias says, stepping in front of me and the child, guarding us with Korbin. We watch the treeline anxiously as we hear people running, and a woman comes into view. She runs, holding a baby, and five other small children are with her. They all look covered in dirt and blood. Maybe whoever did this let them go?

      “Auntie!” Isie shouts, wriggling in my arms to get down, and I let her. She runs to her aunt, who holds her close as we come over.

      “What happened?” Elias demands. The woman is clearly panicked and scared, her cloak is covered in blood, and her brown hair is littered with leaves. The children all hide behind her, looking terrified.

      “The queen has done something dark to all of those guards. I was in charge of the nursery for the night. We barely escaped. They don’t know who we are, who they are, and have no control over who they kill,” she blurts out and looks behind her before staring at us. “We have to leave. The children are not safe. You could come with us and protect us.”

      “We have to wait for the princess, but keep running. We won’t let anyone follow you,” I say firmly, and she nods.

      “Good luck. If we make it, we will pray for the princess. The true heir of Dragca,” she says, bowing her head, “and her mates.” I nod back before she runs carefully through the forest with the children trailing close on her heels. Isie waves once before following them, clutching my cloak.

      “I don’t like this. Melody and Bee are in the village,” Kor says, rubbing his face. “My parents are, Darth . . . we have to go back.” I catch his shoulder as he starts to walk that way.

      “No. Isola needs us,” I remind him.

      “She will never forgive us if we let Melody and Bee get killed,” Elias points out, and I shake my head at them both.

      “We can’t–” I stop as a light bursts in the sky, a bright light like nothing else I’ve ever seen, and a warm feeling slams into my body, causing me to fall to my knees.

      Fly, my dragon hisses in my mind, the shift taking over before I can even think or comprehend what just happened.

      You’re back, I say, feeling so relieved and whole. My dragon stretches out its body after the shift, and I know somehow Isola has broken the dragon guard curse. I roar, looking over at Korbin’s and Elias’s dragons. They seem to be in shock, just standing there, shaking their heads.

      Minnnee, my dragon hisses, turning its head to the sky just as a dragon breaks out of the mountains and into the sky. I instantly recognise the blonde head of hair as Isola riding on Thorne’s back through the skies.

      Danger, I shout to my dragon, seeing five other dragons flying towards them. My dragon stretches its wings out just as Isola stands up and jumps straight off Thorne’s back.
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      Fight, my dragon hisses in my mind as her wings spread out in the air, and she starts to fly. We turn around mid-air, feeling Thorne’s dragon at my side as we face the others as they get closer. They shoot fire in the shape of spheres at us, and my dragon drops under them, shooting straight towards them.

      Kill them! I demand of her, and she shoots her own spheres of ice at them in a flurry of ice and fire that Thorne shoots with me. I drop down as the dragons get too close, and Thorne does the same, but he goes above them. My dragon looks up just in time to see two of them get hit with Thorne’s attack of ice, and they drop into the trees. One of the dragons slams into me while I’m not looking, digging his claws into my wings as we fall together, and I cry out in pain. I look up, seeing three more dragons flying towards Thorne as he fights two off on his own.

      No! I scream in my dragon’s head as we fall through the trees and land on the ground, his claws finally coming free of my wings, so I can move. I shoot ice onto his wings as he tries to fly and keep shooting it until his entire dragon is frozen to the ground. His dragon’s eyes almost dead as I stare at him encased in the ice. I look up, not seeing Thorne or any other dragons flying around.

      “It has been a long time, Isola, don’t you think?” Tatarina’s cold, dead-sounding voice says from behind me, and my dragon turns to roar at her. I feel down my wings, knowing the damage to them is too much, and I won’t be able to fly out of here for a bit. There is only one thing we can do, even if it makes me vulnerable.

      Let me takeover, I ask my dragon, who doesn’t hesitate as we shift back. I stand up straight, keeping my head high as I face Tatarina. She stands still like a ghost; her dark, nearly brown hair blowing in the wind is the only movement. Her eyes are completely black, and they match the dark glow her skin now has. I look over as a woman steps out from the shadows of the trees, making me take a step back.

      “Bu-but, I killed you!” I gasp as Esmeralda stands by her sister’s side, smiling widely with her blood-red lips. Her eyes are now as red as her hair, and her pale skin is littered with black veins.

      “Death was not my ending,” Esmeralda replies, her voice croaking and broken in places. Her head twitches as she speaks, and Tatarina places her hand on her sister’s arm.

      “I will remember to chop your head off next time,” I sneer. “Just to be sure.”

      “There will not be a next time, for this is your ending, Isola,” Tatarina says, holding her hands out at her sides. “You are alone, and I am queen. Is this what you always thought would happen?”

      “I kinda hoped I would have killed you by now, but I still have time,” I say, feeling for the staff on my arm and knowing I can fight her.

      “You could join me,” she says simply, and I just laugh.

      “The throne is mine! I am the heir, and I will claim it back when I have killed you! You killed my mother, my father, and had your sister kill Jace! There is so much death on your hands, and you do not deserve to live!” I spit out at her, and for only a brief second does she flinch at my words.

      “Mother, don’t do this,” Thorne says from behind me, and I turn, seeing him walking to my side with Kor and Dagan next to him. Thorne and his mother stare at each other, and a flood of pain enters my body from Thorne’s emotions, not that I would have expected any less.

      “Where is Elias?” I hiss at Dagan as he gets to my side.

      “During the fight with those other dragons, we got separated. I’m sure he will find us soon,” Dagan whispers back, and I try to swallow the worry and guilt that floods me. I know he isn’t dead, with our blood bond I would feel it. So, he must be okay.

      “Do you really choose her? I’m your mother, and I can give you the throne! All I ask is that you kill her!” Tatarina gets more and more frustrated with every word, and I swear there is actually some kind of emotion coming from her.

      “This isn’t a choice,” Thorne replies, glancing at me. “It never was. You have lost your mind, do you really want to lose your son, too? Is the throne worth it?”

      “It’s me or her,” Tatarina growls, never taking her eyes off Thorne.

      “Is that what you asked my father? I mean, when he chose my mother over you,” I ask, and she growls, black ice dripping from her hands as she steps closer, focusing her attention on me instead of Thorne.

      “No!” she spits out.

      “It was, wasn’t it? All of this because my father was an asshole and didn’t choose you. You don’t have to do this, you don’t have to lose your son and make him choose,” I say, and she laughs.

      “I can smell your mating, he has already chosen,” Tatarina says.

      “Mating?” Dagan hisses, and I can’t look away from Tatarina and Esmeralda as they step forward together to answer him.

      “It’s time you ran, little girl. Change is coming, and there is no room for the light on Dragca anymore,” Tatarina says, and a dark spirit flies out of the trees, landing on her outstretched hand. The dark spirit looks so much like Bee, but with dark-blue skin and black hair. She is still beautiful, even if she is dark. Her dark eyes meet mine, and there’s a shock that flitters through me as we stare at each other. I almost step forward, but Kor grabs my arm to stop me.

      “There is always a place for light and the true queen,” Melody says, just as I feel Bee land on my shoulder. I glance over to see her stop next to Dagan, nodding at me, even as she is covered in blood, missing her cloak and holding her orb under her arm.

      “Good, you are all in one place. It will make this so much easier,” Tatarina says, and I see her smile widely.

      “There is a portal to our left, we run,” Bee whispers in my ear as I look back at Tatarina. We need a distraction.

      “Are you really so bitter over one man turning you down that you will destroy the whole world?” I ask her, and she growls loud.

      “Once I’ve destroyed your love, let me know if you feel like destroying the world in revenge,” she counters and clicks her fingers. Two guards walk out, carrying an unconscious Elias who hangs between them, his hair covered in blood. I scream, going to run forward, but both Thorne and Dagan hold my arms, stopping me. I swallow the panic in my throat and force my eyes away from Elias as Tatarina smirks at me.

      “No,” Dagan growls out, fire feeling like it is burning my arm where he holds me, but it doesn’t actually burn me. I honestly don’t really notice as I stare at Tatarina’s every movement. Tatarina walks over to Elias, and I clench my fists, trying to hold myself back.  She lifts his head by grabbing a fistful of his hair, showing me his bruise-covered face before letting his head drop back down.

      “This one is pretty, such a shame he has such bad taste in women,” she says, twirling a piece of his hair around her finger.

      “Let him go,” I demand, my hands shaking as ice drips onto the floor, mixing with the blood on my arms from the cuts. My dragon roars in my mind, and I have to push her away to stop the shift.

      “Why?” she asks, laughing deeply, still touching my Elias. I’m going to kill her for this. Slowly.

      “You can have me if you let him and my friends go,” I say, starting to panic as I spot the thirty or maybe more guards surrounding us, hiding in the trees.

      “No,” Kor growls, pulling me back by my arm.

      “Best listen, you cannot beat me,” she laughs. “But you can watch as I destroy all the light. Nane?” she asks, looking at Nane who flies towards her hand once again.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, just as Nane touches her hand, and she kneels down, digging her hand into the dirt. Her whole body glows black, and thick smoke flows from her body, spreading quickly.

      “This place, it’s the source of all of Dragca’s magic. What do you think happens when I flood it with darkness?” Tatarina asks, and my eyes widen as I realise what she is going to do.

      “Stop!” Bee shouts and falls off my shoulder as Tatarina slowly destroys all the light, and I can’t stop her. I catch Bee, and Melody takes her off me.

      “Protect me, sister, and the light will soon be gone,” Tatarina says, a black orb of smoke surrounding her body as dozens of guards appear out the shadows, walking towards us. Esmeralda pulls out two swords and runs towards us suddenly. I growl, stepping closer and ready to fight when Dagan grabs me. He throws me over his shoulder and takes off running the other way. I look back, pushing against Dagan as I see the guards drag Elias away into the shadows. My heart shatters and panic floods me.

      “Let me go, what are you doing?” I demand, fighting him, but he is too strong. My dragon fights me, too, trying to make me shift, and my arms still burn from the cuts, knowing I couldn’t fly even if I let her. I can’t save him.

      “Saving you. It is what Elias would want and what has to happen. Tatarina is destroying the light, and you are all that is left,” Dagan says harshly, and I turn in time to see Thorne slam his hands on the floor, making a large ice wall stretch up between us. The circular wall completely covers us, only leaving a small gap behind us to escape as we see Esmeralda slam her sword against the ice on the other side. Dagan holds me tightly as he darts through the gap, and I fight him, desperate to get back.

      “Stop! Let me go! We can’t leave him with her! She will kill him!” I cry as we run through the forest, following Melody.

      “Doll, we don’t have a choice! Do you think we want to leave him with her? No,” Kor says from my left, and I growl at him. I catch Thorne’s eyes for only a second, feeling his sorrow through our bond, but he still runs.

      “I will hate you all if he dies, let me go!” I plead, my words turning into sobs.

      “We are nearly at the portal,” Melody shouts over her shoulder. Thorne and Kor shoot balls of ice and fire at guards that get near us. Dagan finally drops me and lets me go as we come to a stop, and Melody whispers to the portal we are at. I push him away as he tries to hold my hand, and he grabs my shoulders firmly, making me look at him.

      “You would have frozen me if you truly believed you could save him. You can’t, and you know it,” Dagan says, wiping my tears away as he takes my hand. “She won’t kill him, not when she can use him against you. If I thought there was any way to save my brother, I would be back there. We need to make a rescue plan, and we can do that on Earth. Okay?” he says, and I finally give up, even as it makes me sick to do so. One day on Earth to make a plan, that’s it. She can’t do too much to him in a day.

      “Okay,” I agree shakily, still hating that I can’t run back now. I follow Melody through the portal back to Earth, knowing we will be back soon to get my dragon.
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      “A supermarket, great,” Kor mutters as he comes through the portal last, and we stare around the empty place. Melody grabs a bottle of water off a shelf, opening it and drinking some before passing it to Kor.

      “We should run, they could follow us,” Kor says, accepting the drink. I just turn and stare at the portal, wishing Elias would run through it, escaping somehow.

      “Is Bee okay?” I ask, glancing at her in Melody’s arms. She looks less bright, less like Bee, and something isn’t right.

      “Earth isn’t good for light spirits, and I don’t know what Tatarina did back there,” Melody says, looking both confused and worried at the same time. I have an idea, but not a good one.

      “We will go back after we make a plan and clean up. Oh, and we need to get weapons,” Dagan says, and I nod, walking through the aisle we have come out at.

      “Is-o-la,” Thorne strangles out my name, and I turn, seeing him holding his neck where a dart is sticking out of it. He falls to the floor as Dagan shouts out in a pain-filled grunt and drops to his knees. I grab him as he falls, pulling out the dart that is stuck in his neck and looking at it. What the crap is that?

      “Run!” Kor demands, and I turn, only to stop as a figure walks down the aisle. I hear Kor and Melody fall behind me as Hallie steps into the light, holding a gun at me. She looks so different from the last time I saw her that I almost don’t recognise her. Hallie’s hair is up in a ponytail, the tips dyed a green colour that doesn’t match her brown eyes that are narrowed on me. I look over her clothes, or outfit rather, that is black army gear or something. She is covered in guns, daggers, and there is even a sword on her back. What happened to my friend?

      “Shoot her!” a man demands behind Hallie, and she holds a hand up as she focuses on me, and everything goes deadly silent. I can’t help the brief smile I give her as I missed my friend, but I know something is wrong. They have done something to my dragons and sister.

      “Isola,” Hallie says coldly, and I hold my own hands up in surrender as she raises the gun higher.

      “I don’t understand. What are you doing? Hallie?” I ask her, and she shakes her head, holding the gun firm.

      “My father told me what you are, but I didn’t believe him! I didn’t believe that monsters were real, and my best friend was one!” she shouts, locking her eyes with mine.

      “I’m not a monster,” I explain gently, seeing the five guys stepping behind her, wearing masks and holding their own guns up.

      “My father hunts monsters like you, keeps us safe. You are a dragon, much like the monsters that took over Paris and destroyed it while you were gone! Thousands of people are dead or missing because of your people!” she spits out. “My mother was in Paris. My mother is gone, and it’s all your fault!”

      “I don’t know anything about Paris!” I shout at her, getting frustrated. “I only want to save my own world. That is it.”

      “Same, and this is why I have to capture you and take you to my father. To the hunters’ organisation,” she says, her voice cracking as her hand shakes.

      “You don’t have to do this. You could let us go. I have to go back to Dragca for Elias, and I’m no threat to you. I’m your best friend, Hallie!” I plead, and I spot tears streaming down her face as she pulls the trigger, shooting a dart into my stomach. I hold my hands over it as I fall to my knees. She kneels down, too, looking straight into my eyes, and I can see nothing but hate reflecting back in them.

      “You burnt down Michael’s house and killed five teenagers. You are a monster and not my best friend. I clearly don’t know you at all,” she says, walking away. Everything gets blurry as I try to speak. I can only hear her footsteps on the floor as the world goes dark and one word leaves my lips.

      “Eli.”
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      Elias

      “Elias Fire . . . you are so, so lucky,” Tatarina taunts, grabbing my shoulder with her cold hand and digging her nails in as she smiles widely. I smirk before spitting in her face. She slams me back into a wall of the dungeon, my chains slamming against it as I stand up again.

      “Kill me and get it over with, you bitch!” I shout. I close my eyes and picture only Isola. I feel content in the knowledge the others would have her safe on Earth by now.

      “Death is not my plan for you. No. Isola will come for you, and when she does, I want her to know the pain of having the man she loves choose darkness over her,” Tatarina says, chuckling to herself.

      “I will never choose anything or anyone over Isola,” I growl, opening my eyes again. Tatarina just smiles widely at my response.

      “Darling, when I’m done, you won’t even remember who she is,” Tatarina laughs, holding her hand in the air, and a black cloud of smoke spreads from her hand.

      “Isola,” I shout as the smoke smothers me, and everything blurs away.

      

      Pre-order Wings of Fate here…
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      Thank you so much for reading Wings of Spirit!! There are two more books left in this series, and the next one, Wings of Fate, is up on pre-order. If you have a little time to leave a review, that would be amazing and I love to read them! A big shout out to Meagan, Michelle, Christian, Taylor, Amanda, the girls from RBP and DWM, my awesome readers group, and everyone that supported me!!

      Also a big thank you to my husband and kids who kept the daily destroying of the house to a minimum while I wrote.

      Don’t forget to join my readers group for giveaways and exclusive teasers!
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      Here are all my links (I love to be stalked so if you have some free time, come and say hello…)-

      

      💙Join my FB Group for exclusive giveaways and news?💙- 

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/BaileysPack/

      

      ❤️Like my FB Page?❤️- 

      https://www.facebook.com/gbaileyauthor/ 

      

      💖Be my FB friend?💖- 

      https://www.facebook.com/AuthorG.Bailey

      

      💚Add me on Twitter?💚- 

      https:twitter.com/gbaileyauthor

      

      💘Check out my website?💘-

      www.gbaileyauthor.com

      

      💛Follow me on Amazon?💛-

      http://amzn.to/2oV9PF5 

      

      💜Sign up for my Newsletter?💜- 

      https://landing.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/a1f2v0

      

      💘Pinterest anyone (Where my books are planned out)💘-

      https://www.pinterest.co.uk/authorGBailey/pins/

      

      💘Instagram 💘-

      https://www.instagram.com/g._baileyauthor/
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      Her Guardians Series (Complete)-

      Winter’s Guardian (Book one)

      Winter’s Kiss (Book two)

      Winter’s Promise (Book three)

      Winter’s War (Book Four)

      Box set with bonus epilogue scenes (Book One)

      

      Her Fate Series-

      (Her Guardians Series spinoff)

      Adelaide’s Fate (Book One)

      

      Saved by Pirates Series (Complete)-

      Escape the sea (Book One)

      Love the sea (Book Two)

      Save the Sea (Book Three)

      

      One Night series-

      Strip for Me (Book one)

      

      The Marked Series (Co-written with Cece Rose)-

      Marked by Power (Book one)

      Marked by Pain (Book two)

      Marked by Destruction (Book Three)

      

      The Forest Pack series-

      Run Little Wolf- (Book One)

      Run Little Bear- (Book Two)

      Run Little Prince (Coming Soon)

      Run Little Beauty (Coming Soon)

      

      Protected by Dragons series-

      Wings of Ice  (Book One)

      Wings of Fire (Book Two)

      Wings of Spirit (Book Three)

      Wings of Fate (Book Four)

      Wings of Dragca (Coming soon)

      

      A Demon’s Fall Series-

      Runes of Truth (Book One)

      Runes of Mortality (Book Two)

      Runes of Black Magic (Book Three)

      Runes of Royalty (Coming Soon)

      

      From the Stars-

      True Light (Book One)

      Dark Soul (Coming Soon)

      Shadow Kiss (Coming Soon)

      

      The King Brothers Series-

      Izzy’s Beginning (Book one)

      Sebastian’s Chance (Book two)

      Elliot’s Secret (Book three)

      Harley’s Fall (Book Four)

      Luke’s Revenge (Coming September)
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      “Watch out!” I scream, knowing my warning is too late as a car flies out the other lane, speeding head first into the front of our car. Even as I hear my dad slam on the brakes, I know that nothing will stop the car from hitting ours. Everything feels in slow motion as the car smashes into us, the air bags pop open automatically as my body pushes against the tight seatbelt. A second later, my head slams into the glass window as the car rolls, making me scream out in pain. I turn my head, seeing my father’s worried blue eyes locked on mine, just before everything turns black for what seems like only a few moments, but I know it’s much longer than that. When I open my eyes, everything is so still, so painless for only a moment, and then I scream as I feel the crippling, mind-searing pain. I scream until my voice cracks and I can’t scream anymore. I shakily lift my head off the air bag as I cough, trying to figure out where the pain is coming from and wanting to find out if my dad is okay. I look down at the branch that has come through the smashed window screen and is lodged into my stomach on the left side. My mind tries to pretend it’s not happening as I look away, while the rest of me is screaming in pain and fear.

      “Help!” I try to scream, but it comes out as a dry cough. I try to blink out the blood that is dripping into my right eye, but it only stings. I turn slightly in my seat, the little movements hurting more than anything I’ve ever felt, and I see that the car is empty. My dad isn’t in the car anymore.

      “Dad! Dad!” I shout out. Or at least I think I do as things start to get hazy and I can’t hear my whispered sounding voice. I can’t lose him too, not after mum…

      “Hello?” I hear a distant voice shout through the haze. I look over and see a blurry figure open the driver door, sliding into the seat. I can’t make out his features, only that it is a guy.

      “I got you, Freckles,” the smooth, seductive voice says, trying to comfort me. Freckles? I can’t make my mouth move to reply to him, even as something deep inside me wants me to. I feel him place his hand on my head, over my cut, and instead of pain, I only feel warmth as blue light shines in my eyes. The light is all I feel and see as everything else fades away.
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      “There is a spider in my room, and I’m not touching it or unpacking until it’s gone,” I state, standing at the bottom of the stairs and glaring at my father who chuckles as he runs a hand through his brown-going-grey hair. Dad turns his light blue eyes on me, the amusement clearly shining through them. I glance around at the piles of boxes we are trying to move into the old house and notice that the counters in the kitchen have cobwebs on them. There are going to be more spiders.

      “What? The girl with pink hair and a nose piercing can’t handle a spider? I thought you were going through a whole rebellious, badass chick stage,” he replies, being a smartass like usual. Don’t parents grow out of that at some point when they get old?

      “I like pink, not hairy spiders in an old house. Please just get rid of it, dad,” I groan, and he laughs, messing my hair up with his giant hands as he passes me to go upstairs. I walk over to the mirror, smoothing down my dark pink hair, which doesn’t match my blue eyes and freckle-filled face. I had to tell dad I dyed it pink when he was in hospital because it naturally started growing out this color after the accident. The pink is darker at the top and lighter at the bottom as the sun has faded it. I also try to ignore the blue pattern on my head, which used to freak me out, but now it’s just a reminder that I might be a little crazy since the crash a year ago. It looks like a mixture of swirls made up of blue light, and it is exactly where I remember my head being cut in the accident. Only, no one can see the weird mark but me since I woke up from the accident. I lift my tank top to see the other mark, the rose shaped one on my hip, and run a hand over it as memories flash in my mind.

      I still vividly remember when I started asking about the glowing blue marks after the car crash…and well, the memories make me cringe. I came out of the accident with nothing but bruises, memories of being hurt far worse, and a glowing blue light that was warm and comforting. Neither my dad nor anyone else has believed me about it yet. They assumed I must have hit my head harder in the crash than they thought. It was months of tests while I waited for my father to get out of the hospital after he was flung from the car and somehow survived. The moment he got out of the hospital, he announced he had found this new job and that we were moving to a new house. An old, creaking house full of spiders in the middle of nowhere. Gross.

      “At least there won’t be a psychologist in this town for dad to send me to,” I mutter to myself, knowing that’s one benefit of the tiny ass town we have moved into. I walk to the front door, pull it open, and walk down the steps to look up at the new house. Someone once painted the bricks white, but they have faded and chipped over time, making the house seem creepier as it sits in the middle of lots of tall trees. The windows are made of wood, also chipped in places, and the roof doesn’t look in the best condition. This is a massive step down from our flat in London. It was in an old building, but the building was well looked after, not like this place. I shake my head and go to sit on the steps just outside my door.

      I stare out over the tiny road to the house on the other side of the street, which only contains these two. It is the mirror image of ours, with perfect white painted bricks, white plastic bay windows and steps leading up to the blue front door. There are two cars parked in front of the detached garage, both of them sport cars, and the sun shines off the red and blue paintwork. They must have cost a fortune. I keep searching around the only other house on the street, wondering why anyone would choose to live right outside a ghost town. I know the only reason my father chose this house is because of its cheap price; we can’t afford much after we lost the flat in London when my dad was ill in hospital. My dad would have chosen one of the expensive houses in the town if he could have. So why would people who can afford cars like that, live out here? My eyes flicker over the left window, just as the curtain moves a little to make a gap, and I see that someone is watching me. I lift my hand and wave, and the person lets the curtain go, walking away. Well, seems they aren’t friendly then.

      “The spider is all gone,” my father says, his footsteps couldn’t be missed as he walked across the creaking floor in the hallway to the front door and opened it. The creaking was so loud, I could hear him before he opened the door. “It is now free in the garden.”

      “No going in the garden for me then. The spider can claim that space as his own, and hopefully all his friends inside the house go to play with him,” I say, and my dad chuckles before he walks away. I stand up, stretching a little before going inside and closing the white door behind me.

      “I’m going to go into town to get some shopping and a pizza for dinner. Do you want to come?” Dad asks, sliding his wallet into his jeans and picking up his keys off the side.

      “I’m good, dad. I have to unpack and log into the school’s website to get my curriculum up for tomorrow,” I tell him. I left everything to the last minute, which is a bad habit of mine.

      “Alright. Anything you want from the shops?” he asks. “And you don’t need to ask for popcorn.” I grin up at him, thankful that he remembers my favorite snack. I’m happy to see my dad back to normal, not sitting in hospital and struggling to get better. This dad is like how it was before the crash.

      “Toffee or sweet, please,” I suggest, and he pats my shoulder before walking out of the door. I run up the stairs, not enjoying the massive creaking noise the dark wood boards make as I go. I pass by my dad’s room, the shared bathroom and go to my room right at the end of the hallway past a cupboard. I walk into my room, pausing to look around at the magnolia walls, dark wood floors and the big window. I love this room because the window has a window seat, which will be perfect to sit and draw in. I slide my cardigan off my shoulders and chuck it on my single bed that I need to do the sheets for. I walk to the boxes and start pulling them open, looking for only a few things. I pull out my sketch pad and a pencil from my pencil case, then walk to the window as I flip through the sketch pad for a new page. I sit down, not enjoying how cold the wood feels. I need to get some cushions or something for this seat. I might even have some packed away in the boxes.

      My hands start drawing before I even really think on it, and when I finally notice what I’m drawing, I stop, staring down at the eyes of a man I’ve never met, the man who haunts my dreams since the crash. I close the pad and put the pencil down, wrapping my arms around my knees as I watch out the window. I frown when I see a flash of blinding, bright green light from outside, and then after a few moments, someone knocks three times on the door as the light disappears. What the hell was that?

      Link to Amazon here
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        With sharing the true light, there is always a cost.

      

        

      
        My new neighbor is an arrogant jerk.

        Oh, he's also an alien who claims we share a soul, and he wants me as far away from him as possible...

      

        

      
        Ura didn’t want to move, but her father didn’t give her a choice when he said he wanted an escape after the car accident that nearly killed them both. Trying to survive in a literal ghost town is never fun, but add in the neighbor from hell, well it’s becoming a nightmare.

      

        

      
        When two new strangers move into Maxx’s house, Ura finds out there is more than the true light to be frightened of.

        When light appears, so does darkness…
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      “Really? A party in the woods? That’s where you want to spend your eighteenth birthday?” Colton asks me, just as the school bell rings, signalling the end of class and the last day of school for us. It’s finally over, and to celebrate, everyone is going to this party in the woods tonight. Well, everyone except Colton, that is, and he hasn’t stopped asking me why I want to go, since I told him this morning of my plans. I chuck my books in my bag, looking around at all my classmates as they run out the door, all of them so happy to leave.

      “Yes, why won't you come?” I ask, pulling my coat on and picking up my bag. He grins at me–a cheeky grin that matches his personality. Colton is every bit the typical hot guy in looks, with short blond hair, bright-blue eyes, and golden skin. In fact, when he spoke to me for the first time, last year, I choked on my drink and blurted out a load of words that made no sense. While I was utterly mortified with myself, he still wanted to be my friend. He’s a strange guy, but we quickly became best friends.

      “I just can’t, not at night,” he mutters, pushing a hand through his hair. It’s a nervous tick of his.

      “You know, I never see you out at night. Are your parents really that strict?” I ask. He always leaves my house before the sun sets, and he never wants to go out after school in the winter because it gets dark so quickly. I met his parents once, and they didn’t like me; at least, I don't think they did, considering they never replied to me when I said hello, and only asked Colton what he was doing by bringing me home with him.

      “Something like that.” He smiles, but it almost seems a little sad. “Let’s go and get some lunch. I have a gift for you,” Colton says, and holds his hand out for me. I take it as we leave the classroom.

      “Why do you always hold my hand, Colt?” I ask him, and he smiles down at me as we stroll through the nearly empty corridors.

      “I want to, it's that simple,” he says, and shrugs his shoulders.

      “You should hold hands with a girlfriend, not me. This is why you don’t have one.” I lift our joined hands, and he laughs.

      “I don’t have one because I don’t want one, Harper.” He nudges my shoulder. “Plus, every girl here is too scared of you to try and hit on me.”

      “What eighteen-year-old guy doesn’t want a girlfriend? And I’m not that bad,” I laugh.

      “This one. And yes, you are. You glare at them when they speak to me,” he says. To be fair, I don’t exactly glare. It’s just, the Barbie dolls that try to hit on Colton aren’t good enough for him. Colton needs a sweet girlfriend, someone kind and not made of mostly plastic. I roll my eyes and stop as Skye runs up to us in the car park. Skye is my only other friend in this school, in this village. Growing up in foster care isn’t easy; bouncing from house to house isn’t any better. When I moved here last year, no one would talk to me until I met Skye. And then I met Colton.

      “Harper, are you still coming tonight?” she asks, stopping in front of me, not even looking at me as she talks. No, her eyes are on Colton. Not that he even looks her way; he never has. Skye has tried to get me to set her up with him on several different occasions, but I don’t know how many times I’ve told her that he isn’t interested. I do get her interest, even I have to admit Colton is extremely good-looking compared to the guys at this school. Or any school I’ve ever been to, for that matter.

      “Yeah, I will meet you there at eight.” I smile at her, even though I’m getting annoyed at how she acts around Colton. I roll my eyes as she twirls her blonde hair around her finger and steps closer to him.

      “Are you coming, Colt? I know I would love to see you there,” she says, her words laced with suggestion. She may as well strip down naked and lay herself out for him at this rate.

      “No, it’s Harper’s birthday and I have plans for her. See you around, Skye,” he says, tugging on my hand as she frowns. I give her a small smile as I walk past her with Colt and get into his SUV. Colt has a Land Rover, a red one he fixes himself. The vehicle runs like a dream, and the inside has dark-blue leather seats he custom fitted in here. They’re even heated.

      “Urgh, I wish I had your car,” I say, as I snuggle down in the seat and clip my seat belt on.

      “I would give you anything, Harper, but not my car.” He winks at me, and I laugh. Colt makes sure his seatbelt is latched  before turning on the car to drive us the ten minutes  out of town. I smile and lean back in my seat when I see where he is driving us to.

      “The water tower?” I ask him.

      “Where else? We always go there when we want to be alone,” Colt says, and I turn the heat on for the seats.

      “Alright, anything is better than going back home,” I comment.

      “What did she say?” Colt asks, picking up straight away that my foster parent has done something.

      “The usual; she wants me to move out, but it’s still difficult to hear on your eighteenth birthday, you know?” I  try not to think of my foster mum and how she needs me to move out, as she doesn’t get paid to look after me anymore. Every foster home I’ve been in has been about the money, and they want a child that they basically don’t have to deal with. There isn't one I can remember being loving. I’ve been in foster care for as long as I remember, since I lost both my parents, but I was too young to remember their deaths. I don’t even have photos, or anything from them, as it was all sold or lost over the years. I wonder if I look like them as I see my reflection in the window; my big green eyes, my long brown hair, and my golden skin. I wonder what parts of my face look like my mum or dad?

      “You could come and live with me,” Colt tells me, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      “I’m sure your parents would love that. They don’t like me, remember?” I chuckle.

      “They don’t get you, it’s not that they don’t like you. I can’t explain it, but trust me, they wouldn’t say no. I won’t see you out on the streets, Harper,” he says, resting his hand on my knee for a second and squeezing it.

      “I know you wouldn’t.” I smile at him as he returns his hand to the wheel. Colton pulls onto the old road, where the water tower sits at the end. The tall fixture hasn’t been used in years; it was just left here, and looks like it’s close to falling apart. Colton parks, and I get out, following him up the pathway that is made of crumbling stone and weeds. He doesn’t have to worry about the car being stolen around here, as no one comes this far out, so he doesn’t lock it. I climb up the old ladder that has bars around it to stop people falling, and pull myself onto the circular walkway near the top. I wait for Colton to climb up before we go and sit on the edge. I hook my arms through the bars as my legs dangle off the side. I used to be scared of the height, but eventually, when I started to look around at the town, and the lights, that fear dissipated. It's better not to let the fear of falling stop you from seeing the beauty of where you are.

      “I like it when you watch the town; your whole face lights up,” Colton tells me. I turn my head to look at him as he takes a piece of my brown hair in his fingers, twirling it gently before letting it fall.

      “Colt,” I whisper as he moves closer and pulls a box out of his pocket.

      “It’s your birthday gift. Well, the first one, and the second one, I’ll have to give you tomorrow, as it’s not done.” I’m finding it hard to look away from him as he moves that bit closer to me.

      “Oh. You didn’t have to get me anything, but I’m not going to say no.” I chuckle a little and accept the box. My eyes widen when I open it and see a bracelet inside. There are three silver crystals, shaped like roses, sitting in the middle of a silver bracelet.

      “This is amazing, thank you so much,” I tell him as he takes the bracelet out the box for me. I offer him my wrist, and he ties the bracelet, then smiles at me.

      “It’s meant for you,” he says, moving to brush a piece of my hair behind my ear. His face is so close to mine. When his finger trails down my cheek, to my neck as we stare at each other, my breath hitches. Colt has never touched me like this before.

      “What are we doing, Colt?” I ask him. He starts to answer when his phone rings. The phone ringing ruins the moment between us, and I move back. Colt swears under his breath as he gets his phone out of his pocket.

      “Hello?” he answers as I lean back, and annoyance crosses his face.

      “Yeah alright . . . alright . . . bye,” he tells whoever is on the other end, and then ends the call.

      “I have to go, but I’ll drive you home first. Can we meet up tomorrow? There’s something I really need to tell you,” Colt says.

      “Should I worry?” I laugh, and he shakes his head with a sad look. He goes to say something, but his phone rings again. He takes a deep breath as he stands, pulling me up with him.

      “Not at all,” he smiles. Yet, I can’t seem to make myself believe him.

      

      Link to Run Little Wolf…
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