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      Blood dripped from Rowen’s hands and between her fingers as she clutched her wound. The pain continued to throb and shoot from the hole in her hand where Siddhe stabbed her, to her shoulder.

      Run.

      It was all she could think to do as the fear of being seen and caught consumed her. Jumping over roots and rocks, her hair flew around her face as a breeze swept in from the sea. Rows of trees stretched out on either side of Rowen. Her eyes darted to every animal whistle she heard and every rustle of the trees.

      Nowhere was safe. Not when she was on the run from the Withraen army, navy, or anyone else looking for the half-blood Dragon who murdered the prince. It was a false accusation, but no one cared to believe her.

      Lawson.

      Though it had been what felt like ages ago, her heart still ached for him, his kiss, and his arms around her when she was most afraid. Rowen loved him, and now he was dead. She still didn’t know who killed him, but it no longer mattered.

      All that mattered was survival.

      It had been that way since she was a little girl.

      Rowen would adapt. She always did. Need a meek lady-in-waiting? She could be that. A seductress to catch the crown prince’s eye? She could be that too.

      Now, as she ran toward the human realm, she knew what she needed to be.

      Human. Plain and simple.

      Rowen skidded to a stop on the thick grass and turned around, wide-eyed as an explosion came from somewhere far behind.

      The color drained from her face and her heart thumped even harder in her chest.

      Captain Elian’s ship. It had to be what that was. He, Gavin, Siddhe, the other pirates had probably met a bitter end against the Dragons of the Withraen Navy.

      Her heart sank into the pit of her stomach. She realized the man whom may be her father was gone. Just when she met him.

      It hit her harder than she thought it could. Only hours ago had he called her daughter. The idea hadn’t fully sunken in. All her life she’d wondered what her real father was like. As she suffered the emotional and physical abuse of her stepfather, the Duke of Harrow, she dreamed of what life would have been like if her mother had stayed with him.

      Where would they be? What would Rowen be like?

      All those questions were left unanswered, now as his ship lay in flames, getting swallowed by the sea. He’d saved her from an unjust execution and all she did in return was fear and doubt him.

      The leaves of the trees rustled, and a flock of black birds cawed and flew above her away from the explosion.

      Sighing, Rowen’s shoulders slumped and she slowly backed away.

      That was one relationship she’d never get a chance to explore, and she feared that if they did meet again…it would not fair well for her.

      Hours rolled by as Rowen made her way along the edge of town toward the border of Harrow and Kabrick. She’d never stepped foot on human soil before that day, and always imagined what it would be like. Now, she might actually do it. All paths leading back were blocked. The only path left was forward.

      A chill filled the air as Rowen glanced up past the canopy of trees at the darkening sky. Night would soon fall, and dressed the way she was, in a pair of Siddhe’s pants, which were too long, and a tucked in blouse, she would not be able to survive the cold.

      Rowen needed shelter, and quick.

      Out of breath, she ran toward the open road. It was clear. There were no signs or sounds of any approaching horses or horse-drawn carriages. Just a smooth dirt path worn by years of travelers coming in and out of the port town she had grown up in.

      The last rays of the sun faded as the sky turned a deep purple and blue mixed with traces of orange. Her eyes landed on the small inn across the road and the stable beside it.

      It had two stories, and a white stone exterior and one large wooden door set beneath a long rectangular window. It looked empty, which was good. She just needed shelter for the night to clear her head and decide on which path she would take.

      “You can do this,” she whispered to herself. After all she’d survived, she wondered if it were true, or if she were truly delusional.

      She looked in each direction to make sure no one was coming. All was quiet, except for the incessant chirping of birds and the soft hum of the breeze wafting her way from the sea. She’d be happy to never set eyes on the sea again.

      Confident it was clear, she hurried across the rocky road and hid in the bushes. The stable was open, with only two horses hitched inside. She examined them from her hiding spot. They were fine horses, finer than she would have thought a small inn on the outskirts of town would have. Still, it was quiet, and as the horses drank from the trough, they cared not if she came in or stayed outside.

      Rowen slipped in and covered her nose against the smell of fresh dung. It was strong, and the flies that hovered in the air seemed to note her presence, whipping past her face.

      Her stomach churned as she searched for another hiding spot. There were four small stalls, just big enough for a single horse, a wall of hanging equipment, and a long wooden table. In the back was a small nook, packed with hay and hidden from view from the outside. She passed by the horses, and snuggled in. Finally, she worked at controlling her breathing. All the adrenaline from the day’s events started to fade. Exhaustion took its place.

      Now, what was next?

      She rolled onto her back and looked at the ceiling. Whoever the black Dragon was mystified her. There was no reason for a Dragon to save her life, and yet it did. She wished it had spoken to her and given her some insight to what that whole rescue was about. Twice strangers had saved her. She sighed, hoping it would be the last time she needed anyone to liberate her.

      She needed a solid plan.

      There was no way she could go back to her home. Her stepfather would surely beat her for her failure. Or worse.

      Thinking of what would happen made her close her eyes against the scenarios that raced through her mind. She almost feared him more than the thought of returning to Withrae, where they’d surely hang her the moment she was caught. If her stepfather got his hands on her, her death wouldn’t be quick. He’d find a way to prolong her suffering.

      She clutched her neck, swallowing a lump as she forced the memory of the noose away. There was still a bit of bruising on her tender flesh.

      The stakes had never been higher.

      Rowen gasped as a big brown mouse skittered past her feet and toward the horse stalls. She breathed a sigh of relief and turned onto her side away from the horses and the open archway. After a week in the prison tower of Withrae, she should have been used to mice.

      She feared there were a lot of unsettling things she’d have to get used to. There was no one to protect her, now. Lawson and his power as the crown prince no longer existed. All she had left was her power to prophecize, and her ability to manipulate.

      How far that would take her was unknown.

      Her eyes closed and she curled into a small ball against the cold. Warm beds were a thing of the past. Just as she began to fall asleep, two big hands grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her away.
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      Today was a very bad day. It would go down in history as one of Captain Elian Westin’s worst, and as he bled from the mouth from a blow to the head, it could very well be his last. Elian’s ship was burning, his crew was losing the fight for their lives, and there was no trace of the young woman he’d rescued to be found.

      He didn’t know what he would do if he lost his crew, and the young woman. It was a shame that his powers could only steal souls, but not give life back to the dead.

      A female cry caught his attention and he spun around to see Siddhe jump overboard.

      Siddhe.

      He feared that finally…she’d left him.

      It wasn’t possible. They were bound until his death.

      Was this it?

      Did she sense that this was his last day and that she would be free to return to her kingdom at the bottom of the sea? After years of wandering the world together, she might be gone forever. He didn’t know if he would survive the afterlife without her. That thought broke his heart more than the fear of losing his ship. To have a heart broken twice could break a man, but Elian wasn’t just any man.

      He wielded his sword with the expertise his father had shown him. Still, it wasn’t enough to stop the horde of Dragons that shifted and spit fire his way. With one hand on the hilt and one in the air, he closed his eyes and summoned the last of his dark souls.

      Like black shadows, they were expelled from his hand and mouth. The smell of sulfur and coal filled the air as the sinewy figures were freed. Featureless faces looked down at him. Their hate was apparent from the pain it caused to release them. Still, they were his for one more bidding.

      With a cough, Elian commanded them, sending them to battle the beasts in the air.

      The calamity on deck reached a deafening roar as Elian’s crew fought with all they had. As the sun began to be shrouded by the battle in the sky, Elian’s sword was knocked from his hand by the talon of a Dragon.

      Frothy waves crashed along the base of the Withraen navy vessel as a giant tentacled-creature emerged from the sea.

      It roared, its large black eyes bulging from its slender, snake-like face.

      The Dragons all stopped fighting, and turned to behold the sight before them.

      Captain Elian stumbled to the railing of his ship and muttered a curse.

      His eyes widened as he watched Siddhe ride the creature’s back. She held onto the beast’s ears, riding it like a soldier on a warhorse entering a battle.

      Face set with determination, the seawater made her bronze skin glow beneath the clear sun-lit sky. Their eyes met and she nodded for him to get out of the way. Elian didn’t hesitate. He also wasn’t going to complain if a mermaid decided to rescue him. He ran from the top deck just as the sea monster swung its long, barbed tail at the Dragons.

      This was it. They might actually make it out alive. He just needed one thing to secure his future. As he ran down the dark, wet hallway to his room, he heard the screams and roars of the Dragons on deck. A crooked grin came to his face. Siddhe never ceased to amaze him. She was one companion he’d be happy to spend an eternity with.

      The grin was wiped from his face the moment he skidded into his room, and saw that the magic treasure map was gone. Countless maps littered the floor while some were still stuck to the walls. It didn’t matter if his magical one was missing.

      Heart pounding, he tore the room apart in search for it. Frustrated, and in a panic, he came to his feet and raked his hand through his hair. His eyes scanned the destruction of the room.

      Where could it be?

      Realization came to him like a splash of cold water on his face, chilling him to the bone.

      Rowen.

      His daughter.

      Did the sneaky little wench know what she’d stolen from him? It wasn’t just about treasure. No, it meant so much more to Elian—more than anyone could understand. His lips curled into a snarl. He should have known that she’d betray him. With a growl, he turned over his desk and raced from the room and back up to the top deck.

      The Dragons had all shifted and were flying away, back to Withrae. What they left behind turned Elian’s stomach. The men of his crew lay dead, gutted, dismembered, and scattered across the deck like rubbish. Siddhe and the sea monster swam to his side of the ship.

      “Come on, Elian!” Siddhe shouted, reaching a hand out to him.

      Elian stood there, frozen. How could he leave his ship behind? How could he leave his crew? Most of them had travelled with him for decades. What honor was there in running?

      He gasped and stumbled backward as someone ran past him and leaped across the divide between the ship and the sea monster.

      His jaw dropped as he watched Gavin hold onto Siddhe’s waist and turn his gaze to him.

      “Come on. The ship’s sinking,” the young man shouted.

      Elian swallowed and set his face with determination. No use in dying.

      Not yet.

      He ran and jumped across to the sea monster, grabbing hold of Siddhe’s hand. She was strong, stronger than any human woman and almost as strong as a Dragon. Without flinching, she pulled him up and he straddled the sea monster’s neck. Siddhe wrapped her arms around his waist from the back and buried her face into his back.

      “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

      Elian nodded, and looked ahead as the sea monster swam with them toward shore.

      “Where are we going, Captain?” Siddhe asked, holding tight.

      “Kabrick,” he said. “I’ve had enough of the Dragons for a lifetime.”
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      Rowen hated being manhandled. Since the night of the prince’s death, everyone ceased to treat her like the lady she had spent years training to be.

      Her hands were pinned behind her back, and the fingers of her capturers dug into her skin.

      She wished she had the strength to overpower the men who pulled her from the stable.

      “Who do you think you are? Coming in here and sneaking a free night?”

      There were two stable hands, one about her age and one older. The younger one kept asking her questions, to which Rowen had no reply. She was carried away from the stable and taken inside the inn. Her mind raced with excuses, but she decided to keep her mouth shut until someone of note questioned her. She would not waste her words, instead she would calculate the best response.

      The innkeeper waited inside. He was a squat, older man with a bald head and white fuzz around his mouth and chin. His sullen blue eyes looked her up and down as she was set before him. Rag in hand, he wiped a table one last time and stuck it in his belt under his round belly.

      “What’s this?” the innkeeper asked.

      “Another scamp looking for a free stay,” the younger stable hand replied.

      The innkeeper rolled his eyes, his cheeks reddening. He held his hand out to Rowen. “Where’s your coin, girl? We don’t give out charity round here.”

      There was no way Rowen could tell the man that her stepfather was the duke of this village, and that they had enough money to buy the inn. Instead, she shifted on her feet and bit her bottom lip.

      Behind the innkeeper a woman came stomping down the stairs in her boots. She was tall, with a masculine stature, broad shoulders, and a square jaw. She looked at Rowen, and then to the innkeeper.

      “Girl,” she said once she came to the bottom of the stairs. She placed her hands on her hips and shook her head disapprovingly at Rowen. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      Rowen’s eyes widened. She wondered if the woman had gone mad and mistaken her for someone else. She looked behind her, expecting to see a young maid standing there, head bowed in shame.

      The woman pointed to Rowen and then upstairs. “You. Go. You’re supposed to be helping me pack up so we can get out of this fish-smelling town.”

      Realization hit her that the woman was indeed talking to her, and saving her.

      Once again, Rowen couldn’t help but think about how lucky she was.

      When the woman stomped over to Rowen and grabbed her by the ear, she sucked in a breath.

      “Come, now, you’re slower than a mule with no legs,” the woman hissed, and pulled her along and up the stairs.

      She kept her head down and bit the inside of her bottom lip.

      This better be an act.

      The innkeeper and his stable hands went back to their work, and relief washed over Rowen when she and the woman reached a room and went inside.

      The door closed and the woman let go, chuckling as she watched Rowen rub her ear.

      It stung, but she could live with it. Nothing hurt more than the pain in her hand.

      “Look at you,” the woman said, looking Rowen up and down. “I wasn’t much older when I was caught in the stables. My good deed for the day is done.”

      Relieved, Rowen nodded. “I can’t thank you enough. I’m deeply indebted to you, miss.”

      “Call me, Feyda,” she said with a smile that brightened her square-shaped face. “That was quite the night for me some odd years ago. At least I got this young man out of it.”

      Rowen followed Feyda’s gaze to the slender young man standing at an open chest of garments. He nodded to her, but didn’t smile.

      “My son, Perdan,” Feyda said, heading over to the wash basin. “And, you are?”

      “Ro—,” Rowen began, but cut off her name and snapped her mouth shut. Best not to reveal her identity. She had yet to decipher if she could trust the woman and her son. “Ro, ma’am.”

      Feyda dipped a cloth in the water and wrung it out. Then, she wiped it across her full bosom, held up by a tight corset and long, gray gown. “Simple name. Where are you from?”

      “Just a small farm, not too far from Harrow’s port,” Rowen said. Her eyes went to Perdan who looked at her with distaste, as if she were a dead bird dragged in the house by the family dog. He turned his nose up at her and walked over to the bed, where more garments were piled high. She noted how his gait was graceful and somewhat feminine. With long blond hair, and high cheek bones accentuated by what she was sure was face powder. He wore a long red tunic and tight leather pants tucked into his boots.

      “You’re from a farm like I’m the Queen of Withrae,” Feyda said with a snort. “But, it’s okay. No need to give all your truths to a stranger. Especially one who saved you from a lashing and perhaps a night in the stocks.”

      Rowen pursed her lips, tensing. If the woman was going to use that against her, she’d better leave now. She did not want to owe anyone. But, being caught again was not an option. Torn, she stood her ground and listened as the woman went on.

      “But, like I said. It’s fine. I don’t need to know your past. You might want to let me look at that hand of yours.”

      Feyda dipped the cloth in the water again and walked over to Rowen with it. Her eyebrows knitted together as she took Rowen’s hand and examined it with her big, chestnut-brown eyes.

      “This is nasty. I won’t even ask how you got it,” Feyda muttered, then clicked her tongue. “Perdan, fetch my tonic, would you dear?”

      “Yes, Mother,” he said in a voice much softer than Rowen imagined. He opened another chest and pulled out a black bottle and took out the cork. He handed it to Feyda and made a face at the sight of Rowen’s hand. “What did you do to yourself?”

      She lifted her eyes to his. “You think I did this?”

      “Hush now, Perdan. She doesn’t have to tell us anything,” Feyda said, shushing her son. “What happened matters not. But, what lies ahead is what’s important. Where are you heading, dear?”

      Shrugging, Rowen watched her pour the liquid on her hand. It bubbled on the wound, and produced a white foam that stung. “I don’t know,” Rowen replied, sucking in a breath as the muscles in her hand began to burn.

      Feyda tilted her head. She searched Rowen’s face and tucked Rowen’s hair behind her ear. “Well, you could come with us. We could use a maid to help us get things done. That way Perdan can spend more time helping me and not tending to smaller tasks.”

      “Really?” It didn’t sound like a bad idea. A new life. Protection. How could she say no? Then again, she didn’t know them and that made her wary. Too many times had she been tricked and betrayed by others.

      “Yes. We both know you aren’t the kind of girl to bend her back over a spindle or milk cows before dawn. But, we won’t speak of it. Whatever you’re running from, we can help you. Trust me. I’ve been there. I was lucky enough to have someone to look out for me as well.”

      “Yes,” she blurted. “I will come with you.”

      “Are you sure, Mother?” Perdan asked, folding his arms across his narrow chest.

      Feyda gave him a sharp look that made his cheeks flush. “I am.”

      He bowed his head slightly in acquiescence and forced a smile for Rowen. “Then, I’d be happy to have you join us as well.”

      “Damned right you will. She’ll be picking up your slack so you can learn the true trade,” Feyda said and winked at Rowen. “See, dear. We all have a few tricks up our sleeve.”

      She gasped as Feyda puckered her lips and blew a cold gust of air onto her wound. The chill of it seeped into Rowen’s skin and cooled her from the inside out. It stung, but she held her breath as the separated flesh fused together until the bleeding and the wound were completely healed. Rowen’s eyes widened as she took her hand back and ran her fingers along the spot where Siddhe had stabbed her. There wasn’t a trace of the wound. No scarring, just remnants of dark blood.

      “How did you—”

      “Shh,” Feyda whispered, her finger held to her lips as her eyes searched Rowen’s. “We both know how magic is frowned upon. Let’s not discuss it here.”

      “Where are we going?” Rowen asked, even more intrigued by the odd pair. Her throat tickled and a tingling sensation raced along her skin, raising the tiny hairs.

      Something told her this was more than chance.

      More than luck.

      Fate—that was more like it.

      “Kabrick,” Feyda said, turning to her son and placing her hands on her hips. “Time to leave this Dragon kingdom behind for a little adventure.”

      “I’d hardly call the humans adventurous,” Perdan said, closing their chests and locking them.

      Feyda glanced at Rowen. For a moment, Rowen was sure Feyda knew her secrets, just by the look in her eyes and the sly smile that rested on her lips.

      “Oh,” Feyda purred. “But, they can be.”
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      The sweet scent of a fresh soul was almost too much for Elian to handle as he sucked it into his body. He shuddered at its entry and dropped the dead merchant in a heap on the side of the road with a broken neck and soulless body.

      “Can you hurry it up?” Siddhe asked, keeping a lookout from the other side of the broken-down carriage. “We need to get out of here before Kabrick’s soldiers decide to make their rounds.”

      Elian sat down on the road and closed his eyes as he became a bit woozy. He barely heard Siddhe’s voice, or the anxiety laden within it. They were getting further and further from land, and that made for a very moody mermaid. She wasn’t the only one in a nasty mood.

      They were all out of sorts. Dirty, sticky, hungry, and tired. Climbing up the rocks of the beach hadn’t been easy, but they all made it out of the battle with the Withraen Navy alive.

      Well, not all of them. Elian hated to watch his men perish and his ship burn. He’d rebuild. That was all he could do.

      While Elian calmed his breathing, his chest expanded with the fresh soul and he tucked it away with the others for safe-keeping. A surge of energy filled his veins and his eyes popped open. Springing to his feet, he unbuttoned his shirt and took off his boots and pants. The merchant was about his size, and had good taste. He ran his thumb over the ridges of the silver buttons. Very good taste.

      Elian was more concerned with dry clothes and fresh socks to warm his chilled feet. Style was a bonus. It had only been hours since the sea monster returned them to land and they hiked from the beach of Harrow and into town.

      Gavin peeked around the corner, his dark hair matted to his face. His eyes brightened. “Can I search the carriage?”

      Elian lifted a brow. “What kind of pirate asks if he can steal something?”

      Gavin rubbed his chin. “Well…I am just a scribe.”

      Rolling his eyes, Elian nodded to the carriage. “Take what you can. But, be quick about it.”

      Elian buttoned up his new blouse and tucked it into his pants. He threw a long red cloak over his shoulders, fastened it at the neck, and eyed the shining cane still clutched in the merchant’s pale, white hands.

      He tugged it free and ran his fingers along the rich mahogany.

      Siddhe came around the corner and looked him up and down. “You look like an aristocrat,” she said, scrunching up her face with disgust.

      Elian flashed a joyless grin as he bowed before her. “Why, thank you, my lady,” he said, sarcastically.

      The corner of her mouth twitched as she gave him another once over and glanced at Gavin who had his shirt off as he rummaged through the merchant’s chest of garments.

      For a moment, Elian was sure color came to Siddhe’s bronze cheeks as her eyes rested on the young man’s naked chest. She quickly looked away and pulled herself into the carriage by the door handle.

      “There has to be something in here that I can wear,” she muttered. “If everyone is going to pretend to be upperclassmen, I don’t want to be the dirty slave running behind you.”

      Elian took the merchant’s money bag and slipped it into his pocket. From the weight of it, there was at least enough for them to be comfortable for the week.

      Dry clothes, money, and a flask of dry red wine.

      Things were looking up.

      Still, he was absent one very important map, and one very clever daughter. He needed both if he was going to survive.

      Elian walked away from the carriage and stood in the center of the road that cut through the lush forest. Just ahead was Billingsport, the port town of Kabrick.

      An all too familiar pain stabbed him in the chest. He kept his balance and composure as his heart raged with a stinging ache that threatened to double him over onto his knees.

      Instead of showing weakness, he walked ahead.

      “Hurry it up,” he ordered over his shoulder as he clutched his chest. “I need a bath, some supper, and more dark souls.”

      As Siddhe jumped from the carriage, dressed in men’s trousers and an oversized shirt, which she tied tight with a belt and Gavin joined her in the merchant’s slacks and tunic, he failed to mention one more thing he needed.

      The thing he needed most.

      Time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Billingsport was bustling with merchants, sailors, and humans roaming the streets for their shopping.

      The air smelled different here. Elian never liked the Dragon realm or its snobbish society. Here—even though he was weeks away from his birthplace—he felt at home. Wearing a rich man’s clothes didn’t hurt. Even though they all still smelled of sweat, dirt, and the sea, their clothes alone helped them command attention as they walked the crowded streets of the central marketplace to the local inn at the end of town.

      By nightfall, they were well-fed, clean, and Siddhe lay naked under the covers of his bed. The Purple Blunderbuck was an inn he’d frequented during his travels. Somewhat clean, with an abundance of young sailors looking for a new opportunity. He always found a new pirate recruit during his stay. This time, the thought turned his stomach. Those men put their lives in his hands, and he squandered them away.

      He left the open window and its sweet breeze. He sat on the edge of the bed while Siddhe slept with a faint smile on her face as her eyelids fluttered with dreams. He’d never been this close to the Red Dragon before, and the fact he let his chance for its treasure slip through his fingers was infuriating.

      With an exasperated sigh, he pressed his fingertips to his temples. He tried to remember every detail of the map, and the new lines drawn by Rowen’s blood. Images filled his mind as he recalled the last details he’d seen before the Withraen Navy interrupted him. Imagining the map was laid out before him, he traced over the newly-revealed route Rowen’s blood revealed. It went through Kabrick and into the vast Wastelands that lay between Kabrick, Harrow, and the far, forbidding range of the Malcore Mountains.

      That was forbidden territory, wild and uninhabitable. Traveling there without any direction could get them killed.

      After a few minutes, he knew it was useless. Gavin memorized what areas had appeared before Rowen bled onto it, but he’d have to find her if he wanted the Red Dragon.

      Fate was a cruel creature.  To send his daughter, tease him with her power, and use her to ruin him was unfathomable. A knock came on the door and Elian reached for his dagger. He threw on a shirt and stepped to the door.

      “What?”

      “Sir,” Gavin’s muffled voice called. “I need to speak with you. If you don’t mind.”

      Elian lifted the lock on the door and stepped out into the dimly-lit hallway. The smell of sweet cigar smoke and roasted lamb wafted into his nostrils. He winced at the loud roar of cheering that came from downstairs.

      “What are they celebrating?” Elian asked, trying to make out what was shouted by the men below.

      “I don’t know if it’s safe here. Everyone seems to know about our scurry with the Withraen Navy,” Gavin said. “There are a bunch of sailors and pirates down there talking about it.”

      A smirk curled the corner of Elian’s mouth. He placed a hand on Gavin’s shoulder and leaned in. “We’re safer here than anywhere else. Those men down there are human. They’re probably just glad to hear of the Withrae vessel’s sinking. It’s not every day that Dragons get what’s coming to them.”

      Gavin’s brows knitted together. “No, sir. I think you have it all wrong. Those men down there,” he said with a nod toward the stairs. “They are not celebrating the defeat of the Withraen Navy…they’re celebrating your death.”

      Elian’s smirk faded. Everyone thought he was dead. His eye twitched as he squared his shoulders. “Don’t worry yourself about that. Get back to your room and stay out of trouble. We’ll be leaving in the morning.”

      “Whatever you say,” Gavin said with a shrug. “I just thought you should know.”

      With one last glance at the staircase, Elian nodded and stepped back inside his room.

      He closed the door and pressed his back to it. What did he care if a bunch of dumb sailors celebrated what they thought to be his death? He had a mind to go down there, show himself, and consume all their souls.

      No. Best to let the world think he was dead. That at least gave him an edge on his enemies.

      And, right now, Rowen was at the top of the list.
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      A week went by with Feyda and Perdan, and with each day Rowen started to question her judgment. The two were kind and giving, feeding her three meals a day and not working her too hard. She washed their clothes and tended to the horses when they traveled. But, their dealings worried her.

      Feyda and Perdan always did business in back alleys, or under tables where no one could see their exchange of money and secret notes. Rowen only wished she could read minds. To know what Feyda had hidden up there would ease her own mind. She still trusted no one.

      Despite her fears, Rowen kept her head down and her mouth shut. She didn’t need any trouble, and if being with those two would keep her safe, she’d do whatever it took to stay in their good graces. At least she didn’t have to worry about money, shelter, or food.

      The trio never stayed anywhere for long, and she wasn’t sure where they were heading.

      North. Always north, but what lay there was a mystery.

      Each night, Rowen rolled onto her side on the floor beside Feyda’s bed. She kept the covers over her head and examined the treasure map she’d stolen from Captain Elian. It was in a language she did not understand, but one thing she did know was where it led: north. After years of studying, she also knew the geographical shape of their part of the world. Kabrick was key, and Malcore was where she had a feeling she needed to be.

      She’d try to make sense of it all, and would tuck the map back into the front of her dress where it was safe, and fall asleep where visions of the Red Dragon returned to her. It was like a comforting memory despite the death and destruction her last prophecy had foretold. The Red Dragon promised to wait for her, and she would do whatever it took to reach him.

      One evening, while eating supper in a port village named Chroix, Rowen overheard a name that made her blood run cold.

      Rowen sat on the floor of the tavern near the fire, her legs tucked under her as Feyda whispered to a pirate captain and one of his crewmen. Her hearing was sharp, and there was no mistaking what she heard.

      “No,” Feyda said, her eyes widened in shock. “Tell me you’re lying, Captain Blackthorn. I never thought I’d live to see the day…”

      “That’s right. Captain Elian Westin is dead. Sunk by the Withraen Navy right off the coast of Harrow,” Captain Blackthorn. “Can’t say that I didn’t see that one coming. He had a list of enemies as long as the red road to Reeds.”

      “Shark bait,” the crewman said with a laugh, his bony cheeks tight with a wide grin. “That’s what he and his crew are right now, right Captain?”

      Captain Blackthorn shot him a glare. “Shut it, Grimble.”

      Grimble’s smile faded and he lifted his heavy mug to his bearded mouth. He downed its contents and slammed it onto the squat, wooden table.

      Rowen quickly looked away as Captain Blackthorn’s eyes rested on her bosom. She folded her arms across her chest and fixed her gaze on the fire.

      “What’s her story?” he asked, Feyda.

      Rowen couldn’t resist another glance back.

      Feyda took his face into her hands and turned it back toward her. “None of your business,” she hissed with such venom that Rowen tensed.

      A chuckle came from his lips. “Fine,” he said. “I just thought we were sharing is all. Haven’t seen breasts that ripe in weeks.”

      Feyda stood. She turned to Rowen. “Come, girl. We have to be up early, let’s prepare for bed.”

      Captain Blackthorn stood as well. The room went quiet and Rowen swallowed as he towered over them. With the build of a Dragon, it was hard to believe the man before them was only human. He had crystal-clear blue eyes and dark wavy hair that reached his shoulders. Dressed in all black, and with a scar going across his neck, he looked sinister. Even more sinister than Captain Elian.

      “But, you haven’t paid me for my information,” he said, his eyes locked with Rowen’s.

      Feyda stood in front of Rowen, shielding her. She tossed a coin purse on the table. “There’s your payment. Now, put your eyeballs back in your head before I claw them out with my fingernails.”

      Rowen’s eyes widened. Where Feyda got the nerve to speak to the captain like that was beyond her, but along with fear of retaliation, she was also proud that this woman was her master.

      Princess Noemie of Withrae wasn’t even bold enough to speak to a man that way. Let alone a feared pirate.

      Blackthorn slapped the tabletop, and Rowen jumped. Instead of yelling at them, he flashed a grin and snatched the coin purse from the table. Without another word, he and Grimble left the tavern.

      When Feyda turned to Rowen, she noticed that the woman was visibly shaken despite her hardened demeanor and words to the captain.

      “Ro, get Perdan. We need to leave this town tonight.”

      Nodding, Rowen hurried away. The sense of urgency filled her with adrenaline. She didn’t want Captain Blackthorn storming into their room that night, and wasn’t too confident that Feyda or Perdan could fight him off.

      She hadn’t been so afraid since she escaped Captain Elian’s ship. When did fear become such a common occurrence? Rowen wrung her hands, searching the tavern for Perdan’s familiar face. If only Prince Lawson was still alive, all her troubles would be over. Remembering him was too painful, so she shoved the image of his handsome face from her mind and focused on the matter at hand.

      The tavern’s air was thick with cigar smoke and the scent of sweat and ale. The floor was slick with the dark liquid. It was dimly-lit, with only candles on the tables and torches on the beams that held up the ceiling. In this part of town, beauty was more of a curse than an asset. Rowen could have easily joined the local brothel if she were desperate. But, since she did not plan on whoring herself out to the dirty men who frequented the pleasure houses, she kept her head covered, and her eyes down. It was easier that way, but sometimes she was spotted, and like wolves, the men chased her with their grubby hands and lude remarks.

      Rowen ignored their comments, and like a ghost, she managed to glide through the tavern with grace, untouched. At the back was an archway that connected the tavern to the brothel, Rowen paused.

      The women inside wore little more than their undergarments. Their makeup was exaggerated. Red lips and false lashes glued to their own, they were more like works of art than real people. But, the men they tended to were real enough, and Rowen spotted one with a black eye. Though she tried to hide it under powders and creams, Rowen knew one when she saw it.

      Afraid to step inside, Rowen held onto the wooden pillar as her eyes rested on Perdan. He flirted with a young man who sat on his lap. She was surprised that the brothel had both male and female whores, and the deep reddening of her cheeks displayed it for all to see.

      “Perdan,” she called, softly.

      He turned to her, his dull blue eyes glossy with intoxication. “What is it?”

      “Feyda asked for me to find you. There’s trouble and we need to go. Right now.”

      She watched him kiss the man on the lips and lift him from his lap. Grabbing his shining wooden cane—more for fashion than necessity—Perdan smoothed his long blond hair and shirt.

      “Well, let’s get going,” he said, standing with an air of nobility about him.

      Rowen knew nobility, she’d grown up as part of its ruling class. Perdan and Feyda were good at pretending, and she’d keep her mouth closed as long as they kept her safe.

      “So,” he said, hooking his arm around Rowen’s. “What’s the bloody fuss all about? What did my beloved mother get us into?”

      Rowen exhaled. “Captain Blackthorn. He seems like trouble. I think she just wants to be careful.”

      “Ah,” Perdan said, nodding. “Now, that’s the kind of man you don’t want to cross. Looks like we’ll be traveling by moonlight.”

      He looked down at Rowen, with adoration now that she’d proven herself to not be any trouble, and a hard worker. Somehow, over the past week, they’d become friends.

      “He saw you, didn’t he?”

      Rowen nodded and licked her lips. “I knew I should have stayed in the room.”

      “But why? You’re too nosy for that,” he said.

      “I am not!”

      He chuckled. “You don’t think mother and I don’t notice how suspicious you are. You’re always listening, always watching with those storm-colored eyes of yours. But, we don’t mind. We’ve nothing to hide, little Ro.”

      Rowen hated that he brought up her gray eyes. Lawson used to say the same thing. He’d call them the color of a storm. “You can’t blame me for staying alert. A girl has to.”

      “Right you are,” Perdan said, opening the tavern door. “Right you are.”

      They made it out of the tavern and into the night. Soft raindrops fell onto them and Rowen was glad to have a hood on her cloak. Before long, it would be soaked through if they didn’t make it to the inn and pack up their things.

      The streets were still bustling, as the night was still young. Rowen held tight to Perdan’s arm and together they crossed the stone roads to the two-story inn just behind the statue of King Olwen of Kabrick.

      Her eyes went straight to the statue’s and it reminded her of the Dragon statues throughout Withrae. Having grown up there since birth, she didn’t miss it. If she could return and free her mother from that place, she would.

      The Red Dragon could solve all her problems.

      Perdan paused just beside the statue. He held tight to Rowen and she looked up to see his eyes narrowed. “Wait here,” he said in a whisper.

      Warnings flooded Rowen as Perdan left her behind. A scream came from inside the inn, and Perdan broke into a sprint. To Rowen’s surprise, he slid the cover of his cane off to reveal a shining skinny, silver sword. She stepped back, hoping to find cover behind the statue.

      “There you are,” Captain Blackthorn said, and Rowen spun around to face him. “I was looking for you.”

      Her heart pounded in her chest as she stepped away. He was accompanied by three more pirates, and from the sounds of the calamity within the inn, he had more with him.

      “Be a nice girl and come here,” he said, his grin flashing in the dark. Dark eyes and even darker intentions, Rowen shook her head.

      “What do you want?” She asked, though her imagination could come up with a few ideas that turned her stomach.

      He stopped and held his arms out. The moon’s light reflected off the dagger inside his cloak and the hilt of the sword on his hip.

      Rowen wasn’t one for weapons. Her hands. They were her only protection. She shook. After failing to use her power on Gavin, she was now uncertain if that could help her now.

      “You, princess. Just you,” he purred, and before he could take another step, Rowen turned and darted across the street.

      She pumped her arms, and her cloak fell from her head revealing her strawberry blond hair as she ran into the inn. Inside, pirates tore through the place, and Feyda and Perdan were nowhere to be seen.

      Rowen abandoned her idea to find them, and grabbed hold of the first pirate to cross her path. He flinched and opened his mouth to shout at her.

      It was too late. With one touch, he belonged to her. Her ability to strip away the will of her prey was all she had, and she used it without a second thought.

      Her brows arched as she quickly spoke her command. Her power—hot and pulsating—surged from her belly, up her arms, and into the palms of her hand. With a silent jolt, the power shot into the pirate in waves.

      “Kill Blackthorn,” she said, and released him to run back outside.

      Faster than Blackthorn and armed with a power he could never understand, Rowen ran from the inn as the pirate pushed Blackthorn into the street and raised his ax.

      Rowen glanced over her shoulder to see Blackthorn stab the pirate in the gut.

      Her eyes widened.

      She should have chosen a bigger pirate, or one with better fighting skills. As she turned the corner, hands reached out to her.

      “Feyda,” Rowen breathed with relief.

      Feyda grabbed her by the hand and Perdan motioned for them to follow him down the back alleyway.

      “Hurry,” he said. “I set a trap in the inn. It’ll keep the pirates busy, but not for long.”

      Rowen followed, her legs burning as they all ran at full speed to their cart and horses at the end of the alley.

      “Just a little something Mother used to warn me not to use when I was a kid,” he said. “It’s called the Spell of Discord. Very handy, it is.”

      “Enough chatter,” Feyda warned. “Get us out of here. Take the Reed route to Billingsport.”

      Perdan nodded and once they reached the cart, he helped Rowen and Feyda inside and jumped in the seat up front to navigate the horses.

      Rowen leaned her back against the seat and tilted her head back to get as much air into her lungs as possible. Feyda handed her a flask of water and pulled a thick red blanket over herself, snug on a long cushion that ran along the side of the inside of the cart.

      Rowen drank it down and coughed when she realized it wasn’t water. Her tongue stung and she scrapped whatever it was off with her nails. It was too late, the liquid rushed down her throat and into her belly.

      “Yuck! What is this?”

      Feyda took the flask and drank the rest down. “It isn’t that bad. Just a little something to keep you awake. We all need to be alert. We have quite the journey and the roads are not safe.”

      Groaning, Rowen pulled her legs onto the seat and into her chest.

      This was the life of a fugitive. She was now certain that she would never be able to stop running.

      Not without the Red Dragon.
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      Rowen prayed that they’d make it to dawn. She recounted old poems she’d learned during her years of boarding schools and academies. It was a comfort to remember the better times of her past, when she was free from the Duke’s scrutinizing eye.

      Hours went by as the elegant covered cart rolled along the dark back roads away from Chroix, toward Billingsport, her heart didn’t stop racing. Whatever concoction Feyda gave her kept her on the edge of her seat. Sleep was a distant memory, and she was on edge, ready for whatever came their way.

      “Calm yourself, Rowen,” Feyda said. “No pirate or bandit is going to harm us. I’ve enchanted the cart’s cover to make us look like poor farmers. Do not worry.”

      “They why give me the potion?”

      “I just need you alert in case we do have trouble. Perdan and I can protect ourselves, but now, we have a young charge to look after. Can’t have you ripped apart by Blackthorn and his men.”

      Rowen swallowed. Why didn’t she just stay in the room? This was all her fault. She wrung her hands and kept an eye on the still forest outside the carriage window.

      “Where are we going, Feyda?”

      Feyda pulled her shawl close. “Further inland. Kabrick is a big kingdom, but Perdan and I have business near Malcore.”

      Rowen lifted a brow. “Malcore? The Wastelands?”

      Silently, Feyda nodded. She watched Rowen, a hint of a smile on her lips. “Ever been?”

      She hadn’t, but she’d seen Malcore marked on the map to the Red Dragon. This was perhaps the best decision Feyda had made that week. At least she was getting closer to her goal. She just wondered when she’d find a chance to sneak away from them and continue her journey alone.

      “I haven’t. Just heard about it is all.”

      “I see. Do a lot of studying geography as a farm girl?”

      Rowen shot a look at her. Feyda knew more than she let on. “I didn’t say that. I just heard about it.”

      “Where are your parents, Ro? You never talk about them.”

      The question caught Rowen off guard, but she was quick to reply.

      “Dead.”

      “I’m sorry, Dear,” Feyda said, softly. “That must be hard for any young woman. To be alone in the world. I think fate brought us together. Don’t you?”

      Fate. Rowen was familiar with it. She’d never seen Feyda or Perdan in her prophecies. “I suppose it’s possible,” she said.

      Leaning forward, Feyda lowered her voice as her eyes narrowed and met Rowen’s. “Indeed. Anything is possible. I learned that ages ago when my mother brought my father back from the dead when I was just a girl of fifteen. It was a miracle.”

      “Incredible,” Rowen said, interested in learning more.

      Feydra shrugged with a sigh and sat back. “Didn’t last though. His skin turned to mush and he fell head first into the fireplace that night. I can still smell his flesh burning in my dreams,” Feyda whispered, scrunching up her nose as she looked far off.

      Rowen’s brows rose. “Really?”

      Feyda nodded. “That’s right. I was born with the gift of healing and other small powers. Necromancy was my mom’s thing. Not that she was the best at it.”

      “So,” Rowen began. “You come from human sorcerers?”

      “That’s right,” Feyda said. “And, you’re half Dragon, correct?”

      Rowen made her face unreadable. She was good at hiding her true feelings, but her insides burned with fear of being found out.

      “Listen, Ro. We found you in the Dragon realm. It doesn’t take a master scholar to figure out you are half human and half Dragon. I can tell by your skin that you’re not full-blooded, and human girls don’t go across the realm’s border. I just want you to understand that we don’t care one tiny bit about your past. But, if we’re going on this journey together, you should feel safe enough to tell me about yourself. No one is going to fault you or hurt you for your past. Not while I’m around. Understand?”

      Tears stung Rowen’s eyes, but she kept a blank expression. Instead of replying, she simply nodded and looked away. Could she truly believe Feyda’s words? They sounded nice, and even made her want to spill her secrets. But, Rowen knew better. Memories of Brea—her best friend from Withrae Castle—testified against her to the Dragon court. The betrayal stung like a knife to the heart.

      Never again would she let anyone get that close.

      “Billingsport is our final stop before we head toward the Wastelands,” Feyda said to herself as she pulled out her journal and looked through it.

      The carriage stopped. Rowen and Feyda exchanged glances, and then both leaned toward the side window to look outside. They pulled the curtains aside and looked out to a dark and dismal early dawn. The grass was wet with rain and mud, and a sullen-looking building of stone, wood, and hay stood before the cart.

      “Goodness gracious,” Feyda said. “We’re here.” She slapped the side of the cart. “Well done, Perdan.”

      He hopped to the ground. “I do what I can,” he said, stretching his long arms over his head with a yawn. “Can’t let dirty pirates snatch our little Ro from us.”

      With a breath of relief, Rowen sunk into the seat.

      “He probably gave the horses a bit of that potion,” Feyda said with a wink. “I raised him well.”

      Perdan opened the door to let them out.

      “We made it,” Perdan said. He held a hand out to help Rowen to the ground.

      She jumped down and looked at the inn before them. There was a dark stable just inside the stone enclosure. An old staircase led from the ground to the second floor.

      “The Purple Blunderbuck?” Rowen read the words on the sign outside on the stone wall that enclosed the inn in a square.

      “That’s right. Top quality lodging in this part of the realm. We’ve stayed here many times,” Feyda said. “Good ole’ Harold will make sure we’re comfortable during our stay.”

      “Hopefully, it won’t be for long,” Rowen mumbled. She just wanted to get back on the road and put as much distance between them and Blackthorn as possible.

      “Why?” Feyda asked, standing in front of Rowen with her hands on her hips. “You have somewhere to be that I should know about?”

      “No,” she muttered. The sky turned gray as dawn approached. The early song of a pack of birds in the birch trees filled the quiet morning.

      “Good,” Feyda said after checking her journal. She closed it and tucked it into her belt. “I need you to go to the cartwright shop and get me some more frost-weed for my rain charm. I need to enchant the cart’s canvas cover before we leave.”

      “Which shop?” Rowen frowned as she looked to the path that led around the inn and into the quiet town. The last time she was sent to a shop, she came back accused of murdering the man she loved.

      “The first one on the right. Don’t worry. I know the owner. The cartwright wakes up early and opens the shop at dawn,” Feyda said. She rummaged through her coin purse and handed Rowen two silver coins. “Give him this and ask for a bushel of frost-weed.”

      “Can’t you go?”

      Feyda lifted a brow, and tilted her head. “Again, do you have somewhere else to be?”

      “I just don’t want to go alone. I don’t know this place.”

      “You’ll be fine. Do as I say. I don’t want to hear another word out of you.”

      With a groan, Rowen closed her fist over the coins and pulled her cloak’s hood back over her head. The sun had barely come up, but she was off on an errand. She couldn’t, and probably shouldn’t complain. Perdan and Feyda had done a lot for her. Still, the tension from the night before lingered, and she was on alert for any suspicious men in town.

      The town of Billingsport was smaller than Croix, with less rowdy sailors and pirates. Or so it seemed. It was early, there would be much to discover throughout the day. Still, it was a good sign that they were more inland, and perhaps safe from the likes of Blackthorn.

      There was a central square with villagers setting up to sell their goods for the day. As Rowen turned the corner from the back of town, it reminded her of the little village near her childhood home in Harrow. Once a week, Rowen’s mother would take her there to shop for new ribbons and bows for her hats and dresses. Even the scent in the air brought back memories. The smell of fresh bread came from a small building at the end of the road with a chimney that pumped a thin line of smoke into the air. Her stomach grumbled and reminded her that she hadn’t had any supper. Perhaps if she finished her errand quickly enough, she’d be able to buy some for Feyda and Perdan.

      She smiled as she watched a father pick his young daughter up and place her on his shoulders. She giggled and held onto his ears. Such a thing was foreign to Rowen. Her stepfather barely ever revealed a genuine smile to her, and the pirate, Captain Westin, most certainly wanted her killed. She sighed, and her smile faded.

      It seemed that the whole world wanted her dead.

      Once she stood in front of the shop, she noticed that the wooden door was ajar. She peeked her head inside.

      “Hello? I’m looking for the cartwright who owns this shop,” she called as she pushed the door open to nothing but silence. Stepping inside, she looked around for any traces of the shopkeeper.

      There was a forge at the far right of the room, and all sorts of hooks and horseshoes hung from the rafters of the ceiling. Shelves with wooden boxes and small crates lined the walls, and yet there was no trace of the owner.

      “Feyda sent me.”

      A creaking of the floorboards caught her attention, and before she could blink, the door was slammed shut and she was grabbed by the shoulders and pressed against it by two strong hands.

      “Hello, love,” a familiar voice said. Deep, husky, and melodic enough to make any woman swoon.

      Rowen found herself frozen into submission. Her eyes widened as he pressed his body against hers. He pressed his lips to hers in a bruising, yet passionate kiss.

      She held her breath. There was something odd about his kiss. It wasn’t offensive or vulgar. There was a deep-seeded affection there that caught her completely off guard. Enchanting green eyes looked back at her from beneath dark lashes. He smelled just as she remembered him, too intoxicating to be natural, with a disarming touch. He was even more handsome than when she’d last seen him in the Dragon court. His beard was gone. Now, smooth sun-bronzed skin was revealed on his square jaw. He kissed her gently on the forehead.

      Not even Lawson’s touch had elicited such wild desire within her, and the thought alone confused her.

      She licked her lips and swallowed as she placed her hands on either side of his face—to feel if he was real.

      This was the man she hated. The man who accused her of awful deeds. Yet, a part of her was relieved to be in his arms.

      She spoke softly, desperate to not withdraw from his soothing, powerful grasp.

      “Prince Rickard?”
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      Just weeks ago, Prince Rickard had threatened to seduce her on a daily basis. Now that his hands glided up her arms and along the back of her neck, it was more of a lovely promise that she wished she could resist.

      “That’s right,” he said and looked up from her eyes to her hair as he ran his fingers through her tangles. “What have they done to you? Are those humans not treating you well?”

      Rowen frowned at the mention of Perdan and Feyda. “How do you know about the humans?”

      He pressed his forehead against hers and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Have you not figured it out, yet, my clever little half-blood?”

      Why was he being so tender? His brother was dead, and he accused her of doing it. He had every reason to drag her from the shop and back to Withrae where she’d suffer the hanging she’d been sentenced to.

      Fear rose in her throat as she looked at him. She knew him to be sly, and calculating. Every action could be false, and she refused to fall for it.

      “What game are you playing, Rickard? Why are you here?”

      That grin she knew all too well came to his lips. He tilted his head and searched her eyes. “Come on. Don’t pretend to be the victim. You’ve always been good at that, but I could see right through you from the start.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He lifted her by her thighs and pressed her back into the door. He was so close that she could feel his heart beating against her own. His voice lowered to a soft drawl that made her skin prickle with need.

      “You think you’re the only one with secret ambitions. I’ve been masterminding greater schemes than you can ever dream of. Tell me, you’ve figured it out by now, haven’t you? Show me you’re much cleverer than any ever gave you credit for.”

      Rowen swallowed, hypnotized by his gaze and weightless in his arms. “I’ve been too busy trying not to get kidnapped, tortured, and killed. So, no. I haven’t figured it out. Why don’t you just tell me what you’re going on about? I don’t have time for riddles and mysteries.”

      He kissed her again and she let out a whimper as he took her bottom lip between his teeth and glided his tongue along it. “You’re playing the victim again, half-blood. You know I don’t like when you do that,” he whispered.

      Something about his kiss overwhelmed her with emotion. She could feel the hardness between his legs as it pressed against her pelvis. To make matters worse, as he cupped her buttocks, she felt her own arousal. Why hadn’t she grown hot with desire when Lawson kissed her? Why didn’t her most secret spot warm and throb when he touched her?

      Lawson. This suddenly felt wrong. Very wrong.

      “Stop, Rickard. I loved Lawson. You know that,” she said, despite her desperation for him to continue his seduction.

      He pulled back. The look of anger and hurt on his face shocked her. When he let her go, she fell to the floor with a thud.

      Rickard turned his back on her.

      Rowen came to her feet and rubbed her bum where she’d fallen. No words formed on her lips as she watched him pace the shop. The heat from his fury was palpable, and she stepped as far away from him as possible.

      “Rickard?”

      He spun around and pointed a finger at her face. His eyes narrowed. “Prince Rickard to you.” He walked toward her, his boots loud on the wooden floor. “I’m only going to tell you this once, and I can only hope it’s enough to get it through your thick skull. You are not a victim, Rowen. You are a key. Do not get caught. Get…lost.”

      With that, he opened the door, letting in a breeze that was cool and thick with the scent of a coming storm. He paused in the doorway and sighed. He took one look back at her. “Don’t let all of my hard work go to waste, Rowen,” he said, and left the shop.

      Alone, and confused, Rowen rubbed her face. What was happening? What did he mean she was a key?

      The cartwright came from the back room, chewing a piece of sugar cane. He was a tall, lanky man that looked to be in his sixties, with a bald head covered with white fuzz. “What’ll it be, miss?”

      Rowen stood there and shrugged, barely hearing his question as her mind raced with several of her own. She’d forgotten what she’d come for, where she was going, and what she would do next.

      She felt cold and alone, and the effects of Rickard’s touch, kiss, and words left her more lost than ever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The day she’d met Prince Rickard had been in Princess Noemie’s private quarters. It was her first day in the palace as a lady-in-waiting to the princess and she could barely keep her heart from beating out of her chest. This was the first step in executing the duke’s plan to secure a spot as mistress to the crown prince of Withrae.

      Nervous, frightened, and exhausted from the long journey from Harrow, Rowen watched him enter the room from her place in line with the other ladies-in-waiting. The first thing he’d done was to look them over as if they’d been brought there for him. Princess Noemie lounged on her chaise, sipping wine, a half-smirk on her lips as her brother walked down the line, examining them like cattle.

      He joked about some of the girl’s, right in front of their faces, and Rowen instantly knew she was not going to like him. Nonetheless, the others all batted their eyelashes and smiled at him.

      Perhaps that was what made Rowen stand apart. She forgot to wear a smile, and so, he singled her out and stood before her.

      “What’s wrong with this one?” Rickard asked Noemie.

      “There’s nothing wrong with me, Prince Rickard,” Rowen said, with a curtsy.

      The other girls all turned to look at her.

      He rubbed his chin and grinned. Something about his green eyes always enchanted her, but she fought it even then.

      “Why such a serious face? Aren’t you thankful to be here with the others?”

      Princess Noemie sat up and came to her feet. “She’s fine, Rickard. This is the half-blood from Harrow. Her mother is the Duchess. You know of her. She used to be mother’s lady-in-waiting.”

      Realization filled his eyes and he nodded. “I see. The half-blood. This should be interesting,” he said, tilting her chin to get a better look at her face.

      It was with that first touch that Rowen knew she should stay as far away from Rickard as possible. With that touch, a tingling sensation ran along her skin, her body yearned for him, and her heart begged for him. From the look in his eye and how he snatched his hand back…he felt it too.

      Dangerous.

      Rowen did not come for the young prince. She came for the heir. And so, she built a brick wall around her heart and resisted him at every turn. But, one thing remained.

      Rickard never gave up.

      Still, as she remembered those days and walked from the cartwright’s shop back to the inn, she always knew there was something powerful about Rickard’s touch.
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      A storm started to brew as Elian and Siddhe had their breakfast at a little circular table under the window in their room. He didn’t mind the coming storm. He welcomed it. The smell alone reminded him of better days at sea. He should be grateful that he still had his life. A beautiful woman sat across from him in nothing but a shirt, her mahogany hair braided over one shoulder. If only he could be content to live like this.

      Soon, they’d leave their comfortable room and set off into the world again. There were many roads to travel, yet Elian was only interested in one. A stinging pain in his chest reminded him that he was running out of time.

      Chunks of fresh cheese, bread, and roasted ham were devoured as he and Siddhe discussed what was next.

      “Are you going to be okay if we go to Malcore?” Elian asked, examining the dryness of her skin. The further from sea they ventured, the weaker Siddhe became.

      “I’ll be fine. I’ve never let you down before,” Siddhe reminded him as she rubbed her bread on her plate, sopping up the grease and juices from the ham.

      “Right. If you’re certain, we can go. I just need to figure out where to go once we are there. That damned girl is the key to finding out the next clue.”

      Rolling her eyes, Siddhe chewed and swallowed her last bit of bread. “Forget the girl. She was a snobbish brat, and we don’t need her. We never did.”

      “She was my daughter,” Elian said, meeting her eyes. That meant something to him. His blood ran through her veins.

      “No, she wasn’t. She was a trouble. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      Of course, Siddhe didn’t like Rowen. She was a reminder that Elian had once loved another. Perhaps she was right. Rowen was trouble. But, he needed her.

      He sat back in his chair as Siddhe came to her feet and walked around the table to stand behind him. She rubbed his shoulders and leaned down to kiss his right earlobe.

      “We’ll make it work, Elian. We always have, haven’t we?”

      Elian patted her hand and nodded. “We have.”

      “Once we find the Red Dragon, all of our dreams will come true.”

      She was naïve to think it, but he didn’t contest her. Instead, he pulled her around and into his lap. She wrapped her slender legs around his waist and the back of the chair and took his face into her hands.

      A deep kiss woke his manhood even though they’d made love just moments ago. Her tongue tasted sweet and her full lips were soft as the plushest pillows. She opened his shirt and ran her warm hand across his chest. He imagined bending her over the table, her hair wrapped around his fist as he parted her legs and—

      A knock came to the door, interrupting his fantasy. Elian blew a breath through pursed lips. He knew immediately who it was.

      Siddhe pulled back with a growl. “Can that boy go an hour without bothering us?”

      “Come in, Gavin,” Elian called.

      Gavin walked in, eating a banana. “Morning, Captain,” he said, with a mouth full. “Siddhe.”

      Siddhe left Elian’s lap and placed her hands on her hips. “What is it? Can’t you do anything on your own?”

      “I can,” he said. He took one look at Elian and Siddhe’s compromising position and a mischievous grin lifted the corners of his mouth. “But, pestering you two is so much more fun.”

      Elian rolled his eyes and buttoned his shirt. His fantasy could wait. “Since you have so much time on your hands, how about you go to the village livery and get us three horses?”

      “Well, I was going to visit the innkeeper’s daughter…but, I guess I can do that, too,” Gavin said.

      “Horses? I’d rather walk or ride in a carriage,” Siddhe said, frowning. “Tried it once, and my thighs ached for days.”

      “You’ll be fine, Siddhe. We’ll even get you a saddle,” Elian said as he stood. He handed Gavin a few coins from his coin purse. “Buy them, and get them ready. I want to leave here before noon.”

      Gavin accepted the money and nodded. “I’m on it. Anything else? Maybe a…straight blade for that forest growing on your chin.”

      The glare Elian sent to Gavin shut him up, but he could tell he fought a smirk. There was something odd about the young man. It was as if he didn’t truly fear him like others. He couldn’t put his finger on it, and instead exhaled.

      “No, just be quick about it, and keep your mouth shut to any nosy villagers,” Elian warned.

      “Right,” Gavin said. “I’ll let you two get back to…whatever it was you were doing.” He winked at Siddhe and slipped out into the hallway.

      Elian pressed the door shut and closed his eyes. “That boy is going to make me snap his neck one day.”

      “No, you won’t. He’s too much like you.”

      He raised a brow, and looked over his shoulder. “He is not.”

      She shrugged. “I’m just saying, he’s snarky, crass, and knows he’s attractive. Just like someone I know.”

      “You think he’s attractive?” Elian raised a brow and turned to her as she pulled on a pair of pants.

      Such a shame. He still had hopes of taking her on the table.

      “What of it?”

      He grunted and went to the window, cracking it open for fresh air. He rubbed his beard, which thickened with each day. Maybe he should shave before they left.

      “Hurry up, Perdan! I’d like to settle in before the storm,” a female voice shouted from outside.

      Elian froze. He knew that voice. Once he leaned out of the window and saw the covered cart and the woman and young man unloading chests onto the ground.

      She must have sensed him, for she shot a look his way. The color drained from her face.

      Feyda Barnick.

      The woman who sold him the treasure map.
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      Elian strode up to Feyda, crossing the inn’s small courtyard, and clasped his hands before him. There was a knowing smile on his face. This was a welcome surprise for him, but it was clear that she was uncomfortable by the way she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She whispered something to Perdan, and the young man nodded and turned away to continue what he was doing. Elian found it interesting that Perdan had taken out two chests from the back of the cart, only to put them back inside.

      With a forced smile, she greeted him. Her usual rosy-red cheeks had paled at the initial sight of him. He knew how people feared him, but suspected there was more going on inside her head.

      “Captain Elian Westin,” she said, with a nod. “What’s an old fraud like you doing this far inland? Encounter a bit of trouble, aye?”

      Elian chuckled. He’d always admired Feyda’s spunk. He had planned on killing her after she sold him the map, but the woman hexed him with one of her spells before he could execute his plan.

      “No. I’m doing better than ever. What’s a bitter old hag like you doing this far from high society? Isn’t that your new clientele since I paid you a fortune for that map?”

      “Of course. We’re living quite the lavish life. Thanks to you,” she said.

      Perdan kept his distance and continued unloading their cart.

      Thunder cracked above them, lighting the gray sky with flashes of color. Elian glanced up, breathing in its scent.

      “Well, isn’t that just lovely,” he said. “I’ve never met a luckier pair than the two of you.”

      “That’s why you hired us to find the map of the Red Dragon, isn’t it?”

      Elian’s smile faded. His eye twitched. “What are you doing here, Feyda?”

      The seriousness of his voice did not go unnoticed. She swallowed.

      “There is a private sale of antiquities in Kabrick’s capital. Ancient scrolls, runes, and maybe even a few soul crystals to add to my collection. You know I can’t miss such an outstanding opportunity to get my hands on such things.”

      Rubbing his chin, Elian nodded. “Right. Makes sense to me.”

      She was lying. That much was certain. He could tell from the way her heart beat sped. He could hear it, even over another crack of thunder followed by lightning.

      “And, what about you, Captain Westin? We’ve heard rumors of Dragons, and ships being burned…and your supposed death. Yet, here you stand,” she said, opening her arms before him. “In the flesh.”

      Elian shrugged. “Rumors are funny that way. Never believe what you hear in taverns, miss.”

      “So, what are you doing here?”

      “I’m on holiday.”

      “Holiday?” she repeated, lifting a brow.

      “That’s right. To the countryside.”

      “Sure, you are,” Feyda said.

      It was clear that neither believed each other, but they didn’t come out and say it. It was a dance of pleasantries, and they were both skilled at it.

      For a moment, he wondered if Feyda was in search for the Red Dragon as well. Then, he realized that it was impossible. The map was blank when she sold it to him. There was no way she could follow a blank map without a prophet from his line in tow. He respected her skill too much to press her any further. She’d risked more than her reputation retrieving his ancestral inheritance. After his mother was killed, and he was sent away, he thought he’d never find their prized artifacts and heirlooms.

      No, this woman was more than an old hag.

      She was one of the most powerful sorceresses he’d ever met, and she hid that fact well.

      Clever. That’s what she was.

      “Well,” Feyda said. “Unless you want to buy something, we’d better be getting inside. This old hag can’t stand to get soaked through by the nasty storm that’s brewing. I say there might be a bit of flooding by day’s end.”

      “Do you? That means I have all day to pester you.”

      Her smile was unexpected. “You sure you want to do that, Captain? You may be able to steal souls and all, but I can still twist your bones with the flick of a hand.”

      Elian rubbed his hands together, recalling the pain she’d caused, and how it took days to subside.

      Without removing her gaze from his, she spoke to her son. “Perdan. We best be getting inside now.”

      “Coming,” Perdan said, still avoiding a direct look at Elian. He carried two chests stacked on top of one another and headed to the stairs that led up to the second level.

      Elian watched them leave. He didn’t state his suspicions, but he knew they were up to something. He looked up as heavy ran started to fall. It poured onto his face as he closed his eyes.

      He’d find out what she was up to. Something told him his life depended on it.

      “Captain,” Gavin called, running from around the corner of the inn, soaked and with a ghostly look on his face.

      Elian blinked through the rain. “What is it?”

      Gavin wiped wet hair from his eyes and stood before him, out of breath. “I heard her,” he said.

      “Who?”

      “Rowen, sir. I am certain of it.”

      Rowen. That got his attention. Elian grabbed Gavin by his shoulders. His eyes burned with fury and hope. “Where?

      Gavin looked down at Elian’s hands on him.

      “Tell me!” Elian shook him.

      “I heard her voice when I was in town. I was heading from the livery when I passed the cartwright shop and heard her.”

      “Did you see her?”

      “No,” Gavin said, shaking his head. “Can you let go of me?”

      Elian let go, pushing him back against the hall wall made of stone that enclosed the inn. “Take me to her.”

      “But, she’s not there anymore. I went to look for her in one of the shops, and by the time I got inside, she was gone. I didn’t see her, but I know that voice. I’ll never forget it.”

      Elian’s eye twitched. Could it be? Feyda and Perdan were in town, with ambiguous motives. The way that young man couldn’t even look at him was one warning. The way Feyda’s heart raced when she saw him was another. There were just too many coincidences for this all to be chance. If Rowen was truly here, all his worries would be put to rest.

      Cota’s words came to him.

      The map will lead you to your heart’s desire. Your heart’s desire will be the death of you. Unless you learn to desire differently.

      He didn’t know what she meant by that. All he knew was that Rowen had his map, and his map was life or death.

      He looked to the second floor of the inn as thunder cracked across the sky, seemingly shaking the ground with its force.

      “I hear you,” he whispered to the storm.

      Perhaps fate was on his side after all.
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      When Rowen approached the inn, Feyda was there waiting for her. Rain fell in all directions, with intense winds that threatened to pick Rowen up and carry her away. She threw a shawl over Rowen’s head, put a finger to her mouth to quiet her protests, and led her away from the inn and through the back roads of town to their cart.

      Perdan sat in the front seat, reigns in hands, and a pale color to his cheeks.

      “What’s happening?” Rowen asked. She held tight to the sack of frost-weed Feyda had her purchase as more heavy winds blew at them.

      “Just get inside,” Feyda said, holding the cart’s back door open to let her in. “We don’t have much time. Hand me the frost-weed.”

      Rowen sat down inside the cart and handed Feyda the sack.

      Feyda dumped its contents into her hands. She closed her fingers over it and made a fist which she held out at arm’s length. Her eyes shut and her hand began to glow.

      Rowen watched carefully, leaning over for a better look as Feyda blew onto it and whispered words in a foreign language. Then, she threw her hands up, and blew white dust into the air and onto the cart’s canvas cover. The cart shook, and without delay, Feyda pulled herself up and into the cart.

      “Go, Perdan.”

      The cart rolled down the road and away from Billingsport as a storm raged above. Rowen pulled off her soaking wet cloak and shivered at the chill seeped into her bones.

      Feyda noticed and wrapped her in a fur blanket she’d pulled out of one of the chests.

      The fur felt nice against her skin, but the sound of thunder and lightning worried her that they might not make it much longer during the storm “What’s happening, Feyda? Why are we leaving?”

      “I think it’s time we talk,” Feyda said, settling beside Rowen on the cushion that lined the floor and wall. She took Rowen’s hands in her own.

      Rowen tensed as Feyda traced the lines of the palm of her hands. “What are you doing?”

      “I know you’re a sorceress,” Feyda admitted. She sighed and shook her head. “I knew from the moment I laid eyes on you. And, I also knew that you were more powerful than any other I’ve ever seen. I just don’t think you know it. Yet.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Rowen took her hands away and pulled the blanket tight around her body. She shook from the cold, but worked at keeping her face unreadable. No good could come from Feyda knowing what she could do.

      “Stop pretending, Ro. You can’t hide such a gift from me. I’ve lived amongst sorceresses and sorcerers all my life. I know when someone is gifted, and love…your gift could destroy our world if not tamed.”

      “You’re crazy. I already told you who I was. You think I’d be your maid if I had special abilities to fall back on?”

      “I do,” Feyda said. “Since you’re a fugitive sentenced for killing the crown prince of Withrae.”

      All color drained from Rowen’s face. It was as if she’d been splashed with a cold bucket of water. Her fears were coming to fruition.

      Rowen weighed her options, calculated them, and made a decision.

      She sprung to her feet and raced to the cart’s door. A forceful push of the door and she prepared to jump onto the dark, wet road behind them. Looking at the forest on either end and the way the trees swayed and blew with the wind, she second-guessed herself.

      Feyda caught her by the arm, and Rowen spun on her, grabbing her by the neck.

      Energy and power surged from the deepest depths of her being, and out of her fingers. A shiver ran up her spine as she gripped the power and held tight.

      “Take your hands off of me, and forget you ever met me,” Rowen commanded through clenched teeth.

      Feyda’s eyes opened, and then she chuckled. First, it started soft. Then, her shoulders began to shake with laughter as she covered her mouth. Tears came to Feyda’s eyes and she pried Rowen’s hand from her neck.

      “Now, I see,” she said in between laughs. She clapped her hands. “We have a temptress on our hands. I knew it had to be something mental.”

      Rowen gasped, snatching her hand away. Not again. Did she lose her power, somehow? How could it not work on Gavin and Feyda?

      Feyda howled with laughter and slapped her thighs as she settled back onto the ground. “Sit down, Ro. You’re not going anywhere.”

      She lifted a hand and the door slammed shut. The lock fell into place from the outside with a metallic clang.

      Frozen in terror, Rowen stood there, expecting the worse.

      “I know you’re wondering why your power didn’t work just now. There’s nothing wrong with you. Quite the opposite. I could feel your power, and how strong it is. I could also feel that there is more hidden within. It’s like a river—held back by a dam—desperate to be freed for its full force. I must say, I can’t wait to teach you to master it.” Feyda looked to her. “Sit.”

      Rowen did as she was told, but kept her distance. She sat with her back pressed to the cart’s door. “Why didn’t it work?” Rowen asked.

      “You can’t tempt a sorceress or sorcerer, Rowen. That’s just how it is. Our inner power combats yours.”

      Realization hit her.

      Gavin was a sorcerer.

      It all made sense. But, she wondered if he knew, or if he was just as good of an actor as she was.

      “But, don’t worry. There aren’t many of us left in this world. Your power will work more times than not. I’ll teach you what you need to know about your gift.”

      That was something Rowen had never heard before. No one had ever offered to help her—to teach her how to use her powers. Growing up, she kept it to herself. Not even her mother was aware of the strange urges Rowen had, and the struggle she suffered to control it. In the past, her usage of it had only been in times of desperation. Her shoulders slumped as she thought of those times, and how she’d just tried to use it on a woman who only wanted to help her.

      “I’m sorry,” Rowen said in a soft voice. She rubbed her arms and pulled her legs into her chest. As she wrapped her arms around her legs, she rested her head on her knees and shoved the painful memories as far back into her mind as possible.

      “No one is blaming you, Ro. I understand. You’ve been reacting to everything purely on instinct. It’s time for a different strategy.”

      “You’re right. I didn’t mean to try my power on you. I was frightened and needed to get away.”

      Feyda leaned forward, her brows raised. “Haven’t you been listening? I knew who and what you were when I first saw you. If I wanted to turn you back in to the Dragons, I would have done it days ago. I’m sure there’s a pretty penny to be made, but that’s not what I’m looking for.”

      “What are you looking for,” Rowen asked.

      Feyda pointed to Rowen’s chest and flicked her finger up, revealing the map and carrying it through the air toward her.

      Rowen stood and reached for it, but Feyda was too fast. Before she could blink a second time, the map was in Feyda’s hands.

      Feyda snickered and opened it. Her eyes widened as she looked it over, and traced the path with her finger. “I want what everyone seems to be after these days.”

      “What is that?”

      “The infamous Red Dragon, of course.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later that night, Perdan and Feyda switched spots so that they could ride through the night. He and Rowen lay on the loft bed as the cart gently rolled along the dirt path. An occasional rock or bump made them rock, but the quiet hum of the wheels and the horse’s steady gait was relaxing.

      Rowen still couldn’t sleep. There were too many things on her mind, and enough unanswered questions to keep her awake for days. She rolled over to Perdan who rested on his back with an arm under his head.

      “Are you asleep?”

      He opened his eyes and looked to her. “Not yet. What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. Just wishing I were in my bed back at home. Well, only if my stepfather wasn’t there. It would be perfect without him.”

      Perdan faced her, turning on his side. “Tell me about him. Is that who sent you to the palace?”

      She exhaled. It was odd knowing that Perdan and Feyda had known her secret all along. She shouldn’t have been surprised. News of the half-blood who killed the crown prince would have travelled faster than most throughout the realm. There was no escaping her past.

      “Yes,” she said. “He is a horrible man. Not only did he waste his money, but my mother’s as well. Then, he expected me to help him rebuild his fortune.”

      “How?”

      She hated the answer. It made her sound like a bad person. But, sometimes she wondered if that were true.

      “By seducing Prince Lawson,” she said. “But, I loved him, Perdan. I didn’t expect that to happen. He was just too perfect not to love.”

      “I saw him once. He was quite handsome,” Perdan said, nodding.

      Rowen narrowed her eyes at him

      “Perdan,” she said. “I saw you kiss a man."

      He shrugged. “What of it?”

      She wasn’t sure what she meant by bringing it up, but it had sat on her mind since it happened. “Well, I've heard of such things. I didn't believe they were true. I’d never seen anything like that before.”

      He cracked a grin. “I like beautiful things, Ro. Beautiful art. Beautiful men. Beautiful women."

      “But, how?”

      He raised a brow. “Oh, I see. You've fallen for me haven't you, Ro?”

      Her cheeks flushed. “Nonsense.”

      “I understand. I'm charming and handsome. But, don’t take offense. You're beautiful…but you're also too pale and thin for me. Besides, it's sinful for two blonds to be together.”

      Rowen laughed. Leave it to Perdan to cheer her up with his jests. “You're ridiculous. You're more like a brother than a lover,” she said, playfully pushing his shoulder .

      “I know, Ro. Now, go to sleep. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

      Rowen turned away from him on her side. He wrapped an arm around her and snuggled into her back.

      “Dream of the future, if you can. Where all will be well, and you will once again find love.”

      She nodded and let his words lead her to sleep.
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      The days were long as they travelled the narrow roads that led from Billingsport to Malcore. Rowen was tired of thunder and lightning. The storm hadn’t stopped, but as they drew closer to the Wasteland, the rain slowed to little more than a sprinkle, and then stopped completely.

      Rowen looked out the window to the dark skies. A breeze blew at her face and rustled the curtain as she leaned out for a better look. A mixture of purples, grays, and orange danced across the sky as bolts of lightning illuminated the clouds from behind.

      “I’m starting to forget whether its day or night,” she said to Perdan who sat next to her.

      What she’d give for a bowl of hot stew and a warm bed with thick blankets and plush pillows. Those were distant memories. Her mind drifted to Prince Rickard. It did that often after her last encounter with him. She didn’t tell Feyda or Perdan, but kept it to herself and closed her eyes to relive his kiss. She’d wake up in a sweat after dreams of him and his seductive voice. They’d always start with passionate kisses and would morph into him pulling her by her hair to the gallows.

      Best to forget him and his riddles.

      “It’s about noon,” Perdan said, sipping water from a flask. He read from an ancient text sprawled across the floor of the cart.

      “It’s been three days since we’ve passed an inn. I would love a bath. A proper one with perfumes, oils, and hot stones.”

      “Why don’t you sit down and make us some lunch? I can pour some of the rain water we collected over you later. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

      She slumped back inside the cart and combed through her hair with her fingers. “Make it yourself. There’s only dried meat and cheese,” she said. “And there isn’t much of that left.”

      “Sounds lovely,” he said, looking to her. “I’ll take some of the cheese, with a smidge of mom’s jam.”

      She still owned them her life, and Perdan had driven them with very little breaks for days on end. It was the least she could do. She crawled over to the far end of the cart where they kept their food and supplies in a drawer that pulled out from the small loft bed. Though Feyda repaired the canvas cover, it still leaked in some places, and they collected the water in a small bucket for washing their dishes. She cut some of the hard, white cheese and ladled a scoop of Feyda’s peach and raisin jam beside it. She took a bite of the cheese and returned to Perdan.

      “Thank you.” Perdan yawned and accepted the small wooden bowl she’d prepared for him. “I might need a nap after this.”

      “Stay alert,” Feyda shouted from the front where she directed the horses.

      Rowen’s eyes widened. “She really does hear everything.”

      “This lightning is getting closer. We may need to stop and do another enchantment on the cart before we get hit.”

      The horses squealed as a bolt of lightning struck a nearby pine tree. Bare of leaves, the tree caught on fire with flames reaching high into the sky.

      “Calm down,” Feyda shouted to the horses as they bucked and neighed with fear. “Shush now.”

      They stopped and Perdan opened the door. “I’ll tend to them,” he said, hopping down to the ground.

      Rowen followed him. The smell of the air was odd. Something foul was in the air, but she couldn’t place what it was. She looked around. Her hair blew into her face as stronger winds swept through the barren opening of a long valley between two red mountains.

      “What is this place?”

      Perdan glanced back at her as he ran to the horses. “We’re deep in it, now, Ro. This is just the beginning of the Malcore Wastelands. Nothing lives past this point.”

      Her eyes rose as she looked at the mountains. They were as tall as those in Withrae, reaching high into the clouds with peaks vanishing into the sky.

      Another crack of lightning shot into another tree behind Rowen and she was thrown backward by the force of the explosion. She fell to the ground and slid a few feet across the ground, scraping her arms and legs. Groaning, she pushed herself up to her elbows and tried to clear her vision. For a moment, she could hear nothing. Then, gradually, the sound of the horses going crazy and Perdan’s shouting for her started to ring in her ears.

      “Ro! Are you okay?”

      Feyda ran to her and helped her to her feet. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine,” Rowen said in between quick breaths.

      “It’s all catching fire!” Feyda shouted as the blaze from the trees started spreading.

      Before they could react, they were encircled by a ring of fire with flames so intense that Rowen and the others started to sweat, smoke rose from the ground, and the horses went mad.

      “I’m trying to hitch the horses so we can get out of here,” Perdan shouted to them as he grabbed the reins of the horses and tried to keep them from running off.

      A horse bucked and tore the reigns from Perdan’s hands. “Can I get some help?”

      Rowen ran to him. She placed her hands on the horse’s neck and closed her eyes. She’d never used her power on an animal before, but gave it a try nonetheless.

      “Calm down,” she whispered. “Shh. Everything will be fine. Just stay still.”

      “Ro!” Feyda yelled to her. “What in blazes are you doing? Don’t Tempt the bloody horse! Tempt the fire!”

      She shot a look of bewilderment to the older woman. Tempt the fire? “What? I can’t do that.”

      Feyda gathered her skirts and marched over to her. She narrowed her eyes. “But, you can. Give it a try. What harm is there in trying?”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but snapped it shut and closed her eyes. Feyda has lost her mind. There was no use arguing with her. She opened her eyes and stepped away from the horses. “Fine. I’ll give it a try.”

      “You can do it. Find the line of energy and bend it to your will. Anything can be Tempted. Trust me.”

      With a snort, Rowen closed her eyes and held out her hands. Trust was a word that didn’t sit well with her.

      She breathed in and exhaled, calming her heart and breathing so that she could devote her energy to focusing. Her hands tingled as her power searched for a target. Inside her mind, she could see it whipping out from her fingers without any guidance.

      “To the fire,” she whispered, her brows knitting together as she tried to control the power. It pulled her forward and yanked her to the fire. Rowen gasped and opened her eyes. What she saw before her took her breath away.

      “You’re doing it, Ro! Keep it going. Bend the fire away from the cart and horses.”

      Her eyes widened as the flames wavered and pulled in her direction. She could see her power, like a mist of green grabbing it. “And, do what with it?”

      “Just move it out of our way so we can get out of here,” Feyda said, waving toward the flames. “Hurry, Ro.”

      Rowen pulled the blaze further away, opening a small pathway, but not big enough for the cart to fit through. Her forehead beaded with sweat and she felt her breaths grow shallow. It took a great deal of energy to manipulate the fire and her arms started to weaken.

      A tree fell in front of the horses and the flames licked and ran along the cart.

      “Grab what you can from the cart,” Perdan shouted.

      Feyda placed her hands to her cheeks as she looked at their cart in flames. “No,” she said.

      She and Rowen ran and grabbed what they could before the flames took over and consumed everything. With the last of their water, a few of Feyda’s potions and what was left of their meager remnants of food, they were utterly lost. The horses fled, and Rowen and the other ran from the cart just in time as the entire thing burst into flames.

      “Forgot to grab the damned Dragon’s breath,” Feyda grumbled as they watched the horses run in the other direction.

      Away from the flames, they all stood there watching the disaster before them.

      “Well, at least we’re alive,” Perdan said, catching his breath.

      Feyda huffed. “Not for long. We’re in the Wastelands. If we don’t die from starvation or thirst, the elements will certainly take a stab at us.”

      “We do still have the map,” Perdan said.

      “And no idea where it leads after this valley,” Feyda pointed out.

      “We have to find shelter,” Rowen said. Her survival instinct spoke before she truly had a plan. “Come, let’s go find somewhere to rest and think of a plan.”

      Feyda and Perdan both looked at her and silently nodded.

      It was odd having Rowen lead the way. As they walked from the burning cart, she rubbed her hands together. She now knew of a new power, one she never imagined. She just didn’t know what good it would do them out there in the barren wilderness of the Wildlands.

      She looked to the sky as lightning cracked again.

      Where was her good friend, Luck now?
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      Night began to shift the colors of the sky from blue to orange and purple as the sun retired and the clouds hid it away.

      Prince Rickard walked the narrow streets of Lindenhold, a port on the southern tip of Withrae. He was cloaked and in clothing a commoner would wear. He kept his head down as he passed a few Withraen Navy soldiers gathering supplies for their trek back home. He didn’t need to get recognized. Not before his plan was fully executed.

      No one paid him any mind, and he slipped away from the port crowds and into the small island town. Sailors and pirates escaped into taverns and brothels, and the people of Lindenhold retired to their homes after a long day of work on the docks and in the mines not too far from the harbor.

      No one knew him around here, and that worked in his favor.

      His destination awaited in a dark corner, where vines covered most of the stone walls, almost hiding it. He knocked on the door.

      A small girl opened it, slightly, and peeked at him with big eyes. A buck-toothed grin came to her lips. “Prince Rickard.”

      He stepped inside when she opened the door for him. “Call me Rick, Cota. I don’t need the entire town knowing I was here.”

      “Course, sir. Won’t happen again,” she said, attempting a curtsy.

      Rickard exhaled. “Just close the door and keep it down.”

      She closed the door and almost giddily clapped her hands and motioned for him to take a seat. “I woulda’ known you were comin’ this way…Rick, I woulda’ cleaned up a bit.”

      He sat in one of the chairs at the small table pressed against the whitewashed wall. He looked around. She’d made some improvements to the home she shared with her brother, Trenneth.

      “Like it?” Cota asked, sitting on the rug on the center of the floor at his feet. “Trenneth painted the walls and patched up all of the holes in the ceiling. Quite cozy now, aye?”

      “Yes,” Rickard said. “Cozy. Tell me about Captain Elian Westin. He came here not too long ago. What did you two talk about?”

      Cota shrugged. “Same stuff, really. The map. The Red Dragon. Wish he’d come more often. Funds are gettin’ low.”

      She was being vague for a reason. Rickard rolled his eyes and pulled out a purse of gold coins. “That should last you a few years.”

      Her eyes grew larger as she took the purse from his hands and looked inside. Funny how quickly she started spilling everything she knew.

      “I told ‘em about the map and how its gonna kill ‘em.”

      “What do you mean it’s going to kill him?”

      She shrugged. “Don’t know for certain. The dark souls didn’t tell me.”

      Rickard leaned forward. “Did you tell him anything about the half-blood dragon?”

      Cota tilted her head. Her silence worried him.

      If she told him the secrets of the half-blood dragon prophecy, it could ruin everything. Perhaps he should keep what he knew to himself and not give away any clues. The last thing he needed was Cota selling information back to Elian. Or worse, his father, King Thorne. If she’d seen anything that linked the map, the Red Dragon, and the half-blood dragon he needed to know.

      It was worth the risk. What he had planned was greater than anything and anyone involved. It was enough to change the world.

      She blinked up at him, suspiciously quiet.

      At the very least, he could pay her brother, Trenneth extra to keep an eye on her and make sure she kept her mouth shut.

      “Did you see anything about the half-blood dragon in your visions?”

      Cota tilted her head, smiling. She nodded. “Aye. I saw her. She was beautiful.”

      Yes, she was.

      “What else did you see?”

      Cota picked at a loose string on her apron. “Can’t say. Was too dark. Was a lot of blood.”

      That made him sit up. “Whose blood?”

      “Not hers,” she said. “Twas everyone elses.”

      His brows knitted together. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. I think she killed everyone.”

      That was unsettling. Rickard sat back in his chair and scratched his head. There must be a new prophecy he hadn’t studied. Rowen must be growing stronger.

      “Anything else?”

      She shook her head. “Like I said. Twas dark. The dark soul didn’t want me to see too much. Was not my business.”

      He stood and headed for the door. “I can trust you to keep this meeting and what I told you a secret, can’t I?”

      She grinned and held up the coin purse. “I’ll do whatever you ask…Rick.”

      “Good.” He left her home, pulling his cloak’s hood back over his head. As he left the alley Cota lived on, he tried to make sense of the pieces of prophecy Cota had seen. He needed more information in order to execute his plan. There was no room for error.

      Not when he planned to kill his father and take over the Withraen Throne.
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      The Gatekeeper stood on a platform at the bottom of a tall black tower, dressed in a long blue robe embroidered with glittering silver threads that made up symbols of their duties. Flying was exhausting, and he hadn’t much time. If he wanted to return home and set back out on his mission, Rickard would need a quick solution.

      His visit with Cota had been enlightening. Now, he needed to work another part of his plan.

      One that was more dangerous.

      Armed with a few coins, he approached the older woman with long black hair. Silver strands stood out from the others and a yellow aura encircled her body. She held a golden rod that was over a foot taller than her in one hand and a book bound with flesh in the other. This was one of the only forms of the old magic to still be allowed in their society, and for good reason. Rickard couldn’t even imagine what terrible fate would befall them if they attempted to execute a Gatekeeper.

      Her white eyes lowered to him as he stopped and fished the coins out of his pocket. He placed them in the hands of a small boy with long, dark hair who sat on the ground before her, his legs crisscrossed. His eyes were white just like the Gatekeepers.

      As her apprentice, they’d never return to their normal color for as long as he lived. The symbol of their class was also burned into his forehead, a circle with a line cutting through the middle and up the length of his forehead, and down to the tip of his chin.

      He counted them and looked up with a smile. “Please proceed to the Gatekeeper.”

      Rickard took off his cloak’s hood and knelt before the Gatekeeper.

      “Is your soul clean?”

      He nodded. “It is.”

      A Gatekeeper could not transport anyone who had recently committed a crime against the flesh. Murderers. Rapists. Anyone who had committed an evil such as those would be turned to dust if they attempted a Port after a crime. It was just one way the realm kept crime in order. It wasn’t perfect, but it served its purpose.

      Rickard was lucky. He hadn’t killed anyone in weeks.

      “Where would you like to go? I can send you as far as Harlsburg.”

      “Central Withrae,” he answered.

      He keep his head down, and resisted one last look at her crystalline white eyes. She tapped his head with the end of her golden rod, and within seconds, his body began to go translucent as a mist rose from the ground and took him away.

      The ride was quick, and painless. But, when he opened his eyes to the bright sun of Withrae, he was a bit wobbly on his feet. He inhaled and looked around from the top of the Withraen Gatekeeper’s Tower. White, stone steps led down to the paved streets of his kingdom. Instead of walking down them, he shifted and flew into the horizon, toward the grand castle that stood far away, just before the mountains his ancestors once ruled.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Withraen Castle was quieter than it had once been. Only weeks ago, the halls had been cheerier, with beautiful ladies and regal lords lingering each season to gain favor in the king’s court. A somber mood had taken over, and Rickard did not approve.

      Lawson was dead, but the living had to go on. Whoever killed him knew what they were doing, and how it would change things.

      He’d mourned his brother’s death in private. Locked in his room, he tried to forget the memories of their childhood together, even though most were marred by his older brother’s torment of him. Once, there had been an innocent child within Lawson, one of love and compassion. That innocence had died long before he did.

      The world thought Lawson was the golden child, their savior.

      He scowled.

      Nonsense.

      As Rickard walked up the stairs to the throne room, he grimaced. Lawson was no savior, and would have made their father look like a saint if he’d had been allowed to become king of Withrae. All of Draconia and the human realms would have been shaken by his rule and thirst for power.

      But, that was a secret the world was not ready to know.

      He fixed his clothes. After the flight from the Gatekeeper’s tower to the castle, he had bathed and changed into something more appropriate for the new heir of Withrae.

      The throne room was quiet. At the back of the room were three large windows that stretched from floor to ceiling. They were open, in case the king wanted to stretch his wings and fly to the Keep where he spent most of his time studying the ancient texts and forgotten prophecies.

      Today, he stood at the window in the center, his hands clasped behind his back.

      “Rickard,” he said in a deep voice that echoed off of the walls of the room. “Where have you been?”

      Rickard strode across the room toward him, swallowing back a fleeting sense of fear. He freed his face of all emotion, something he’d learned from Rowen.

      She was a remarkable woman, one who in such a short amount of time had reeled him in. Such a feat would have been thought impossible until she arrived.

      With one look, and one touch, he knew.

      She was made for him, and he was made for her.

      She was an expert at hiding her true feelings, and he mimicked her to no avail.

      One look from King Thorne, and he knew his face had paled.

      The paling was quickly replaced with a crimson red when his father slapped him hard across the cheek.

      Rickard tasted blood. His hands balled into fists, but instead of letting out the rage that boiled in his belly, he closed his eyes and took in a deep breath.

      The king spoke in an even tone. There was no anger, or even a raise in his voice.

      Always calm.

      Collected.

      Downright devilish.

      “Where is the half-blood?”

      Rickard wiped his mouth and looked at the blood that streaked his fingers. It took a moment for him to reign in his rage, but he swallowed it down and cleared his head. He could handle the abuse, for a while longer.

      “I haven’t found her,” he said, lifting his gaze to his father’s deep indigo eyes. “Yet.”

      King Thorne had white hair, cut short and a matching beard. It was a bright contrast to his leathery bronzed face. Rickard wasn’t fair like his brother, and that was because he took more after their father. The similarities ended at the physical traits.

      Thorne was strong, despite his age, and still the fire of a Dragon running through his veins.

      He was nowhere near his deathbed. Rickard looked forward to changing that.

      “I’m running out of patience. Find her, kill her, or bring her to me so I can see her hang. Do you understand?”

      “Why? We both know she didn’t kill Lawson.”

      “I didn’t ask for your questions. You do as I say or you’ll be turned to the mountains, where you can live out your days imprisoned with the other beggars and thieves,” he said, tightening his jaw.

      “Fine,” Rickard said. “I’ve vowed to find her, and so I will. But, the kingdom will hate you for what you’re doing…when they find out the truth.”

      Thorne smirked. It lifted the corner of his mouth, but his eyes narrowed and burned with hate as he looked at Rickard. “Let them. Soon, the world will know the true strength of the Thorne clan, and immortality will mute any opposition to my rule.”

      Rickard kept quiet.

      As he focused on relaxing his fists and convincing himself not to punch his father in the face, he admitted that Thorne was right about one thing. Immortality would mute any opposition.

      Just not for his rule.
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      Rowen cringed as she took a small bite of the gristly meat of a Wasteland scoottail. She wanted to spit it out, but the hunger from barely eating anything for two days made her think twice and continue chewing. Swallowing it down wasn’t any easier. But, at least it quieted the nagging pain in her empty stomach. She closed her eyes and tore more of the tough meat with her teeth.

      “I vow to never eat scoottail ever again,” she said.

      Feyda shrugged, rubbing her hands in front of the fire. “It’s not that bad.”

      For such hot days, the nights of the Wastelands were frigid with winds that blew so forcefully that it was hard to keep a fire going. They depended on Rowen to keep the fire alive.

      With her newfound power.

      “No, its worse,” she said, trying to ignore the foul flavor on her tongue. “Did you know these are considered delicacies to the Dragons of Withrae? They’d eat them in a thick spicy red sauce on a platter for special occasions in the palace. I doubt they’d ever tasted a real one. I can’t see how anyone could stomach it.”

      Perdan took another rat-sized scoottail from the stick they had over the fire. He didn’t seem to mind the taste or the texture and ate it all within seconds.

      She watched him with her jaw hanging as he tossed the bones into the fire and rested on his back, his arms folded under his head.

      “You can always hand me yours if you don’t want it.”

      “Considering we have nothing else, I’ll make do,” she said to him.

      They were without shelter, thirsty, and starving. There was no other choice if she wanted to survive.

      The storms continued to light the sky with flashes of color and loud bangs that shook the valley. They never let up for a moment. Lightning and thunder flickered across dark skies. This was a forsaken place where no one should ever venture. Yet, there they were, hopeful to find a mysterious treasure.

      Rowen had no idea what the Red Dragon could or would do. But, her last prophecy showed it to her. That must mean something. Even if she just needed to meet the dragon to prevent a fate worse than her own hanging, she knew deep down inside that she had to do it.

      “This is a good time to practice, Ro,” Feyda said, scooting closer to her. “The fire is dying. See if you can give it new life.”

      She nodded and popped the last piece of meat into her mouth. She rubbed the grease from her fingers onto her cracked lips.

      “Grab the flames and feed it more energy.”

      The flames started to dwindle, barely licking the thin sticks they’d gathered during the day, and the brush they’d stuffed into the center. They needed that fire to burn stronger if they were going to survive another cold night, but Rowen didn’t tell Feyda how each time she attempted this new skill it drained her. Not only did Feyda want her to keep the fire burning, but she had Rowen create thin lines of fire that chased the scoottails into Perden’s traps.

      Her power was keeping them alive.

      Instead, she sucked in a breath and narrowed her eyes. Much better than she was the first time, she lifted one hand and twirled her finger. The flame jerked and flickered toward her. Embers flew into the air like fireflies.

      “Good girl,” Feyda whispered, squeezing Rowen’s shoulder with joy. “You’re doing it.”

      She raised her hand, and the flame followed, gaining height and power. Then, with a twist of her hand, she made the flame swirl and burst into a raging fire that lit up their surroundings.

      Perdan sat up, his eyes widened. “That was new.”

      Smiling, Rowen nodded. “It was. It felt a little strange, but I like it. I can tell that I’m getting more powerful.”

      “Good job, Ro,” Feyda said, rubbing her hands and face in front of the fire.

      “Thank you. Maybe, once we are free from this valley, fed, and had our fill of fresh water and wine, you can teach me some more.”

      Feyda smiled back at her. “I’d like that. You’re a fast learner.” She glanced at Perdan. “Unlike someone I know.”

      “You can’t be talking about me,” Perdan said, and indignant look on his face. His cheeks had already began to sink in from malnutrition. Rowen hated what was happening to them.

      “I am,” Feyda said. “Took you two years to learn a simple Charm of Deep Sleep.”

      He scoffed. “That’s because you had me practice on the pigs back in Reeds. Not the best of specimens.”

      Feyda chuckled and returned to warming her hands.

      Drained, Rowen rolled onto her side, facing the fire. Though she could barely keep her eyes open, she took out the map and gave it one last look. They were so close to the last marked spot. One more day and they might find another clue that would lead them to the Red Dragon.

      She folded the map and groaned at how tired she was.

      “Get some sleep,” Feyda said, rubbing Rowen’s back. “We have much ground to cover tomorrow.”

      Nodding, Rowen drifted. There was one face she saw when her dreams took over.

      Rickard’s.

      This time, her body tensed and her heart raced. This was not a dream. She tried to wake up, to sit up, but while her mind was awake, her body was paralyzed.

      This was a prophecy.

      Instead of panicking, Rowen controlled her breathing and focused on what the prophecy had to show her. This was her greatest power. One she didn’t even tell Feyda and Perdan about.

      Rickard took her by the hand. This time he wasn’t leading her to the gallows. Instead, he lead her down a path of golden stone that cut through a lush rose garden. The green vines wrapped around white pillars and a wall of rose bushes rose higher than their heads. It was a sunny day, with a purple sky customary for a Withraen spring afternoon.

      She followed him, and she was not afraid. Dragons flew above their heads, swirling like vultures. What were they waiting for?

      “Are you paying attention?” Rickard asked. His voice was hollow and seemed to come from faraway even though he stopped and stood right in front of her. He was dressed in a fine black suit. His hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and his face was still clean-shaven. She could even smell the scent that had become so familiar to her that she would know if Rickard had been in a room long after he’d left.

      “Ready for what?” she asked.

      He held his finger to his lips and grinned. “Shh. I’ll show you.”

      Together, they walked to the end of the golden road to a cliff. Rowen gasped as a red dragon flew up from the destruction below. She fell to her knees and gawked at the horrific scene. Dragons were blowing fire onto humans who ran in all directions screaming with their children in their arms.

      “What is this?”

      Rickard stood beside her, stroking her hair, but he didn’t reply.

      The screams grew so loud that she had to cover her ears with her hands.

      Blood splattered on Rowen’s face as the Red Dragon dropped Lawson’s body on the ground before her.

      She screamed at the sight of his face. Blood was caked around his mouth from the poison. His eyes were rolled back into his head, and his skin was a pale gray. This was not the Lawson she knew. She wished she could forget that image. It was a cruel sight to see.

      Rickard leaned down and laughed, infuriating her.

      “What is this?”

      Her scream filled the valley as Rowen shot up from her dream-like state.

      Her heart raced and her face was wet with sweat. Her vision cleared and what she saw made her blood run cold.

      Captain Elian Westin knelt down before her, a wicked grin on his face.

      Gavin and Siddhe stood on either side of her, and Feyda and Perdan were gagged and tied with ropes. Siddhe held a dagger in her hand and flashed its steel under the moonlight as she folded her arms across her chest and tapped it against her arm.

      Rowen swallowed. The grins on their faces were almost more terrifying than the prophecy she’d just witnessed. Now, she wished that she hadn’t made the fire bigger. It made them vulnerable and easily traced.

      “What is this?” Elian repeated. His soft chuckle made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. “It’s my lucky day.”
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      What a splendid turn of events. Elian glanced over his shoulder at his prisoners. Feyda, Perdan, and Rowen were bound and gagged next to the crackling fire. He and the others had trailed the trio for days, keeping their distance, buying their time. It seemed that patience did indeed pay off, and now he had his map, his daughter, and two fresh sorcerer souls to consume.

      “What now?” Gavin asked in a whisper.

      Siddhe lifted her dagger. “I can slice Rowen’s hand off and we can carry it with us the rest of the journey to finding the Red Dragon,” she said. “That way, we don’t need to drag her along. I’ll slit their throats and we can be on our way.”

      Gavin’s eyes widened in horror. “Wait a minute. No one said anything about killing her.”

      “What do you care?” Siddhe asked.

      He shrugged. “I don’t,” he muttered. “But, she’s just a girl. A severed hand won’t do us any good once the blood dries. Just get her to bleed on the map and let them go.”

      “We can collect her blood in a vial,” Siddhe pointed out. “Easy.”

      Shaking his head, Gavin sighed. He clasped his hands in front of his face as he tried to reason with Siddhe. “No. It’s not easy.” He raised his brows. “What is wrong with you?”

      Siddhe shrugged.

      Elian weighed both of their plans. Siddhe was right. They didn’t need to waste time dragging her along. But, he wasn’t sure he could kill his own daughter. There was something there that hadn’t been explored and he had a feeling he’d need her.

      “Gavin’s right,” Elian said.

      A smile came to Gavin’s face. “I am?”

      “We will take her with us,” he said. “I’ll kill and suck the souls out of Perdan and Feyda, and we’ll be on our way.”

      “Good idea,” Siddhe said.

      Gavin’s smile dropped. “It is not!”

      “Shut up, Gavin,” Elian said.

      Gavin threw up his hands. “You two are lunatics.”

      Elian could already feel the surge of energy the souls of two sorcerers would give him. Energy was a resource he’d been low on for the past week.

      “Captain,” Gavin said, standing in front of him.  He blocked Elian’s view of the terrified prisoners.

      “Move, Gavin. Or I will have to move you myself. Trust me, you won’t like it if I have to do that.”

      “But, Captain, think about it. They obviously know about the Red Dragon. Right? Perhaps there is something we can learn from them. Say…like who they’re working for, and what they had planned on doing with it once they’d found it. If you kill them, you have no idea who might come after us.”

      “How do you know Feyda isn’t doing this on her own?”

      “Come, now. Do you really believe that? No, I think she’s an agent for someone with enough money and power that we don’t want to anger them. Besides, do you think it’s a coincidence that Rowen is with them?

      Elian paused. He thought about what Gavin said. How could he be so blind? None of this was merely a coincidence. This was all someone’s grand design. Now, he wondered who the Dragon was that rescued Rowen from his ship.

      The crackling of the fire filled the silence as Elian weighed his options.

      He refused to say it again, but Gavin was right.

      “He’s right,” Siddhe said, and they both turned and looked at her as if she’d grown three heads. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Siddhe just proved that miracles do happen.

      He stroked his bead and strode over to Rowen. She looked up at him with terror in her big, gray eyes. Why did she have to have his eyes?

      He pulled her up by her arm and took her away from the others. Once around the corner of the mountain, he removed her gag.

      She opened her mouth and he clamped his hand over it.

      “No use screaming. There isn’t any food for miles, which means there isn’t anyone looking for food. So, save your energy. No one is going to hear you.”

      He removed her hand and she licked her lips. “What do you want? You have your map. Let us go.”

      “I want to know why you were looking for the Red Dragon.”

      “Who says I was?” Rowen asked.

      “Don’t be cheeky with me. Tell me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What is the Red Dragon? Why are you looking for it?”

      Elian growled and yanked her closer. “That is none of your business. I am the one asking the questions. You’re in no position to play this game.”

      “But, Father,” she said, softly. “Tell me what you want me to say, and I’ll say it.”

      He froze at her calling him father. He let her arm go and closed his mouth, swallowing a lump in his throat.

      For a moment, he was taken aback and lost a bit of steam. Calmly, he closed his eyes and breathed in. “How did you meet Feyda?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      His anger resurfaced and he rubbed his temples. Was this what all parents had to deal with? If she wasn’t his daughter, he’d have tortured her for answers. Never in all of his life did he even think of having children. Whenever he was with Nimah, it was all about her. She consumed his life and he was more than willing to give her more. If it wasn’t for her family and their prejudices against humans, he’d still be with her.

      And, he’d be looking at Rowen very differently. He might have even looked at her with love.

      He took her by the arm and brought her back to the fire. He pulled the map from his pocket and held it in front of her face. “Tell me what I want to know. Or, I will let Siddhe here practice her knife skills on your friends.”

      Rowen looked to Feyda and Perdan who both had tears in their eyes and begged her from behind their gags.

      “I don’t know what you want! I don’t know anything,” Rowen insisted.

      Elian forced her to her knees. He had enough of this.

      “Bleed,” he said. “Or they die.”
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      Harrow Hall sat proud and grim at the summit of a tall, grey mountain. Rickard curled his lip at the sight of it as he caught an updraft and allowed it to carry him higher, climbing in lazy spirals.

      Two, small bronze scouting Dragons swooped down to confront him as he neared the courtyard designated for Dragon landings. They jerked their heads upward, giving the traditional territory challenge in Dragon body language. Rickard responded by tilting his body back, using the great sweeps of his wing for lift and balance as he bared his underbelly to them, signaling peaceful intentions.

      They flew to his side and escorted him down to the cold flagstones of the courtyard. He closed his eyes and breathed through the familiar draining sensation of shifting back to human. The bronze dragons shifted back as well.

      “I am come to speak with Her Grace,” Rickard said.

      “How are you to be announced?” one of the guards asked cautiously.

      “As a friend…from Withrae.”

      The two guards exchanged frowns, and Rickard spoke up. “I assure you, I come in peace as a friend to the duchess, and since she is in disgrace with the duke, she can use all the friends she can get.”

      The other guard nodded, suspicion still written on his face. But, he went inside the keep and returned a few minutes later with a minor species of majordomo. The florid-faced, rotund little man seemed all too glad to have any kind of guest to tend to, even one who refused to give his name.

      Rickard fought the urge to grumble as they climbed what felt like a ridiculous number of stairs. Really, couldn’t Nimah have picked a receiving room that was a few floors lower? As if flying all the way up that gods-forsaken mountain wasn’t enough, it was really beyond the pale to make guests trudge all the way up the tallest tower. But then, he thought sardonically, every princess needs her tower.

      The fussy majordomo brought them to a set of double doors. Rickard noticed the paint on them was starting to peel, and the gilt was tarnished. He almost enjoyed the majordomo’s confused announcement of an ‘anonymous’ visitor. The damask curtains were dusty, and the brocade cushions were threadbare. The same could be said for Nimah, Duchess of Harrow. She looked as if she had aged ten years in the three weeks that Rowen had been missing.

      Nimah was too well-trained and well-bred to show any surprise or recognition upon seeing him. She simply dismissed all her attendants and sat still and quiet, waiting for him to make the opening play. He was not one to disappoint.

      “Your Grace,” he said, doing the pretty and bowing low enough to make a mockery of a prince bowing to a duchess.

      To her credit, she played along and simply nodded at him. For a woman banished to the mountains in shame for the crimes of her daughter, she was remarkably dignified.

      “Where is my daughter?”

      Well, that was one way to cut to the chase. It seems that standing up to a husband was too much to ask for, but, being defiant in the face of a prince for the sake of her daughter was nothing at all.

      “Indeed, that is the exact question I came all this distance to ask your Grace,” he drawled, watching for the half-second her eyelids flickered.

      “I swear upon the teeth of my ancestors that I do not know,” Nimah said, the whites of her knuckles showing for the span of a heartbeat as she wrung the handkerchief in her grip. To make a vow upon the Dragon teeth of one’s ancestor was serious enough that Rickard actually believed her.

      The relief he felt was astounding. Rowen was on her way to being well and truly ‘lost.’ The Withraen royal prophecy actually stood a chance of being fulfilled.

      Nimah looked nervous. He was familiar with that flitting gaze of a woman who was afraid of something…or someone. The someone wasn’t hard to guess.

      The duke.

      He was sympathetic, but not patient.

      “What do you know of the Withraen prophecy about the half-blood Dragon?”

      Nimah’s cheeks paled, but she shook her head, hesitant at first, and then with resolve.

      Clever woman. If she did know the prophecy, she chose well to keep it a secret. Any mother would.

      He chose silence as his weapon to force Nimah to speak further, knowing she wanted to deep down inside. If she was going to trust anyone, it should be the Dragon who could restore her favor with Withrae and save her from the duke—the Dragon who could truly protect her daughter.

      Rickard examined her face and smiled. She knew more than she let on. She just wanted to know if he knew the answer.

      Taking a gamble, he clasped his hands and exhaled. “If you knew anything about the prophecy, you’d know that it would take the half-blood and her father to find the Red Dragon. It cannot be done without the other. Do you see what I am saying, Nimah?”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “But, I do not know if Elian knows she is his daughter.” Tears came to her eyes. “He’ll kill her before finding out.”

      “I won’t let that happen.”

      Nimah raised a brow, a tear slipping from the corner of her right eye. “What can you do? You don’t even know where she is.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I have a journal—one where I can communicate with all of my agents around the realm. Cota in Lindenhall. Cook…formerly of Elian’s crew. And, a powerful sorceress named Feyda who I commissioned to take Rowen under her wing and guide her to the territory of the Red Dragon.”

      Nimah’s eyes widened. “You do know where she is!”

      Rickard nodded. “Of course. I wouldn’t be good at what I do if I didn’t. I just wanted to make sure no one else knew. The prophecy will not work if that is so.”

      She ran to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank you, your highness. I cannot thank you enough.”

      He patted her back and stepped away. “I already told you, Nimah. I’ve claimed Rowen.”

      She held tight to his hands, and when he looked at her, he gasped at how her eyes had changed to a silvery-white. Her voice also changed. It seemed to come from faraway.

      “Save Rowen from her father. Do so, and you will save all of Draconia from doom.”

      Swallowing, Rickard waved his hand before Nimah’s eyes. She’d essential spoken the words of the prophecy. But, it didn’t seem like they truly came for her.

      He backed away, toward the door.

      “I will,” he said. “I’ll protect and love her until my dying breath.”
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      Starvation is a terrible way to die. As Rowen walked behind Elian and Siddhe, she realized that blistered feet were a close second. Her stomach screamed for sustenance, and her lips were chapped from dryness and thirst.

      Her life had been in a steady decline since Lawson’s death. A battle between fate’s twisted sense of humor and her knack for being lucky had her torn about about what the world truly wanted from her. Her last prophecy still haunted her, but the agonizing death that seemed to lie ahead terrified her even more.

      She didn’t trust Elian, and so she resisted touching the map. What would happen if she did? She knew he’d kill her. If he no longer had any need for her power, there was no need to keep her alive.

      Elian shared what little provisions he had, but barely. Soon, they would all starve and no one would make it to the Red Dragon. The dusty valley was little more than red rocks, dry orange dirt, and a sky of bright blue. They’d walked for days, and the storms had gradually stopped. Elian kept the map in his hand, and kept looking at it to make sure they were going the right way. Soon, he would need more of Rowen’s blood to show him the exact location of the Red Dragon.

      “What did your mother tell you about me,” Elian said, falling into step beside Rowen. He looked at her with a sense of genuine curiosity, but she wasn’t going to fall for his tricks.

      “Too late for that, Elian,” Rowen grumbled. “If you wanted to be a father, you wouldn’t have left her behind to be tormented and forced into a marriage she didn’t want.”

      Elian’s eyes narrowed. “Forced? She was probably all too happy to join forces with another wealthy family. She married a Duke after all.”

      “And, he made me try to seduce the crown prince to replenish his squandered fortune,” Rowen said, looking ahead. The bitterness of that truth tasted like salt on her tongue. “No one won in that arrangement but him.”

      “So, she’s been miserable all of these years?”

      Rowen nodded. “Thanks to you.”

      He kept quiet, then. She glanced at him and almost felt sorry.

      Almost.

      He’d made them suffer for something no one even seemed to understand. He seemed to be saddened by her words. Was it possible that he loved her mother? If he had, why would he leave her behind? She didn’t speak her thoughts. If he felt badly, he deserved it.

      “Rowen,” he said, stopping to look at the map. He looked up at the mountains and his brows furrowed. “I need you to touch the map and make it tell us where to go next.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t. The new power I have is too unstable. I’ll ruin it and we’ll all be stranded out here.”

      “It’s true,” Feyda said. “Rowen’s power needs time and practice. She’ll burn it up. Mark my words.”

      “Nonsense,” Elian said. “What is this power you speak of?”

      “She can manipulate fire,” Perdan spoke up after days of quiet. Everyone looked to him. “I’ve seen her do it.”

      “She just has to touch it.”

      “But, I thought I had to bleed,” Rowen said. Just standing under the sun in the middle of the Wastelands made her tired. Speaking wasn’t helping. She wanted to just find a spot on the ground, curl up into a ball, and sleep.

      “Just a prick of my dagger. It won’t hurt for more than a few seconds.”

      “Not if I do it,” Siddhe mumbled.

      Rowen sneered at her. The mermaid had done nothing but complain during the past few days. She was literally drying out. Her skin was cracked, her hair looked brittle, and she snapped at them at every chance. She never trusted Siddhe, and feared her even more now. Rowen rubbed the place on her hand where Siddhe had once stabbed her. She knew better than anyone the consequences of Siddhe losing her temper.

      Elian ignored Siddhe, and held a hand out to her, silencing her. “Please, Rowen. You’re not going to be responsible for your friend’s deaths. Are you?”

      “If you kill them, I will never tell you,” Rowen warned between clenched teeth.

      Elian lowered his hands and rolled his eyes. Turning away from her, he spoke in hushed tones to Siddhe. Gavin strode over to them to join the scheming.

      She was disappointed in Gavin. Why did he have to follow them?

      “Don’t listen to him,” Feyda whispered from behind. “Run at the first chance you get.”

      She tensed at those words. If Feyda would risk her and her son’s life to prevent Elian from finding the Red Dragon, the consequences must be dire.

      She licked her lips and grimaced at the pain she felt and the blood she tasted. “Where will I run to?”

      Feyda shot a glance to Elian and the others and nodded toward the mountains. “There are caves in this part. I’ve seen them drawn in ancient texts. Run, hide, and wait for Elian to give up. Or, snatch the map and go after the Red Dragon yourself. Just don’t let him get to it. That amount of power can ruin the world.”

      She searched Feyda’s face. The woman was serious. “How do you know all of this?”

      Feyda made a face. “I know things. Trust me.”

      “I don’t trust anyone,” Rowen muttered under her breath.

      Feyda nudged her. “You’re going to have to trust me. Do you really think our meeting was a coincidence?”

      That got her attention. “What?”

      “My mission was never for the Red Dragon, dear. It was for you,” she said, poking Rowen in the chest.

      “Mission?”

      Feyda pursed her thin lips and nodded. “That’s right. There is someone more powerful and more dangerous than Captain Elian looking out for you from the shadows. Then, you’ll be forced to choose and trust your greatest enemy.”

      “Elian?”

      Feyda snorted. “Aren’t you listening? Elian is no one compared to him. Elian is an old man who is sick and desperate. That does not make him your enemy.”

      Who that could be was a mystery. Why would anyone care to look out for her? She froze. It did make sense, though. Maybe it wasn’t luck that saved her all of those times. Her mind went to the black Dragon. Her eyes widened. Whoever that was, might very well be the person Feyda warned her about.

      “Think of the one person who could have orchestrated this all. Your downfall, your rescue. All of it.”

      She thought long and hard. The only person she could think of was Macana. She gasped. Could it be? Why would she do this? Then again, it could be King Thorne. She wavered. It was hard to focus with the weakness entering her legs.

      Groaning, Rowen closed her eyes against the pain in her stomach. She rubbed her belly and nearly fell over from dizziness. Blurs of color flashed before her eyes as she lost control of her body. She could feel herself falling, but could do nothing to stop it.

      Feyda caught her. Perdan helped.

      “Bring the girl some food! She’s going to die if you don’t,” Perdan shouted.

      Rowen tried to stand, but before she could get a grip on her senses, Siddhe growled and stormed over to her.

      She cried out as Siddhe shoved Feyda away and kicked Perdan in his stomach. “Enough of this!” She grabbed Rowen by the hair, nearly ripping it from her scalp as she dragged her over to Elian.

      Snatching the map from Elian’s hand, Siddhe forced it into Rowen’s, and sliced her across the cheek with her dagger.

      She screamed.

      “Siddhe,” Elian shouted. “Stop!”

      “No, Captain. We’re wasting time being nice,” Siddhe growled and rubbed the blood from Rowen’s face onto the map. “See. This is how you get stuff done.”

      Dumbstruck, Rowen stared at Siddhe with widened eyes and her mouth open.

      She did it again. She cut her and drew blood. Rowen felt the heat rise from her toes, up her body, and to her cheeks. Her breaths came out quick and labored as she tried to control what threatened to burst free.

      Your power is like a river blocked by a damn, Feyda has once said.

      Enough of the abuse. Enough playing the sweet, innocent girl. Enough of it all. With a blood-curdling cry, Rowen raised her hand, with the map and flames shot out of her hand like a flood of hot red and orange.

      Eyes ablaze, she glared at Siddhe, and turned the flames toward her.

      Siddhe gasped and dodged her power.

      The flames wouldn’t stop. She couldn’t stop now. All she wanted was justice and absolution. She wanted Siddhe dead.

      “Rowen!” Elian shouted to her.

      She could barely hear him as she slowly walked to the mermaid who cowered on the ground, her hands raised in surrender.

      “Enough of this! You burnt the map!”

      Rowen glared at him. “You can be next.”

      His jaw dropped and before Rowen could take another step, or say another word, all her power raged and roared, as her head was thrown back and it escaped through her mouth.

      Rowen’s eyes widened as she watched her power turn from flames, to a bright golden light.

      One that lit a trail in the air. A perfect trail. Like the one on the map.
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      Rowen’s heart raced as she looked at the others, and then at the trail she’d mapped out on the air.

      Elian stepped to it, awestruck. “What?” He raked through his hair with his hands and stood there with his mouth ajar. “What did you do?”

      Rowen wiped her hands on her dress and stepped away. While in the midst of using her power, she’d never felt so powerful. So unafraid. So invincible.

      “I don’t know,” she said in a soft voice. Now, she felt exposed.

      Elian looked back at her, and grinned. For a moment, he looked to her like a boy who’d just been given a new toy.

      “This,” he said, pointing to the trail. “Might actually work.” It glittered and glowed before them, leading down the valley and to a mountain.

      She thought of Feyda’s words. Letting Elian get to the Red Dragon was dangerous. It could destroy the world.

      A newfound energy soared inside her veins, and before Elian could do anything, Rowen ran for it. To the trail. For the Red Dragon.

      She pumped her arms and worked her legs as fast as she’d ever run in her life. Not even Blackthorn and his men chasing her could make her run as fast as she did just then.

      Elian ran after her, and to her surprise, he was also fast.

      She took a chance and glanced over her shoulders to see Elian right on her heels. The look on his face was one of a crazed man, bent on outrunning or killing her. She screamed as he raised a hand to her.

      No. She’d seen him do that before. She couldn’t let him release one of his dark shadowy souls on her. So, she skidded to a stop and raised her hands back at him.

      Elian, out of breath, stopped as well. “What are you going to do, Rowen?”

      Rowen shook her head. She wasn’t sure. But, she wasn’t going to let him kill her in the middle of the Wastelands. Not after everything she’d been through. Not when she was that close to finding the Red Dragon from her prophecy.

      “Just stay back,” she yelled at him. Sweat beaded on her forehead and dripped into her eyes. She was ready to fight with all she had left within her.

      Elia cracked a grin and raised both hands. “You don’t know what you’re doing, Rowen. Put your hands down, or I will have to hurt you.”

      “No!”

      “Very well,” he said, and sucked in a long breath—longer than was humanly possible. His chest seemed to expand as he did so and she feared the worst.

      Come on, Rowen. Do something.

      She closed her eyes and breathed in herself. She summoned her power.

      Elian’s cry made her open her eyes. She stumbled back and gasped as a large black Dragon with silver talons scooped Elian off the ground and threw him yards across the desert. Eyes wide, she and the others watched as the black dragon blew a ring of fire around them all.

      “It’s him,” she said to herself as she watched him fly in her direction.

      She stood her ground. Was this her savior? Her arms opened, ready to be taken away, ready to learn of his true identity.

      Hope filled her belly, and a smile came to her face. Tears stung her eyes. Thank the fates for sending him.

      As he flew closer, she was certain he was coming to fly her away.

      Her face drained of color and a scream came from her lips as a giant red dragon flew from the clouds and tackled the black dragon in the air. She covered her mouth as the red Dragon threw the black one into the sky, and blew an intense stream of fire at him.

      Feyda and Perdan ran to her, and the red Dragon noticed. He swept his wings in their way and knocked them to the ground. Then, he blew a ring of fire just around Rowen, blocking her from any chance of escape. She fell to her knees as the heat nearly blinded her vision of the fire that ensued as the black Dragon returned for another shot at the red one.

      They dove and thrashed at each other, drawing blood and causing loud screeches from one another. Her poor black Dragon had his wing nipped and nearly torn in half. He spun and blew fire at it, but the red Dragon was bigger, more powerful, and closed it wings making a fire-proof shield.

      Rowen looked to Elian, who lay on the ground, knocked out. Siddhe and Gavin had run to check on him. They pulled him away by his arms, and did nothing to save Rowen.

      She rubbed her hands together.

      Time to save myself.

      She focused on clearing her head. She breathed in deep and exhaled and all sounds of the battle and the crackling fire around her faded into silence. When she opened her eyes, she tilted her head and searched for the bright energy that controlled the flames. She pulled it toward her, and then sent flames of her own to fight them. Like a dutiful subject, the flames bent to her will, and bowed before her.

      She grinned and bit her bottom lips. It was working. They lowered into the ground, until not a single flame remained. She stood, and raised a hand over her eyes to block the sun’s rays. She peered at the Dragons and saw that they were still in an intense battle.

      If that red Dragon was the Red Dragon, she was in deep trouble.
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      Rowen’s heart soared as the black Dragon threw its body, and all its weight into the red Dragon and knocked it from the sky. She cheered as he took the chance to fly to her. She ran to him, her hands outstretched and ready to be swept away. They were so close, and hope once again returned to tempt her.

      He reached a talon toward her and she increased her speed, when something knocked her to the ground, and dug its sharp talon into her shoulder.

      Rowen screamed and looked back to see the red Dragon lift her from the ground, and fly at such a speed that she could barely keep her eyes open.

      “Let me go!”

      The red Dragon ignored her.

      She looked back as gusts of wind blew at her face. From what she could see, the black Dragon didn’t have a chance at catching up and soon became nothing but a speck in the distance. It flew faster, so fast that she lost all track of where they were.

      “What are you doing? Let me go,” Rowen ordered. She wasn’t even sure if the Dragon heard her over the raging wind. She could barely hear herself.

      To make matters worse, the Dragon flew higher, so high that the air grew thin, and she started to shiver violently at the cold. She couldn’t keep her eyes open as fatigue and weakness took over.

      “Please,” she pleaded one last time. She couldn’t breathe. The air was scarce and it caused her to panic. The sound of her own heartbeat vibrated in her ears. “Please!”

      The Dragon slowed, and she looked down to see a small stone city built in the top of the mountain. She realized that this was where her fire line ended. It glowed below, signaling that this was it.

      The lair of the Red Dragon.

      Her eyes started to flutter closed, but she fought it.

      The Dragon circled around in the sky, and she wondered what he had planned. It was difficult to stay awake, but she used the last of her energy to do so. She had to see what was going to happen. What was coming.

      She screamed as the Dragon opened its claws…and released her.

      Her scream filled her ears and the entire mountain and valleys as she fell. The wind gripped her and pushed her down and she accelerated. To her horror, sharp rocks awaited below.

      This was it. Why did her prophecies never tell her she’d die like this?

      She fought the air, tried to control her screams, but the sheer terror took over and left her devoid of all thoughts. She couldn’t manipulate the air like she did fire, at least not with how terrible she was at focusing at that moment. She could do nothing, but prepare herself for the pain.

      She closed her eyes and wept. She hoped it would at least be quick.

      All thought disappeared, and all Rowen could feel were her instincts and fire filling her veins. Then, there was the pain. She sucked in a breath as her bones started to crack and her body started to bend. She couldn’t even scream through the pain. Was she dying? Had she hit the rocks? She couldn’t tell. All she knew was agony.

      Then, she twisted and flipped in the sky…and opened her eyes as she just skimmed the ground.

      And spread her wings, catching herself.

      Rowen’s eyes popped open, and widened.

      She blinked. “What is this?”

      There was a new range of sight she’d never experienced.

      “Dear fates,” she squealed as she realized that her eyes were huge. She could see for miles, with such clarity that it was overwhelming.

      Her heart raced.

      I’m in Dragon form!

      A rush of shock and excitement filled her as she flew through the sky. Her wings were massive, and beautiful. She craned her neck to get a better look at herself. She swirled in the air, and pearlescent silver aura surrounded her. She was white, with lacy swirls of scarlet decorating her wings.

      She was beautiful.

      She could feel herself smiling. Tears filled her eyes and she shook her head. Finally. Her one dream had come true.

      She was a true Dragon.

      Still, she was exhausted from running, fighting, and flying. So, she flew down to the top of the mountain and landed. Her heart nearly stopped when she realized that the Red Dragon himself had landed and stood right in front of her on his hind legs, watching her with a regal air to him that was rivalled by no king she’d ever met.

      She swallowed. Just as she discovers she can shift into a Dragon, she was going to die.

      She wasn’t going to go down easily. She would fight.

      Except…the Red Dragon didn’t come after her in a rage. Instead, he tilted his giant, beautiful glowing head to the side, blinked, and studied her. Rowen wasn’t sure what to say, or if he’d understand.

      Then, after an excruciating moment, he gently raised his foreclaw to her face and she froze as he touched it.

      He opened his mouth, and in dragontongue, said one word…

      “Beloved?”

      
        Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. The Queen of the Dragons: Book Three of the Dragon-Born Trilogy will be released in May. Stay tuned!
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        Six races. Four realms. One devastating war.

        The survival of the universe rests on the shoulders of one human girl, but can Lilae escape slavery in time to save humanity?
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          An Exclusive Look at Spell Slinger

        

      

    
    
      
        Proper lady by day.

        Evil fighting vigilante by night.

        New York Times & USA Today bestselling author, K.N. Lee presents Spell Slinger, a sci-fi fantasy romance fans are comparing to anime meets epic-fantasy.

        Yara Ortuso always knew she'd follow in her father's footsteps as a Spell Slinger--until her mother sold her off as a concubine to a lord, after a forbidden romance.

        Yara would have served her time as a wife to keep her family safe, but when King Loric sets a decree to abolish magic, she has no choice but to make plans for her escape.

        Her best friend--a crow shifter named Hero is just what she needs. Yara vows to end the reign of murder and tyranny. But when the skeleton key transports Yara to a distant future, she must adapt to this new world. A mysterious prince with his own secret motives might stand between Yara and her quest for vengeance.

        The future is an alluring and mysterious place, where the effects of a world without magic is apparent by the rise in supernatural activity--and King Loric still lives.
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          Spell Slinger Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      FEAR THREATENED TO CRIPPLE YARA as she passed the servants harvesting the grapes of Torrington Orchard.

      It was a cool autumn morning, and yet Yara felt sweat bead on her forehead and in the crease between her bosom.

      “Good morning, my lady,” one of the workers said, bowing her bonnet-covered head.

      She feigned a smile, and yet her heart pounded inside her chest as she hid the blood that stained her bodice by letting her long white hair hang over her narrow shoulders.

      Be brave, Yara thought as she wrung her shaking hands.

      "Hero,” she spoke to the wind. “Please get me out of here. I’m serious this time.”

      Yara broke into a run toward the stables, no longer caring who she vexed by her sudden action. She didn’t have much time. The body would surely be found at any moment.

      The sun warmed her cold cheeks as she looked to the sky.

      Come on, Hero. Hurry.

      She grabbed her long navy skirts into her fists as her feet pounded the stone path that led to the front gate. Soldiers stood guard on either end of the locked gate, their swords secure at the waist.

      A squawking sound came from the distance and Yara snatched off the silver band on her finger—the one that marked her as property of the sheriff—and tossed it into the bushes that lined the road.

      Her heart thumped in her chest as one of the soldiers glanced her way. He narrowed his eyes at her. “Where are you going?”

      She ignored him, keeping her attention fixed on that gate. They’d hang her if she ever got caught, but she had to risk it.

      A royal decree was announced.

      Magic is abolished.

      All Spell Slingers are to be executed.

      Those with magic must go to the capital of Allarya for evaluation.

      Those who resist will be executed.

      There was no way she could stand by and let her father be executed. Life as a concubine was over for Yara. It was time to stop running from her destiny.

      To be a Spell Slinger.

      A grin came to her face, despite the tears that trailed down her cheeks as a tall young man dressed in all black appeared outside of the gate, his pale skin almost translucent as he held a hand out toward her.

      Black hair covered his eyes. Clean shaven, and baby-faced, Hero was her greatest friend, one that would risk his life to save hers.

      She chewed her lip, quickening her pace as she prayed that they would both survive this.

      “Ay,” the guard shouted, drawing his sword. “Stop right now, miss. We don’t want to have to hurt you.”

      Yara ignored them. She had been hurt enough. The bruises on her neck were proof enough.

      At that moment, she needed every bit of concentration to do what she’d been planning for the past few days. She would have served her time in this horrid place for all eternity if they’d have left her family alone.

      The king wanted to abolish magic, and no one could stop him.

      Except Yara.

      She gritted her teeth and with a burst of energy shot outside of her body, a blue aura encircling her as her soul unfused.

      Hero cracked a grin, his eyes narrowing behind strands of black hair. “Good girl,” he whispered, a black mist shooting from his hand and reaching for her like a raging wind.

      The soldiers stumbled backward, having never seen such a display of raw power.

      As if encased in ice, Yara’s entire body went cold as her soul left it behind. Her body was indeed frozen in place as her consciousness rode her soul out of the magic-bonded gate.

      No human, shifter, or sorcerer could exit that gate.

      But, a Meta could.

      Born half sorceress, and half Meta, Yara could do many things that the world had never even heard of.

      As Hero pulled her soul to his open palm, she felt safe and warm, having shed her human form.

      Once through the gate, he tucked her soul into his body and shifted into a crow.

      Soon, Torrington Estate would be far behind them, and Yara would need to create herself a new body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Spell Slinger Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      YARA NEVER EXPECTED TO BE sold off to the county sheriff as his tenth concubine. At twenty-one, she was broken mentally and emotionally, and now without a father.

      Too late.

      This was her entire reason for exposing herself and running away from Torrington Manor. Having heard that King Loric was targeting Spell Slingers, she’d had no choice but to at least try to save her father.

      Tears welled in her eyes as she looked at her father’s body, hanging from the fir tree in front of her family’s mountain cabin.

      At least they didn't burn him.

      She glanced at Hero as he waited up in a tree. His crow form was a blessing when outlawed in seven counties.

      Yara was thankful for such a loyal friend. He’d rescued her and kept her safe while she summoned the energy to recreate her old body. While she fought the fever that came with a new body, he cared for her in his cabin.

      "If you'd have come back just yesterday, you might have caught him before the execution," a familiar voice called from beside her a few feet away.

      Yara wiped her face dry with her sleeve and turned to see Pae standing there, her arms folded across her green dress.

      "I told you our time's running up. I suspect magic will be no more within a few years," she said, her white hair lifting with the crisp fall breeze.

      Though she was fifteen years older than Yara, they could have been twins.

      Silver eyes that matched Yara’s looked her up and down. 

      Though Yara was fully dressed in leather pants tucked into her boots, and a black shirt with a hood that covered her bright hair, she felt naked under her gaze.

      Always had.

      “If you hadn’t of sold me, I could have protected you both.”

      "I did what I had to—to protect the family from you.” Pae looked cross, her eyes narrowed, her hair lifting with a passing breeze. “Where is your husband?"

      "Dead," Yara quipped. “And a concubine is not considered a wife, Pae. So, he wasn’t my husband.”

      Pae tilted her head. Her face paled. "Did you kill him?"

      "I did what I had to."

      "Dear spirits.”

      “He deserved it.”

      “What is wrong with you, Yara? You can’t kill a man for beating you now and again. Especially if he owns you."

      "Of course, you think so,” Yara said. "You beat me plenty whilst I was growing up. And why? Father never raised a hand to you."

      "That's different," Pae said. "I'm your mum. And pain is the only way children learn."

      Frowning, she turned back to her father. Someone had stolen his shoes.

      "Why is he still hanging? I'm grabbing an ax and cutting him down."

      "You do that, and they will use that ax to chop off your head." Pae sighed, her body becoming more and more translucent with each minute.

      Yara stared at her wondering if she ever loved her father. Growing up, they never showed affection for each other. It was as if they were no more than business partners, come together to raise one shy girl with too much power to be allowed around others.

      "You'd best be on your way out of Kempsey. They're determined to abolish magic. That means Spell Slingers everywhere are being strung up.”

      “I’ll leave after I bury him.”

      Pae sighed. “Stubborn girl. Give me a minute, and I’ll help.”

      “Don’t you need to get out of the sun?”

      “I’m fine. I can last a while longer,” Pae said, her voice growing distant as if she’d be carried away by the wind.

      Being a Meta, Pae was a creature of the night. Sometimes Yara thought she’d just used her father for his power, to remain a solid being in the human world—instead of a woman that resembled a ghost more than an actual person.

      They buried Bronson behind the cabin, and Pae even sang a little song from her world for him.

      "Bye, Pae," Yara said, slinging her pack over her shoulders and heading for the paved road that led to the main highway.

      "Yara, wait! Where do you think you're going?"

      "The capital.”

      "Allarya? Why?”

      Yara glanced back at her, fire in her silver eyes. "To kill King Loric. Either come along or leave me be."

      Pae's eyes widened. "Have you gone mad?"

      "No," Yara said, turning to look ahead.

      Allarya was far from their little rural village, but she owed her father revenge. She owed their entire kingdom a chance at a better life.

      "I'm not mad, Mother. I've just gained some courage," she whispered.
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      THE DUSTY ROAD AHEAD WAS a constant reminder of the life Yara was leaving behind. It was also a beacon of hope.

      Yara twisted her long white hair into a bun at the top of her head and yawned. She hadn’t slept in what felt like days. Using so much energy to recreate her body had taken more out of her than she would have liked. She just hoped that there would be no trouble on the road. This new body was weak, and would need a few days to be able to defend itself.

      Knowing that Hero was close by gave her a small measure of relief. Sharing a body was such an intimate experience, and she would forever be bound to Hero because of it. They could summon one another whenever they pleased, and that fact was a source of comfort she’d cherish forever.

      Dark clouds started to roll by. A storm was brewing, and she knew that it brewed for her.

      Watching. Searching. Ready to strike her dead.

      If she could stop King Loric along with his laws and reign of terror, she would be free to live her own life for once. As long as she didn’t get herself killed.

      Death frightened her more than anything.

      Tears streamed down her face as she remembered her father’s last hug. It had been longer than usual, and full of love that she knew he had for her. Neither could have known that it would be the last one that they would share.

      Pae had never hugged Yara in that way, and it was because of her that she’d been sent to a form of slavery most young women in Allarya knew all too well.

      One day, they’d have a choice of who they married and wouldn’t become concubines or slaves. Another reason King Lori needed to be stopped.

      The screeching of a crow stopped Yara in her tracks.

      Hero.

      She wiped her tears with the back of her hand and sniffled.

      “Are you all right, Yara?” He asked her as he landed on the road, and returned to his human form.

      “No,” she said. “I’m really not. I miss him, Hero.”

      His brows furrowed as he walked beside her. “I know. He was the kindest man I’ve ever met. Except Red.”

      Yara tensed at the mention of Red, the gamekeeper of Westerbrook Manor.

      “It’s fine,” she said, sniffling. “I will avenge him.”

      Hero fell into stride with her. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and she wished she could melt into his warmth once again. “We will avenge him. Together. You know I’d do anything for you, don’t you?”

      She glanced at him. He raked his slick black hair out of his face, revealing green eyes that matched the meadows behind her house in the hills. His face was narrow and pointed at the chin, but nice to look at.

      “Of course, I do. I’d do that same for you.”

      His smile warmed her heart. Why couldn’t she smile like that? Happiness was a foreign emotion for Yara.

      “So,” Hero began, looking ahead at the long, winding road. “What is the plan?”

      “We make our way to the castle, and I show Loric what the last Spell Slinger is capable of.”

      Hero nodded. “I’m eager to witness this. But, I fear this world isn’t ready for what you’re capable of. Perhaps we should think of another strategy.”

      “No. This is personal. I want to kill him myself.”

      “Slow down there. I know exactly how you feel, but you’re not a killer.”

      “I killed the sheriff.”

      Hero stopped walking. He took Yara by the arms and turned her to him. “Yes. You protected yourself. If you hadn’t used your power, he would have stolen your precious life.”

      Yara looked away, tears welling in her eyes. She’d never been so afraid in her life. Even growing up with a meta for a mother, with fear of the dark in her heart, she’d never experienced what it felt like to almost die. The sheriff had wrapped his hands around her neck the instant she’d proclaimed that she was leaving, and didn’t let go.

      Until Yara sucked the life from his body with her power.

      She sighed. “I am tired of feeling like this, Hero.”

      He took her face into his hands and gazed into her eyes. “You know, we can escape to another kingdom. We can put all of this behind us.”

      Yara stepped away from him. “No. King Loric has to be stopped. Running isn’t an option.”

      She turned and started back down the road, wiping her tears, and putting on a brave face.

      As she approached the sign that marked the edge of town, she paused.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Yara glanced back at Hero. “Nothing. I was just thinking of Asher. I never got a chance to say goodbye.”

      “Look, Yara. I wasn’t going to tell you, but I thought you should know. It might even cheer you up…if even for a little bit.”

      Yara squinted at him. “Tell me.”

      “Asher’s joining the royal army. He leaves tomorrow. I thought you’d want to say goodbye to one more person. Seeing as we might not ever come back and all…” he said, his voice trailing.

      “Dear spirits,” Yara said, looking down the road. She scratched her chin, torn.

      Westerbrook Manor wasn’t far. She might be able to stop by and see Asher. Truth was, she wasn’t sure if she was strong enough to say goodbye to him—despite their memories together being the only thing that helped her make it through the day.

      “Thank you,” she said and chewed her lip.

      She had to see him. One last time.

      

      Read more from Spell Slinger here!
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