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      FANE

      I didn’t realize my mother was talking to me until there was a very pregnant pause. I glanced up from my pergainsa fruit, sticky in my hands, then stuffed the large fruit in my mouth to keep from having to respond immediately. The red, sticky juice dribbled down my chin.

      My mother scoffed and waited, folding her arms against her chest. “The pickings this year are slim. It’s good you’re young yet. The next few years should yield a much more suitable group of females.”

      Reluctantly, I swallowed and wiped my face with the back of my hand. My mother’s eyes narrowed further. I was pushing my luck. 

      “I … yes,” I managed. When in doubt, agreeing with Mother worked best. My younger brother Xan snorted, but didn’t look up from his plate. Next to him, Tarin happily chewed his meat, barely being out of a drakling himself. Our mother’s claws left light gouges in the table’s wood, and her wings flared with irritation. Bright turquoise scales flashed at us, our father’s colors. Every female draken’s wings filled in with her mate’s colors. Her skirt fell to the ground in colorful patterns, and her breasts were neatly covered with the amount of heavy beaded necklaces she wore. 

      “Just wait until your father—”

      “Until I what?”

      I brightened as my father entered our dining room, taking off his crown and dropping it onto the table with a dull thud. His turquoise scales nearly ran the full length of his body, turning into a darker blue at his waist. My own coloring mostly matched his, though my brothers liked to argue my lower half looked more black and dark blue. He was stern, but a good king. Everyone said so, and I was content to work hard at my lessons so I could be just as good of a king after him. Far, far away in the future.

      Mother made a small trill of happiness that chased away the lingering tension in the room. 

      “Darling! I was just trying to impress upon Fane that he should pay attention to those who decide to compete in the courtship arena each year. It may not be his turn yet, but it wouldn’t hurt him to keep one eye open.”

      Father barely kept from rolling his eyes, heavily falling into his chair next to Mother. “The ambassador from Cantrada is insisting we remain in human form when trading with their merchants. They’re threatening to cease trade otherwise.”

      Mother growled, baring her fangs. “Ignorant,” she huffed.

      I happily allowed our father to distract Mother with news of politics. I shot a look at Gaff, my personal guard. He glanced at my empty plate and gave a slight nod. I shot up from my chair and gave my parents a slight bow. Father waved me away before Mother could protest. Tarin whined and Gaff huffed at him to finish his fruit. 

      I danced away. 

      They built our palace directly on the side of the large mountain in the center of our island, jutting out so that every room had a fantastic view of Lyoness from every angle. I dove through the first open window I saw, spreading my wings wide and ignoring Gaff’s huff of annoyance behind me.

      Being the summer months, the sun would linger in the sky for a few more hours before dusk fell. That meant more time with my mates before Mother stole me for a few hours of history lessons. The kingdom buzzed below me as dinner time was drawing to a close and evening activities began. Workers bundled away and shared leftovers with neighbors. Mothers and draklings tidied the home, and fathers beat the dust from the floor rugs accumulated throughout the day. It only enhanced the reddish clay we used to make our homes by the waning sun. 

      I flared my wings and dove toward the busy market, eagerly looking around for my friends. Amil waved to me from the ground, his brown and red scales allowing him to easily blend into the surrounding architecture. A grin split my lips as I landed roughly and plowed right into him.

      “Hey! Watch it, you big brute! You’re growing too much to keep that up!”

      We tumbled in a ball of wings and claws, coming to rest at the feet of my other best friend, Tammen. He glared at us as we stood, brushing off the dust and still laughing. “How old are you two? There could be females watching! The courtship games start tomorrow!” 

      Amil snickered and elbowed me. Tammen was all about the females lately, which wasn’t uncommon for a draken past one hundred seasons, or twenty years as the humans would say. Amil had reached his majority last human year, and I was close with only four more seasons to go. The Draken Games happened every five years, and were a great entertainment to the kingdom. For seven days, eligible males and females battle to test their compatibility for mateship. It was wildly entertaining. 

      Still, Tammen clearly had aged enough to obsess over finding a mate. I just didn’t see the point yet. I had my whole life to do all of that stuff Mother wanted me to. Why start early? 

      “You should compete then,” I teased him. 

      His eyes narrowed to slits. “Maybe I will.” 

      “The only female watching us right now is Sakala, and she doesn’t count!” Amil butt in, pointing to our right. I turned and caught a flash of white scales and wings as a figure turned on its heel and disappeared around the corner. 

      “She’s obsessed,” Tammen admitted wryly. 

      “I heard the sirens rejected her,” Amil whispered to me. “Though I don’t know why she keeps trying. She is too young. Most sirens are one hundred and thirty seasons or more, and have their children before joining. Must think she has something to prove.”

      I nodded. Our females were renowned for their voice magicks, so much so that they were nicknamed ‘sirens’ by the humans and other magickal creatures on the mainland of Dorea. Along with our specialized wards, they kept our island safe and impenetrable. 

      My chest puffed with pride. “She is just trying to prove she’s better than me. She is still angry from when I beat her in rings last week.” My chin tilted up in arrogance. No one could beat me at rings. Well, Sakala could. But she hadn’t last time. 

      “I had been up all night with my drakling sister. You beat me because I was exhausted.”

      We all turned at the new voice and Sakala burst into our circle, her wings twitching and irritated. I knew she couldn’t resist butting in! A scowl stretched her features, her fangs already out on display. The brown leather skirt around her hips was short, stopping mid-thigh. Her dark hair was long and covered her breasts. They looked different from last season, I couldn’t help but notice. She smelled different.

      I glared at her. Why did she always have to interrupt time with my friends? “If you were so exhausted, why did you accept my challenge?” I teased her. 

      Sakala hissed through her teeth. “As if you would have let me use that excuse. You would have said I was a baby drakling that was too scared to try.” 

      I turned my nose up at that. Maybe I would have. We wouldn’t exactly know now, would we? 

      “What do you want, Sakala?” I rudely demanded, eager to run off and play with my friends. 

      “A rematch,” she calmly stated. “Right here, right now, and in front of the entire market.” 

      I blinked at her. If my mother heard I’d been playing rings in the market, she’d hang me up by my wings. 

      “I knew it. You’re scared!” she cried out loudly enough that several passing drakens turned and looked at us. 

      “He is not!” Amil protested, his hands already bunching into fists. 

      Tammen just looked between all of us, an odd expression on his face. 

      I couldn’t take the smug look on Sakala’s face. We’d been competing against each other since we were draklings, in whatever we could think of: flying, running, rings, and life. It irked me she thought she was equal to me; a draken prince! What I wouldn’t give for her to finally beat her once and for all!

      “I’ll do it,” I hurriedly agreed, before I lost my nerve. Amil looked thrilled, but Tammen rolled his eyes. 

      Her grin only stretched wider. “Excellent. How many?” 

      Oh boy. If I picked a number that was too low, she’d only call me a coward again. If I picked a high number, I was more likely to get caught. My eyes slanted over to Tammen, who sighed dramatically, then held up all his fingers on one hand. 

      “Five,” I responded confidently. 

      Sakala’s muscles tensed, her knees slightly bent. I didn’t hesitate; I shot straight up into the air, pushing her out of the way with my claws. She shrieked in pain and spiraled away, falling back to the ground. I hissed with pleasure and raced up to the first building. 

      Rings was simple. It was a street game where you chose a treehouse—any treehouse—and flew through one window and out another cleanly. The challenge was in dodging any obstacles in your way—from furniture, to food, and even other drakens. And of course, doing it quickly enough that they couldn’t tell who was zooming through their home. 

      My first target was easy: the top floor of a tall home with two windows, one right behind the other. No one even lived there. I zoomed through the building easily. 

      “Two!” I heard Tammen call from the ground. 

      Confused, I whipped around to see Sakala do two buildings back to back. Fury burned in my veins, and I picked the next closest building, regardless of who was in it. I dove. 

      Screams and yells greeted me as I flew straight over a table, complete with dinner and a family who hadn’t quite finished yet. The smell of fish met my nose before I was out the other window and into the open air again. 

      “Three!”

      I didn’t bother to look over at Sakala. I didn’t have time. To catch up, I would have to do something risky. I banked hard in the air, aiming for the next building. It would be tricky with two windows on the corner. I’d have to take an immediate sharp left as soon as I was through the first window. 

      I dove and held my breath. A female screamed somewhere in the room, but I was too busy concentrating on turning hard—HARD! I cried out in pain as my turn wasn’t sharp enough and my right wing banged against the wall. I tumbled out of the window, falling haphazardly as I tried desperately to fly with one good wing. 

      There was no way I’d finish the fifth building. Yet I still tried. 

      I reached out for the last one, grabbing the edge of a window on the second story. Unfortunately, someone else was already there, craning his head out. I crashed into the male draken hard, and both of us tumbled to the ground inside his treehouse. 

      A groan of pain left me. My right wing burned and I couldn’t move it. My chest hurt, and my jaw throbbed. Luckily, we’d dodged out of the way of each other’s spine spikes. 

      “You little—”

      I hobbled away and fell out the window before he could grab me, tumbling to the ground as I tried to break my fall by buffeting my good wing. Bright gold scales met my vision and caught me, lowering me to the ground. Warily, I glanced up, only to be met with the angry glare of Meckar. Gaff was in charge of my brother and me while Meckar kept order in the streets. This was worse than running into my mother. Meckar was mean. And he’d tell my father.

      “Again, little prince?”

      I bristled at being called little. I was almost as tall as he was now! Roughly, two other drakens hauled me to my feet in front of him, mindful of my wings. Tammen and Amil were nowhere to be found. Cowards.

      “I dared him.”

      I did a double-take as Sakala sauntered up to Meckar, her chin up. Meckar narrowed his eyes at her. “The prince will have to answer for his own actions.”

      Sakala shot me a victorious look. “I won anyway.” She stuck her tongue out at me and jumped up into the air. 

      Or tried to. 

      Meckar’s hand shot out and snatched her by her neck, squeezing and forcing her back down onto the ground. “You’re in just as much trouble, female.” 

      Anxiety flipped my stomach. I’d been an idiot, and had no problem being punished. It happened often enough as it was. But Meckar was my father’s enforcer—I didn’t want him doing to Sakala what he often did to me. I hated seeing any other drakens getting punished for anything. I don’t know if it was because I was going to be the king one day, but the responsibility weighed on me at times. Especially now, and especially since it was Sakala.

      “Let her go! I told you it was my idea!” 

      I writhed and fought against the drakens who held me, sticking out my back spikes and flaring my wings and trying to bite and claw. They dropped me in surprise and I leaped at Meckar who dropped Sakala in favor of clamping his arms around me. 

      Sakala didn’t hesitate and bounded away, taking to the air moments later. 

      “Little prince! Stop this at once!”

      I grinned as she got away. It wasn’t because I cared about her; she would hardly be a fair enemy if she was too injured to compete, would she? I was just looking out for my people. It was one thing if I was an idiot and got hurt and in trouble. It was quite another if I caused it for someone else.

      “Should we go after her?” one of the other drakens asked.

      Meckar huffed. “Let her go. She will get hers soon enough.” 

      I frowned at the cryptic remark. They didn’t know her name, and would likely forget about her the moment their shift ended. Hadn’t I saved her?  “What? What does that mean?” 

      Meckar shot a glare at Gaff. “Some use you are. Back up to the castle.”

      Gaff gave an exasperated sigh. “You two have spent your entire lives tearing up the city. It’s about time it finally ends.”

      I kicked despite his grasp, but he only picked me up so that my feet no longer touched the ground. Alarmed at his strength, I went still. “Tell me what you mean! Why is it ending?”

      Gaff laughed. “That female over there? The same one you’ve picked on for years? She has entered the Draken Games.”
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      SAKALA

      My horrible day just kept getting worse. Not only was I being forced to compete in the Draken Games before I wanted to, but I’d also had a run-in with stupid Fane and his stupid friends. At least he’d allowed me to get away, but I knew that was more to save his own skin than mine. 

      Ass. 

      I’d won the game, but I couldn’t prove it if the witnesses had been scared away. He was always cheating like that. 

      “Kala! Kala!”

      The moment I crossed the threshold of our home, my little sister reached for me, her purple eyes alight with joy. I sighed and picked her up, holding her against my hip. Kavni was still a drakling at only four years old, but our mother was busy working with the fighters. She was an expert drill sergeant, and many respected her. When I was born, everyone had expected I would follow in her footsteps. 

      I refused adamantly. I’d seen what my mother’s long absences had done to my sister. My mother wasn’t the one who had to stay up with Kavni when she had nightmares, after all. 

      “You look tired, Kala.” 

      I glanced up as our father entered from the kitchen, a towel over his shoulder. He worked from home as a translator and scholar, working on missives for the king or decoding ancient texts. 

      It made him happy, but he was frequently lost in his own little world as well. Sometimes his mental absence was worse than our mother’s physical absence. 

      I couldn’t complain. I had a good home and a respected family. Even if I didn’t want to become a famed warrior like our mother or wasn’t as smart as our father, I would still have opportunities because of my connections. 

      “I’m fine. Kavni is the one who hasn’t been sleeping,” I complained. Father flinched, and I immediately regretted my choice of words. I hated how guilty they made me feel. 

      “Go to bed early tonight. I will stay up with her if needed,” he insisted. His purple covered his entire body from head to toe instead of shifting to a darker color below the waist like most other drakens. 

      I smiled wearily, not wanting to fight. Father may try, but we both knew he’d end up getting engrossed in another text and completely forget about the existence of any other drakens around him, including Kavni. 

      And me. 

      That was why I had to enter the Draken Games. I couldn’t do this anymore. The sirens had rejected me for the third time, albeit gently, citing my youth and inexperience. I hated their pity. I hated their soft smiles. A female draken had three choices: warrior, siren, or mother. 

      They all seemed like differently constructed cages to me. 

      I wanted to be alone. What would it be like to be only responsible for myself? My fights with Prince Fane were the only times I felt like I was living life on my terms—plus, he was just so fun to rile up. 

      Entering the Draken Games was the shakeup I needed. I didn’t intend on finding a mate. I intended on beating everyone and proving I was just as strong a warrior as my mother and that I could take care of myself. The males weren’t allowed to mate with us unless they beat us first—so I wouldn’t lose. Then my parents and everyone would be forced to acknowledge I was independent and could take care of myself. I wouldn’t be forced to choose between the three futures I didn’t want. 

      After that? Who knew? I’d like to see the continent of Dorea and travel. It was unheard of for an unmated female to be allowed out on her own, though.

      That was why I needed to prove I was the best. 

      Prince Fane was one of the best fighters in the kingdom, thanks to having the best tutors and soldiers available. I knew growing up that if I could hold my own with him, I’d have a fair shot at anyone else. 

      And tomorrow I'll finally have my chance. 

      “Dinner?” I shouted after Father, realizing the sun had almost set. He rummaged around in the cupboards, knocking over pots and pans with clangs and mutters. Sighing, I entered the kitchen. 

      “There’s some bread I got from the market yesterday, and some salted meat and cheese that should still be good,” I pointed out. 

      “Ah, yes, good. Sandwiches,” Father hummed, mostly to himself.

      We assembled them together, and I called in Kavni from our front room. She trotted in happily, then wrinkled her nose when she saw what was on the table. 

      “Sandwiches again? But I thought—”

      “When will Mother be home tonight?” I cut overtop of Kavni, shooting her a glare. She stuck her lip out at me, but sat down without another word of complaint. Her gaze fell to the woven mat in front of her, but eventually snatched a sandwich from the small pile in the center of the table.

      “Who knows? I imagine later than normal, with all the preparations for the courtship games tomorrow,” Father responded, not really interested. Why would he be? 

      I swallowed heavily. “I have a lot of errands to run tomorrow. I’m going to drop Kavni off with Nama and her draklings for some playtime. Then you won’t have to be bothered.” 

      Father glanced up from his sandwich, beaming. “Why, thank you, Sakala; that’s very thoughtful. You’ll make an amazing mate and mother someday.” 

      I should preen at the praise, but I drew inwards, feeling more trapped than ever. 

      “Ok,” I managed, my throat dry. I still caught the day’s heat in the red stone floor, and I closed my eyes as I soaked it in through the scales on my toes. The seasons were changing, and we’d likely have to light the fireplace tonight. If we had any wood. Perhaps I’d have to run out quickly before the market closed to get some. 

      I wondered what it would be like to get my own wood. Lots of drakens lived outside the city in the thicker jungles on the island, but they were mostly unmated males who were unstable and a danger to our younger, unmated females. That’s why we had warriors guard the perimeters. 

      “Do you plan on attending the Draken Games? After all your errands, that is,” Father asked mildly. He was at least trying to show an interest in what I was doing with my life. 

      “I’ll … be there,” I answered, wincing a bit. 

      “Any friends of yours competing? I imagine in a few years it will be your turn,” he offered jovially, absentmindedly eating his sandwich with gusto. 

      There was a big problem with this current line of questioning and my spontaneous decision to enter the Draken Games: my parents did not know. 

      “Er … I think Kebba is entering.” I mumbled, referring to our next-door neighbor’s daughter, two handfuls of seasons older than me. 

      “I wanna go!” Kavni screeched from her spot on the bench. I groaned as I took in the deconstructed sandwich debris all around her. I’d just cleaned the floor this morning.

      I’d registered for the Draken Games this afternoon, just before the deadline. I hoped that by waiting, word wouldn’t reach my father or mother quickly enough for them to interfere. Not that they could; any unmated female could sign up. I was young, but still of the proper age. There was nothing they could technically do to stop me. The blood magick would compel me in the contract; one drop of my blood mixed in to seal my commitment. No one could stop me. 

      That didn’t mean it wouldn’t be explosive when they found out. 

      Father was engrossed in another book as he ate his sandwich, absentmindedly picking up the remnants and disappearing back into his study, book still in hand. I sighed at the mess on the table and just cleaned it up. 

      “Kala! Kala!” Kavni screeched happily, throwing a piece of crust across the table and hitting me in the forehead. “I want to go flying!”

      I sighed at the same request she pitched at me every day, the same answer already on my lips. “You know you can’t fly without an adult draken around who’s met their majority. I don’t qualify yet.”

      Soon, though.

      “Not a draken if I can’t fly!” my sister wailed, acting as though I’d just threatened to hack her wings off.

      I tutted, exasperated. “Don’t be ridiculous. Would a human be a draken if they suddenly sprouted wings and flew away?”

      Kavni stopped her tantrum before it began, her little face scrunching up in disgust before a delighted laugh left her. “No! Wings don’t make a human a draken!’

      I smiled as she proved my point. “Just so. Wings don’t make the draken either; not fully. Our intelligence, our bloodmagicks, and our community make us who we are.”

      Kavni rolled her eyes at the boring, recited response.

      I sensed I was quickly losing her. “Right. Let’s get you occupied first.” 

      I cleaned up Kavni and wiped her face, setting her down and carrying her to the front room and giving her a toy. 

      As I cleaned up the crumbs and put away the few extras, I made a list in my head of things I needed to get from the market before the games tomorrow. The games were sometimes a week-long commitment; I had to ensure there’d be supplies and food in the house to last the long. Mother was always working, and I don’t think it ever occurred to our father that venturing out of the house once in a while might be necessary for survival. 

      Wood to burn. Fresh meat. More bread. Cheese, milk, fresh water for baths, and maybe vegetables and fruits. If I cut up a bunch, then everyone can munch on salads for a few days.

      My eyes were heavy, and I yawned, but there was still much to be done. I cursed as darkness settled over the town, and I darted straight out the kitchen window, bypassing the front door and snatching up my satchel on the way out. It was vulgar to fly out of windows, but if I missed the market, Kavni and Father wouldn’t eat. Mother usually ate at the palace. 

      My wings stayed tight to my back as I angled down and shot down the path, gliding as far down the street as possible until I landed and skidded down the dusty path. Older drakens huffed and grumbled at me, but I ignored them and ran toward the market. 

      What I’d told Kavni about our wings was the same canned response I heard from Dad over and over again. Not that I didn’t doubt its truth, I just disagreed slightly.

      Wings were freedom. Wings were everything.

      Flying let me escape from my responsibilities and woes. It kept me sane and grounded and at least gave me a tiny sliver of control in my life. Sure all that other stuff about traditions and community was true, but I didn’t really have much of a community. I hadn’t been accepted to a trade or a guild yet, and wasn’t too keen to enter motherhood just yet.

      I wasn’t where that left me. If I had lost my wings, I lost the one part of my life I had figured out. Then where would I be?

      “Don’t be closed. Don’t be closed. Don’t be closed.” 

      I skidded in front of a market stall, the cloth already pulled down over the stall for the evening. 

      “Tekka! TEKKA!”

      “Shout a little louder, why don’t you? Why do you always show up the moment I close shop?”

      My shoulders slumped in relief as Tekka threw the cloth back over, scowling good-naturedly at me. She was one of the few female drakens close to my age, and we were friendly, but I wouldn’t call us good friends. Unlike me, she was happy to be mated and become a mother to as many crying draklings as possible. The very thought of having anyone else to care for made me cringe. 

      “Hurry then. How much and what?” she huffed, but her smile gave away her pleasure at seeing me. At least someone was happy to have me around besides Kavni.

      “Uh … the usual staples. I’m going to be gone most of the week, so I need to make sure everyone is set up.” 

      Tekka’s jaw dropped, her white scales flashing in the dimming light. “You are not?” she gasped out. 

      I put a hand over her mouth, then withdrew it as she snapped her fangs at me. “Yell it a little louder so my parents find out, why don’t you?” I bared my own teeth. 

      “You didn’t,” she remarked again, her hands over her mouth in shock, but her voice at least a whisper. 

      Indignation flared through me. Was it really such a shocking thought to have me entering the games? “I did. Now, will you sell me what I need, or should I go somewhere else?”

      Her wings puffed up with irritation. “You gonna actually pay me?” 

      All my fight deflated, like a pufferfish that had been stabbed with a dagger. “Er, well, you see …”

      “Sakala. Your mother needs to know. I’m sure she’d release more of her palace funds if she knew.” 

      I cringed. The last thing I needed was my mother finding out that my father didn’t actually work or sell anything during the day…. The only reason he was supposed to be at home was to work as a transcriber copying documents for ceremonies or events or doing paid research for any other drakens needing help designing their next blood magick ritual. 

      Instead, he spent all day reading and dozing. 

      “You know I’ll pay you. I’m about to get a lot of money soon and—”

      “From the Draken Games? You think you can win? Are you sure you’re not just still hurting from the sirens rejecting you?” Her voice rose an entire octave, and a few lingering shoppers turned their heads at us. 

      “Shut it!” I took a deep breath, willing myself to remain calm. The barb about the sirens stung. “Just … you know I always get you what you need. Do you want another ring or necklace? You liked the last one I made for you. Or I could tutor you again. I got the highest score on my last blood magick test. If you just—”

      Tekka held up a hand, and I fell silent, embarrassed. She sighed. “We’ll figure something out.” She rummaged in her stall and started wrapping things for me, shaking her head the entire time. Awkward silence descended between us, tense and foreboding. Unable to stand it, I baited her with a topic I knew she couldn’t refuse. 

      “H-how’s the betrothal going? Fesso, right?” 

      As if the entire island didn’t know. Being an insular society meant everyone constantly knew everyone else’s business. But like I expected, Tekka’s face lit up like a torch as she set down one package for me, and then went to work on the next. 

      “Oh! Yes! He’s fantastic. He’s the strongest male wanting to mate this season, but he’s agreed to the betrothal. I’m so lucky. He could easily compete in the Draken Games and have his choice of eligible females, but he’s happy to agree to a betrothal instead. Do you know he’s the youngest draken to have completed over fifty blood magick rituals already?”

      Of course I knew. Everyone knew. Draken youths weren’t allowed to complete any blood rituals on their own until they reached their majority, but Fesso was special. As the son of a blood magick Elder, they had given him special permission to start eight seasons ago.

      “He’s taking me to the opening ceremony of the games,” Tekka confessed. Her face fell. “I guess I’ll see you there.” 

      I hefted up the packages and tucked them away in my satchel. “Yeah, I guess you will.” 

      I moved to go, but she stopped me with a hand on my upper arm. “Sakala. Why do you have to be so stubborn about everything? Not everyone is out to get you. You don’t have to prove yourself. It’s not like they’ve clamped your wings or anything.”

      Anger burst into bloom under my skin, but I tamped it down. Tekka meant well, and she was helping to keep my family fed in trade, without her parents (who owned the shop) knowing about it. 

      “Not everyone is thrilled with a future of popping out draklings for Mr. Muscles and his blood,” I remarked wryly. “Some of us just want … freedom.”

      Her delicate features twisted in confusion. “Freedom from what? You are free.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Thanks again.” I lifted the satchel. “Let me know if any of your younger brothers need tutoring. I’ll do it for them.” 

      She sighed, nodding but smiling sadly. I ignored her pity. I didn’t want it, and I didn’t need it. 

      The walk back home took forever, each step weighing me down more than the last.
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      FANE

      I was up before the sun, which was a rare occurrence indeed. I couldn’t help it. My insides were squirming, and I did not know why. My mind had been spinning constantly ever since Meckar said Sakala had entered the Draken Games. 

      Why should I care? I should be relieved she would finally be out of my scales and some other draken’s problem. Never again would I have to put up with her taunts or have to compete against her to prove who was the faster, more agile, stronger draken. 

      And yet, the thought didn’t fill me with relief. It felt like a death sentence. 

      Being mated wouldn’t stop Sakala—it would simply give her an excuse not to compete anymore. She’d simply claim she had always been the better draken. I couldn’t let her do that. I had to beat her once and for all in front of the entire kingdom. Only then could our lifelong feud finally get settled. 

      My anxiety eased, and the ball of tension in my chest relaxed. Yes, this is what I would do. My parents would never let me, though. When I officially entered the Draken Games, there was supposed to be pomp and circumstance, and a big ceremony. 

      I didn’t want any of it; I just wanted to beat Sakala. 

      “Ready for the day?” Gaff strode into my room without knocking, like always, already wearing his ceremonial armor. The royal family always had a small processional down to the games together, right before the game. Gaff’s red and gold armor blended almost seamlessly into his red and gold scales. Beside him was my uncle, Velhem. His red and purple differed from my father’s turquoise coloring, but there was no mistaking the familiar glare in his eyes and disappointed tilt of his lips. 

      “The armor seems a bit much,” I commented to Gaff like I did every time I saw him all dressed up. It wasn’t practical for fighting, either, but no one was going to attack the royal family. The guards were mostly babysitters. The only true danger usually came from myself or my friends. 

      “Hard as hell to move in,” Gaff grumbled, slumping into a chair and picking up a fresh pergainsa fruit from the small bowl on my table and taking a large bite. He slapped my hand away when I reached for one, and I pouted. I wasn’t allowed to do anything fun. 

      “Well, I’m going to head down to breakfast. Help yourself,” I said cheerfully, wiggling my way into a fresh pair of pants. If Father gave in to the human demands for us to wear shirts, I’d riot. Or just rip the shirts. Shirts were awful, constricting things. Drakens wore little to no clothing at all, because we were free.

      Velhem huffed. “Where are you going? You need your ceremonial wares, and—”

      “After I eat!” I called over my shoulder, my wings flaring to keep my balance as I raced down the spiral stairs. If Gaff thought I was at breakfast with my family, and my family thought I was still abed, I had a rare quarter of an hour to put my plan into motion. 

      I darted down a side corridor that dumped out toward the gardens in the back. Just as I thought, they were deserted. Everyone was busy getting ready for the processional, and they put aside the usual daily tasks for now. 

      The timing was perfect. Until it wasn’t.

      “Fane?! What are you doing?”

      I winced and flared my wings, coming to an abrupt halt as my mother blocked the hallway. Her hand moved to automatically pinch my left wing tip, and I hunkered in on myself, ashamed at being caught.

      “Nothing. I–” My mouth snapped shut at the look on her face, and I stared at the ground, chastened.

      “Is this what I think it is?” Her voice was soft, so I chanced a look up. One eyebrow raised at me, the corner of her lip lifted into a half smile. My mother was the fun and spunk to my father’s rigidity. She balanced the crown. Perhaps I could tell her. “You’re going to the games, aren’t you?”

      Damn.

      I flashed her my most winning grin, and she tightened her grip on my wings. I winced.

      “Well, your father will be furious later. I do love him in a good snit.” Her eyes went unfocused and I hurriedly plugged my nose, not wanting to scent my own mother’s arousal. Gross!

      She released me at seeing my dramatic, puffed cheeks, waving me away with a scowl. “On your own head, be it. I was never here. You face whatever consequences come like the prince you are.”

      I gave her a salute with my abused wing tip and took off. I raced out the back archway and doubled back toward the front of the palace. I moved quickly and confidently, walking down the long hill with the countless other drakens heading toward the arena near the shore. The closer I got, the more the crowd swelled and thickened. We were all headed to the Draken Games. 

      The arena was built out of sandstone and red clay, reinforced by blood magick with the help of the earth witches when we had our first and only alliance hundreds of years ago. Small, makeshift stalls popped up here and there along the way, taken from the marketplace and forced into place so the merchants might sell their wares to the growing crowds. The smell of meat reminded me I hadn’t had a proper breakfast, but I ignored it. I always fought better on an empty stomach, anyway. 

      Other drakens shouted that favors were available, as well as parchments detailing the known contestants and their families. It tempted me to stop for some sugared goat’s milk, but I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. 

      The stadium sat along the edge of the western shore of the island where the beaches were sloped and forgiving. This was unlike the eastern side of the island, which was full of rocky cliffs. Most of the crowd veered off left, toward the spectator’s entrance. I made my way over to the far right where a small retinue of guards were registering combatants and keeping the males and females separated until it was time to start. 

      I puffed out my chest and walked up to the table. 

      And bumped into Velhem. 

      “Fane? What are you … no! Absolutely not. You cannot tell me your parents approve of this.” He glared at me from behind the table, his thick arms barely able to cross over his chest.

      I sniffed, unimpressed. “I am of age even if I haven’t reached my majority yet. You cannot bar me.” 

      The eyes of the other draken guards kept darting between us. Their ceremonial armor glinted in the morning sun, and an idea flashed before my eyes as bright as my reflection in their shields. 

      Velhem’s eyes narrowed. “You will stay here until I speak with Gaff. You will—”

      I pumped my wings hard and took off, flying over the heads of the guards and the table, and zoomed over the stadium walls. Their armor proved too cumbersome. They weren’t able to act fast enough, let alone fly well with all the extra weight. 

      My laugh echoed off the walls as I dove into the stadium, spying Tammen in the group of males gathered to compete on the concourse. He scowled at me as I dropped in next to him, all the other males giving me side eyes. 

      “What are you doing here?” Tammen hissed at me. 

      “Competing,” I answered flippantly, standing straight and puffing out my chest to appear as large as some of the other drakens. 

      Tammen growled in his chest. “This better not have anything to do with Sakala, because—” 

      “Contestants, please hold out your left palms. The overseer will come by and mark your hands, triggering the blood pact. Please note this is your last chance to turn back. After being cut, you will be compelled to compete through the entire games until you have chosen a mate; one has chosen you; you are defeated through unconsciousness or too injured to continue; or you are the last male left standing.”

      The group of males all parted down the middle to reveal the draken who’d spoken, a tall, black-scaled male with flecks of gold coloring. Next to him was Elder Wryryn, sharing the same black scales tinged silver. Elder Wryryn’s hair was pure white, his eyes opaque with age. 

      We all went silent seeing him, captivated by his presence. Something about an Elder always brought us to our full attention. It was as though they harnessed the magick of the world in their veins, and something deep within us recognized that and bowed to it. 

      Tammen gave me a final glare, but said nothing else as we all held our hands out. Elder Wryryn slowly made his way down the row, not needing to look to know to strike as his claws moved faster than our eyes could follow. Most drakens didn’t flinch as the Elder’s claws ripped open a small patch of skin on their wrists. Some winced slightly, but everyone let the blood flow down their arms and let it drip onto the ground. 

      Next to me, Tammen tensed as the Elder drew near, and with a flash of black it was done; Tammen’s blue-black blood welled as he bit his lip in pain. 

      Elder Wryryn paused before me. He hadn’t paused in front of anyone else. Panic flared in my chest; would he have me taken out? Did he know who I was and that I wasn’t supposed to be here? 

      My fears were for naught. Elder Wryryn smirked, then used his whole hand as his claws closed around my entire wrist. I cried out as his claws opened up my entire wrist, blood covering my whole hand as I fell to my knees in agony. 

      “You don’t deserve her, boy, not yet.” It was muttered in my ear so softly I barely heard it. Before I could take my next breath, he’d moved on, finishing up the rest of the marks. 

      “Move! Make way! We are looking for Prince—”

      I could only look up and gawp as Velhem and two other guards pushed their way through the competitors, stopping short when they saw me on the ground, covered in blood. “Get him up and back to the palace at once!” Velhem ordered. 

      “He will not.” Elder Wryryn’s voice was soft, but not weak. “I have marked him already. Removing him before the completion of the games would kill him.” 

      Velhem’s jaw dropped, his hands balling into fists at his side. I tried not to look too pleased with myself, but it was difficult while I kept bleeding out on the ground. Wryryn must have opened up several veins.…

      “Bandage yourselves and prepare. We begin in one hour.”

      Velhem swore and with a hand gesture, he dismissed the other two guards. The rest of the contestants scattered as he picked me up in his arms and stormed off, ducking into one of the small side rooms. I struggled, not wanting to appear weak and babied in front of the other contestants.

      “Stop it! You’re a stupid little idiot, but I’ll get in even more trouble if you bleed out or embarrass yourself in the games, so sit down and shut up.” 

      As if I had much of a choice to do anything else. My head felt fuzzy, and the world blurry. I jerked at a heavy ripping sound, but it was Velhem destroying the canvas window covering. I winced as he tightly bound my wrist with the material, tying it much more tightly than I thought was necessary. 

      “You’re trouble is what you are. Next time give me a warning. I would have helped you.” 

      I made a sound of disbelief in the back of my throat. 

      “It’s the female with the purple eyes, isn’t it? It’s obvious to anyone who’s spent five seconds around you. Just do her and me a favor: keep your head down, don’t pick fights, only defend yourself in the beginning, and whatever you do, do not let anyone know you’re after her. Got it?” 

      I blinked at him. “You’re really mad at me.”

      The roar of the crowd stopped whatever he’d been about to say next. He swore under his breath, and pushed me out the door, unbuckling his belt as he went. 

      “Here. I can’t believe you thought to go into this unprepared. I will always help you. Ask.” 

      Velhem kneeled in front of me and strapped his own weapons onto my waist, cinching the belt tight. “There are two daggers to your right, throwing stars on the left. My favorite weapon is dead center. You remember how it works?” 

      I’d only seen him use it a few times in training, but I knew. I nodded. 

      “All right. Go … get her, I guess.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him it wasn’t like that—that I simply wanted to beat her, not mate her. I didn’t get a chance as the black-scaled draken appeared before us, a frown on his face. “You’re about to be late. Get out there with the others.”

      Velhem grabbed my shoulder as if to stop me, then held back, only giving me a firm pat before letting go. “I must return to your parents. They’ll know you’re gone by now.”

      The cold, clenching dread that wrenched my gut had nothing to do with the competition. 

      “Wyrren! Is that the last one?” 

      The black-scaled draken pushed me forward, toward the group of thirty male drakens clustered at the tunnel into the stadium.

      “Your father needs you then.”

      Wyrren paused and looked back at Wryryn. Oh, Elder Wryryn was his father. A final push and I was in the tunnel with all the others.

      My mouth went dry as it finally hit me. I was doing this. I was going to fight with drakens twice my size and much older than me. 

      For Sakala? 

      No, it wasn’t for her. It was to prove that I … that I … that I what?

      Guards closed in around us, subtly pushing us forward. 

      “Let the games begin!”
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      SAKALA

      I was so nervous that I kept my hands balled into fists to stop them from shaking. For the twentieth time, I checked that my knives were in place around the thin belt I wore. I’d braided my hair back tightly against my scalp so that it couldn’t be used against me in a fight. I’d painstakingly sharpened my claws on my hands and feet late into the night, in case they stripped my belt and weapons from me. 

      As they likely would be. 

      My stomach flipped uneasily, but I willed myself to keep everything down. I would need the strength for the fight, and the games could go on for an entire week, depending on how fierce the fighting was. I didn’t know when my next meal would be. 

      “Females! Over here!”

      I blanched and shoved myself into the very middle of the group as my mother’s voice drifted over all of us. Since when was she involved with running the games?! Usually she was security for the royal family! I kept my head down even as the other females around me hissed and spat as I shoved my way between them. 

      They didn’t matter.

      All I had to do was stay undiscovered until they marked me—then there was nothing anyone could do to stop me. Most of the other females were older and taller than me. They were built with more muscles. They’d likely been training all year for this. 

      For what felt like the hundredth time today, I asked myself if this was truly a good idea. You’ve gone up against Prince Fane your entire life. He’s considered one of the best, despite his youth, and you’re faster than him, more agile. You don’t need to be the strongest or biggest to win.

      I took a breath in and held it, then relaxed it. 

      “Line up for the marking. Palms out.”

      Everyone around me scattered, making two straight lines that faced each other. I shoved myself next to a female with perfectly curled blonde hair on my left. I couldn’t help but think how easy it would be to incapacitate her by pulling on it. To my right was a thick, muscled female with short, cropped, brown hair. 

      My mother started at the beginning of the line, quickly nicking each female on the palm with her knife. 

      Oh, fuck me. Of course my own mother would be doing the marking.

      There were only two females in front of me when a guard ran up to her, urgently whispering something in her ear. My mother’s eyes widened dramatically, and she whirled around on him. “Are you serious? Gaff had one job, and—”

      She cut herself off furiously, realizing we were all watching and listening to her with rapt attention. With a shake of her head, she composed herself, then shot us all a sickly sweet grin. “Congratulations, ladies. Prince Fane has seen fit to enter himself into the Draken Games this year.”

      My lips parted in shock as rage filled my veins. Couldn’t that flying ass with wings let me have one goddamn thing in life? I should have expected he’d find some way to ruin this as well; sabotaging my life seemed to be a special talent of his. 

      My teeth gnashed in frustration, cutting my bottom lip. I welcomed the sting of pain as a distraction. I couldn’t let this deter me. I had to focus. His presence meant nothing.

      Turning on her heel, my mother dismissed the guard and savagely swiped her blade across the palm of the blonde next to me. The female gave a whimper of distress at the amount of force used but didn’t resist. 

      “Rhyfel, stop blubbering,” grumbled a female draken who stood  behind me.

      Then my mother was in front of me, her violet eyes boring into my own. I stared right back, holding out my palm. 

      Her head tilted to the side in a silent question. Without words, I could clearly hear what she was asking in my head. 

      Are you sure? Now that the sirens have rejected you, you’re not just blindly throwing yourself into the next thing, are you?

      I hated living on a small island where everyone knew everyone else’s business. I lifted my palm higher. 

      The knife came down, stabbing into the fleshy meat of my palm. I refused to wince or show any discomfort. Indigo blood welled in my hand, dripping around my wrist and onto the ground. The blood magick pooled around me, filling me with purpose and grounding me to the games. I let out a contented sigh. 

      Mother scowled at me and moved on. For once, her disapproval meant nothing to me. I’d never felt blood magick before, but it hummed warmly under my veins as the enchantment took hold, ensuring all of us would compete until we were mated or defeated in combat. 

      I wanted more. 

      “Move forward into the stadium. They will release the males once we are ready to start. If you find yourself being mated against your will, let out a distress call. Someone will separate you immediately. If we hear no distress call, consent is assumed. Males may not choke or otherwise restrain you from letting out a distress call. Any male doing so is immediately expelled and barred from the games. Once you let out a distress call, it will also remove you from the games. You know coming into this what the risks are. We will break the blood enchantment upon dismissal.” 

      Mother stormed back through the ranks, disappearing down the tunnel. A few mated guards appeared, gently ushering us toward the tunnel and the open daylight of the stadium. I took a deep breath, trying to normalize my racing heart. 

      All around me were varying expressions. Some females looked determined and ready. Others looked just as unsure and nervous as I was. There were even a few who were grinning, clearly looking forward to the chance to prove themselves. I needed to be more like them. 

      Wait. 

      I took a moment to study my competition; truly study them. The females I noticed first were the ones swaggering around with puffed-out chests and confident smiles. They would be the ones to catch the eyes of the males first. I wanted to prove myself, but it would be foolish not to use every advantage I could. If I was smart, I would let the confident ones go first, and take the brunt of the fresh attacks on the males. 

      Next would be the females who were less confident, but still prepared. They would enter in a second wave, hoping to deal with males who hoped for less feisty prey. Though to be fair, draken instincts wouldn’t direct a male to go after a small, terrified female unless they were the worst kind of draken. In which case, any female could let out a distress call and be plucked from the games. After all, the purpose was to test compatibility with each other; females wanted strong males, and males wanted strong females. Otherwise, the draklings wouldn’t be strong. 

      To play it safe, I would stay lost in the crowd, small and quiet. Once the initial dust cleared, then I would reevaluate my plans. 

      “Welcome to the four hundred and thirty-fourth Draken Games! The females have taken the field, and they will release the males!”

      A blast of trumpets heralded the entrance of the royal family. I wondered what stupid look would be on Fane’s face when he realized I was competing. Gods above, I hated him. 

      A second blast sounded, showing the males were entering through the tunnels. Some females scattered, and the confident ones stayed in the middle, claws and fangs out. I scampered along the edge of the arena, pressing my back up against the stone walls and using the shadows to cover my white, shining scales. Other females flashed them proudly, taunting the males. 

      The crowd and the males roared together as they entered the stadium, a riotous sea of color flooding the iridescent sea of white-scaled females. A small group of males and females clashed immediately in the middle, the roaring from the crowd and the combatants so loud it was just a cacophony of noise. Another group of males broke up and went for the smaller groups of females, the ones who looked more unsure and thought there’d be greater safety in numbers. I watched one heavily muscled draken sweep his arm at a female nearly as tall as him. She turned and bit down on his forearm, tearing out a chunk. 

      He screamed at her, then backhanded her so hard that she went down, unconscious. The guards dropped into the stadium faster than I could blink, removing the downed female from the ring and dragging the male away. 

      A gut-wrenching distress call set every nerve in my body on fire, and drew every eye to the middle of the field. One female stretched out on the ground, a wiry male with his hands twisting her wings. I winced in sympathy. It wasn’t against the rules per se, but it was a dirty play. Our wings were the most sensitive part of our body. Purposefully going after another draken’s wings (male or female) was a punishable crime. 

      Unless in the Draken Games, apparently. 

      The female screamed again, and the male roared in fury as the guards separated and carted both of them off the field. Even though the males were warned that eliciting a distress call from a female would result in disqualification, it was clear that instincts were overriding common sense.

      Fighting resumed everywhere, and it was a challenge for me to remain still. If I moved, I’d stick out that much more quickly. I had to wait out this first violent wave, then I could cautiously move forward. 

      “I see you.”

      I jerked as a slight male, a hair shorter than I am, slinked near my hiding spot, his navy-blue coloring allowing him to blend almost seamlessly into the shadows. I withdrew a knife and waited, eyes narrowing at him. If he pounced or made a sudden movement, I’d stab him. 

      “Here, girly-girly. We don’t have to fight. I can see how afraid you are. Just submit, and I’ll bring you home.” 

      My skin crawled as revulsion twisted my stomach. Don’t give away your intentions. That was one reason I could keep up with Fane when fighting; he could never hide his emotions. 

      I could. 

      The idiot must have thought me docile as he came close enough to reach one arm out toward me. I waited until his claws barely brushed my skin and then I leaped, stabbing into his belly as hard as I could. 

      His piercing scream was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever heard. He twisted in agony around the knife, which I immediately removed and re-sheathed. As fun as that had been, I hoped his panicked, babied cries hadn’t drawn too much attention to me. I didn’t look back as I kept to the curved wall of the stadium, leaving him bleeding behind me. 

      A quick glance showed me the fighting was too intense; no one had heard his cries among all the screams. Lucky for me. 

      A trio of males saw me moving and changed course, heading directly for me. I growled and grit my teeth, darting away from the wall and straight toward a large group of fighting females, all heavily armed and muscled. I darted right through the middle of them, narrowly avoiding colliding with anyone. 

      The cries of pain behind me confirmed that my idea worked; the males had followed right into the larger group of females and were now engaged in combat. I dove toward the next group of females I saw, realizing I couldn’t be alone now that I was out in the open. I found a group of four nervous females and joined them. 

      “Go for the eyes or dick,” one was saying, her eyes the color of the sea. “Don’t hesitate. Don’t get caught unless you want to get caught, you know?”

      “What if I don’t like any of them?” a younger female cried out. Her brown hair was curly and she looked lost and adrift. She had to have only just barely qualified for the games based on her age. 

      “Then you shouldn’t be here!” the first one replied nastily, spinning a throwing star expertly between her fingers. The young one cried, reminding me of my younger sister.

      I protectively put an arm around her shoulders. “Come on now; it’s all right. Do you have a weapon on you?” 

      She sniffed heavily and nodded, drawing out a dagger so long it was more of a sword for her small body. 

      “Great,” I reassured her. “Just use it. And remember, if you get too scared, just let out a distress cry. The guards will come get you out. No one here can hurt you against your will.” 

      The female with the blue-green eyes scoffed, and another female with red hair rolled her eyes. A loud commotion drew their attention to the south end of the stadium, and I used the distraction to slip away, silently wishing the young one good luck. She’d need it. 

      “I can’t believe he is here! The—”

      I didn’t hear what the red-head said as I ducked into a new group of two females, standing over an unconscious male like he was their prize kill. 

      “Idiot. Never go for the hair. It’s so cliché.” 

      I kept going, darting from group to group and putting distance between me and whatever was happening in the southern portion of the stadium. The shouting and murmuring from the crowd grew stronger, but I heard no more distress calls. What was going on down there? I stopped moving and stood still, craning my neck around to look. 

      WHUMPF. 

      It felt like someone had hit me with a mountain. All the air was knocked out of me as I went down hard, landing on my side like a sack of rocks. A tearing sound filled my ears and my weapon belt went flying, leaving me with only my teeth and claws. 

      Not that I could use them, as stunned as I was. 

      Breathe! Move!

      I forced air into my lungs and my body to move, rolling out of the way as the male lunged for me. He hit the dirt hard, literally. 

      “Hey! Get back here!” 

      He spit dirt and rocks out of his mouth, cursing me and twisting around. My claws scrabbled in the loose sand for purchase, and he’d flung my weapons belt far away. I could either try to dive toward my weapons, or make a clean getaway. 

      Another male snatched up my weapons belt, smirking at me and tossing it into the stands. Fury burned in my veins, my hands closing into fists at my side. It had taken me three weeks of tutoring an absolute dunderhead on blood magick to earn everything in that belt.

      Well, at least that made the choice easier. 

      I bolted, heading toward the center of the arena. My sudden movement drew attention, and when I looked behind me, four more males were giving chase. I couldn’t tell if they were coming after me, or trying to prove each was faster than the other. Did it really matter? The hungry look in their eyes all meant the same thing. 

      I wanted to try the same trick of running into a group, but there were no more clusters of females nearby. Only a line of males, feet planted and waiting with anticipation for me to run right into them. If I didn’t know any better, I would even say it was a planned tactic. 

      I flared my wings wide. My only option was to jump and try to fly over the line of males in front of me. Just as I was about to push off, someone landed on top of me, pushing me forward. We rolled in a tangle of limbs and wings, sliding underneath the arms and legs of the line of males. Instead of pinning me down, whoever tackled me leaped off, immediately spinning around and growling at the advancing males. The male draken who’d ambushed me didn’t seem that large, but the other males hissed at him, eventually backing away and running off to harass another female. 

      If this asshole thought I’d be grateful enough to mate him, he’d have another thing coming—

      Turquoise and purple flashed in front of me, wings spread wide and far protectively. 

      No. No.

      But it was true, wasn’t it? His family’s coloring was incredibly distinctive, wasn’t it? Everyone knew it by sight, and I knew he was here competing in the games.

      And here he was. 

      I glared up at Fane, who held a hand out to help me up. 

      “I’d say ‘you’re welcome,’ but you’ve never thanked me before. If you start now, I might pass out.” 

      I flashed my fangs at him, my eyes focused on the large bandage on his wrist. “What, get the shit beat out of you already?”

      He drew his hand back as if suddenly self-conscious. “Elder Wryryn cuts a mean blood mark.”

      My jaw dropped. Was he serious? He didn’t know that the one marked the hardest was chosen as a sign of great change in draken society? Of course, ass-hat Fane would get chosen for it. Of course.

      I got to my feet, turned on my heel, and went in the opposite direction. 

      “Hey! Get back here! It’s not safe!”

      I whirled around, indignant. “You’re the one who shouldn’t be here! Why do you always try to ruin everything? Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

      To my horror, angry tears burst from the corners of my eyes. I harnessed my anger and fed it, letting its flames grow large enough to drown out my sadness. I kicked him in the stomach and ran blindly, not caring who I ran into or what trouble found me. 

      Vaguely, I heard Fane shouting my name, but I kept running. Everywhere I turned in life, he was always there. Fane with his perfect, spoiled prince life, ruining my hard work, whether it was interrupting my singing practice, mocking my fighting skills, or laughing at me with his friends. I was sick of him making me feel less. I was sick of never being happy and always having to make do for everyone else. I—

      “Lost, are you?” 

      Panic flared as I ran straight into a group of five males. Five big, powerful, heavily muscled males. They didn’t approach me aggressively, which was a first. The one speaking had kind eyes at least, though I wished he’d stop looking at me like I was a frightened little drakling. His scales were red and magenta.

      “N-no. I just—”

      “Any of you want this one? She’s cute,” another male said, this one younger with an eager gleam in his eyes. He was covered in deep blue scales. I wished desperately for my knives, but all I could do was flare my wings and brandish my claws.

      “Come on, now. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t want a mate. You will want for nothing if you are my mate.” The red-scaled draken was kind, but I still took a step back as he advanced. 

      “If you don’t want us, let out a distress call. I can assure you that we’re some of the best this game offers.” His smile was kind, but the others behind him didn’t look nearly as sincere. 

      “I’m not here to mate. I’m here to fight,” I insisted. The big one looked like his birthday had come early. 

      “Let us fight, then! If we win, you mate one of us! She would look good, covered in my colors.” 

      “How about you all just fuck off?” I snarled back, panic forcing me into anger. The young one grabbed my arm and pulled me into them, and the large one frowned at me. “Now then, that one wasn’t very nice.” 

      I writhed and twisted in their grip, swiping out with the claws on my hands and my feet. They pinned me, and the urge to let out a distress call welled in my throat. I tamped it down, refusing to give up. 

      “We’re the star show,” a golden draken commented, gesturing to the crowd. I looked up, and to my horror saw we were in the middle of the arena, and nearly every eye was glued to us. I used their momentary distraction and dug the claws on my feet into the belly of the one holding my leg. He shrieked and let go, allowing me to twist around and wrench my other leg free. 

      “In the middle, we have quite the fight going on!”

      I cursed the announcer as he assured everyone’s attention was on me. There was no way I could win this now. Even if I fought them all off, every male draken would want to try his chance to beat me.

      The males growled, knowing they had to quickly subdue me or risk being humiliated in front of everyone. Hands and arms seized my body, blocking out the sun as I hissed and bit, kicked and writhed. 

      “Come on now, let’s finish this. She clearly likes it if she isn’t letting out a call.”

      WHUMPF. 

      One draken fell ahead, clutching his head and cursing. 

      WHUMPF. 

      The blue-scaled one was next, shrieking in pain and screaming about his eye. He ran from the center with his hands over his face. 

      WHUMPF. WHUMPF. 

      The hands fell away, and I could get my feet under me, looking up to see the red draken squaring off with a flash of turquoise scales that I knew all too well. Prince Fane. He held a long stick in his hand, hard yet flexible as he whipped it around and struck at the drakens holding me down. 

      “You don’t get to claim anyone just because you’re a prince!” insisted the blue draken.

      “I get to do what I want because I’m a better fighter, not because I’m the prince,” Fane shot back, eyes expertly watching every move of his opponent. 

      Without waiting, I went up behind the red-scaled draken and bashed my fist into his temple as hard as I could. Predictably, he crumpled to the ground. I held my fist in agony to my body. Had I punched his head or a stone wall?

      “The bigger they are, the harder they fall,” I commented to no one, but mostly to try and distract myself from the pain.

      Thunderous roars from the crowd brought me back to the moment, my eyes focusing on the thousands of eyes on me and the voices cheering my name. Every single eye was on me and those eyes were not just from the crowd. The remaining females and males had stopped fighting and were glaring. 

      “I assume you won’t say thanks this time, either,” Fane quipped, twisting his wrist as the metal rod retracted back into itself. He tucked the small cylinder away into his waist. 

      I had no response to give. My voice was stuck in my throat, and my chest constricted. Fane hadn’t realized what he’d done. By showing his clear favoritism to me twice, he’d marked me as his choice, and made me the most desirable out of all the other females. Who wouldn’t want to claim the female that the prince himself wanted? 

      Fane hadn’t saved me; he’d condemned me.
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      FANE

      I didn’t understand. 

      That was twice I’d saved Sakala’s ass, but she only had a horrified look on her face instead of gratitude or relief. I didn’t expect her to fall at my feet, mind you, but something for my troubles would have been nice. 

      “You idiot!” she wailed, burying her face in her hands. 

      I blinked, not knowing how to deal with a sad, inconsolable Sakala. I was used to stuck-up Sakala, and angry Sakala. I knew how to deal with the irrational and stubborn Sakala. 

      But this crying and upset Sakala? I didn’t like it. My instincts raged against me, telling me I needed to fix this. 

      “Sakala, I—”

      “You can’t let me have anything, can you? Just do me a favor and lay down and die!”

      I drew back, recoiling from her vehemence. “That’s-that’s treason! You just can’t wish for my death like that!” 

      Sakala laughed hysterically. “Maybe I should try to kill you. Could be fun, eh?”

      I didn’t have time to relax as she sprung at me, claws and fangs out. The moment she hit me, my muscles loosened, and I relaxed, sinking into the fighting mindset drilled into me since I was a drakling. 

      She tried to roll me and I let her, using the momentum of the motion to keep it going, slamming her on her back. The mark on my wrist flared hot for a brief second, reminding me of my limits within the games. 

      As if I’d actually ever hurt Sakala. The idea was laughable!

      I held her tightly in a light lock on her upper shoulders and arms, pinning her legs down with my own. It wasn’t the best hold to use, but it was the most effective one I had that didn’t involve her neck, which would only trigger the runes on my hand. 

      She wriggled like a fish dragged onto the bank. It took all my strength to keep her down. She demanded, “Stop! You’re not even fighting me! FIGHT ME!”

      I wouldn’t. She clearly wasn’t in the right frame of mind. Sakala was always calculated, always plotting. I’d never seen her desperate and fighting on nothing but instincts before.

      Ignoring the surrounding shouts, I let go of her and sprang away, prepared if she came at me again. 

      And came at me again, she did. Sakala hit me full on in the chest, digging her claws deep into my skin and ripping. My hand grasped Velhem’s weapon in my hand, but I didn’t extend it. Not yet. I didn’t want to hurt Sakala. 

      “FIGHT ME!”

      I resisted every bit of my instincts and put my weapon away. I forced my muscles to relax and tipped my head back to bare my throat to her. 

      I thought it was what she wanted: to win. It was what she wanted all the other times, after all. 

      But the sight of my submission only made her scream in frustration, and she took off in the opposite direction. I followed behind, giving her space but warning off any other male drakens with a look. It worked for most, but for others, it only egged them on. With dawning realization, I understood why Sakala was so upset with me. Everyone was going to go after her now that I’d made a scene and publicly showed interest in her. 

      Oops. 

      Sakala was in no state of mind to fight, but she could run. Her speed was something neither myself nor my friends could ever touch, and she used it to her advantage now, dodging and diving, ducking and weaving around the males that tried to rush her and grab her. 

      Something had to be done. She couldn’t run forever, and the males would start working together to corner her after she’d run herself ragged. What was she trying to accomplish? I didn’t think she wanted to find a mate—it went against everything I knew about her. If that was the case, then … what was her game? 

      Sakala came to a stop near the northeast corner, out of breath and sweating. I leaped forward and engaged the biggest two males, extending my stick and whipping them on the head and ankles before they knew I had it. When I moved it quick enough, the thin stick was nearly invisible. 

      Sakala growled and fought two on her own, ripping a small sword from one’s belt and wielding it effectively. At least she’d found enough of her mind to do that!

      Soon enough, we found ourselves back-to-back, pressed up against each other as we fought the onslaught of suitors, male and female. 

      “Prince Fane! Over here! I will mate with you if she won’t!”

      Alarmed, I whipped around as the dark evergreen male I was fighting tripped, only for two females to take his place. I hesitated, unsure of what to do. I didn’t want to fight them—fighting them showed interest!

      “LET GO!”

      The males backed away, watching with interest as a trio of females advanced on Sakala, pushing and shoving her to the ground. Protective instincts rose in my veins, and my whip flashed down before I could stop it. All three females hissed in pain as a red slash opened on their cheeks, forcing them to back away from Sakala. Their eyes gleamed at me, the anticipation of battle alight in their expressions.

      “I’m not fighting you,” I clarified, my lips twisting in a snarl. My fangs peeked over the edge of my lips. “I am defending my friend.” 

      The one with blonde hair shot me an ugly look. “Your friend doesn’t want you. You could have your pick of anyone in the games. If you are only here for each other, why didn’t you just do a betrothal? You aren’t supposed to compete if there is already an understanding!”

      I put my free hand out, as if I could physically stop the words coming out of her mouth. “No, no. You’ve got it all wrong. There is no understanding. We don’t—”

      The blonde threw a knife at me, and I barely knocked it away with my rod in time. Valhem’s favorite weapon soon became a blur as the other females tried their luck, hoping at least one of them could land a hit. 

      While I was fighting, a female with long, dark brown hair landed a kick to Sakala’s temple, and I saw red. I struck out indiscriminately, my goal to make them regret ever going near Sakala. I hit the blonde female in her chest, and she hissed in pain and reared back. I caught the wings of another, who shrieked in agony and leaped away. 

      “Leave, or I’ll—”

      The females scattered before I could finish. The group of males lying in wait went after them, sensing their tiredness from battling with me. Inwardly, I only felt sorrow and a deep sense of regret. The games didn’t seem so fun or entertaining anymore. 

      “Sakala. Hey. They’re gone. Relax.”

      I put my stick down, but not away. I didn’t trust that another group of drakens wouldn’t rush me. My instincts and senses were on high alert, adrenaline coursing through my body as I was acutely aware of everyone and everything around me. 

      Sakala lay in the dirt, cradling her head and spitting blood onto the ground. “I hate this. This was a stupid idea.” 

      She wasn’t talking to me. That much was clear. 

      “Sakala? Come on. You don’t have to do this. If you just let out a distress call, you can leave. They’ll break the blood magick.” 

      I couldn’t tell if she heard me or not. She stayed on the ground, her head in her hands. 

      “I hate you.” 

      I sighed. “Ok, that’s fine. Can you get up? It’s not safe for you like this. If you just get a guard—”

      “I hate you so fucking much.” 

      Irritation rose as I inhaled the loose dust from the arena into my lungs, dried blood coating my scales and making my skin itch. 

      “Don’t act coy,” I bit out, unable to help the bitterness that tinged my voice. “You could have opened my throat back there if you truly hated me. You chose not to.”

      She laughed wildly, panting hard as she swiped at my face with her claws. Sakala was exhausted, her muscles quivering with exertion. She wouldn’t move anywhere unless I made her. I pinned her wrists and easily flipped her over on her stomach in a submissive position, shocked she’d gone without more of a fight. My victory felt hollow knowing how many other males she’d had to fight off before me. 

      “Yeah, right? As if they wouldn’t punish me for slaying the heir to the throne.” 

      Her tone was bitter and resigned and with a tinge of desperation that wasn’t like her. I did the one thing that I knew would piss her off, to get the old Sakala to rise at me.

      “Admit it; some part of you wants me. You’ve been obsessed with me since we were young,” I taunted, hoping it would enrage her enough to move.

      All the fight went out of her as she went limp. Were those tears leaking from her eyes? And why did it upset me so much?

      A kernel of understanding dawned on me. The other females had accused me of picking Sakala. Even the other males recognized what they viewed as a claim on her and backed away. I’d watched her this entire time from across the field. Sakala hadn’t given up once, not even when hopelessly pinned and outnumbered. She hadn’t given up at all until it was me she fought. 

      Understanding, awe, and fear mixed into a potent cocktail in my blood. I was onto something. It had to be true. Why else would she let me overpower her over everyone else? Why else would she keep lying there while I gloated, trying to bait her into action? Sakala was stubborn enough that she’d keep fighting to the point of unconsciousness, but here she was, belly up and glaring at me. 

      If Sakala truly didn’t want me or revoked her consent, she could let out a distress call at any moment. The mated male guards would rush in and separate us, and that would be the end of it. 

      But she was here, before me, because some part of her did want me.

      My hands around her wrist squeezed tighter, holding her in place. I waited for her to call out and end this nonsense.

      Stubbornly, her lips stayed pinched together.

      “You’re too obstinate,” I warned her, my mind leaping ahead to the next step. “You know what happens if you don’t send out a distress call? I plan to call your bluff.”

      There, I made my intentions quite clear. Her eyes sparked, and a growl was her only answer as she summoned her last bits of strength and renewed her vigor, fighting me for everything she was worth. 

      And in that moment, I realized the truth: I did want her. Perhaps, I had always wanted her but never realized it. She was my equal in so many ways, and my polar opposite in others. When I’d heard she’d entered the Draken Games, my instincts had insisted I compete as well because they knew if I didn’t, I’d lose her. 

      Sakala was my mate. 

      And in order to be here, lying sprawled in front of me in a submissive position, some part of Sakala had to have felt the same way even if she refused to admit it. 

      “Submit!” I ordered her. At least if submitted to me, I could remove her from the arena and get her medical attention, food and water. Then we could sort out whatever this was between us.

      My body pressed against hers, hard and unyielding. The more I thought about it, the more sense all of it made! I didn’t know who was watching, or if anyone was watching. My entire world had narrowed down to the heat in her eyes and the slickness of her white scales underneath mine. What would they look like, infused with my black and turquoise colors?

      “I’ll die first!” Sakala spit back, flailing and twitching to free herself. She was so violent as she thrashed that I worried she might actually hurt herself. 

      Doubt niggled in my mind. Perhaps I had simply imagined this mate business. Did she truly hate me that much? 

      Anger flooded my veins. She wasn’t any better than me. It would honor any other female to be chosen by the prince! She was just an ungrateful little—

      SMACK.

      I roared in pain as she smacked me upside the head, then used my distraction to swing one leg out and dig her foot claws into my thigh. Both of my hands wrapped around the back of her neck, and I slammed my body into hers and against the ground. It took all of my self-control to fight off the insane, animalistic urge to sink my fangs into her neck. My wrist heated slightly, but didn’t burn in warning like before. What the hell? Was I supposed to bite her in the neck? That made little sense at all with the rules they gave us!

      Mother and Father hadn’t talked to me about mating yet; I assumed they planned to wait, like most parents did, until I had officially declared my intentions to join the Draken Games. I only had myself to blame for a lack of knowledge. I had an entire library at my disposal and had never once sought answers. 

      My nose met Sakala’s, our hips pushing against each other in a fight for dominance. In that instant, something shifted in my scent and hers; it was so faint I almost didn’t notice it. Sakala went still under me, sensing it as well. Her heart rate increased, and an odd, musky flavor colored her usual scent as it shifted to match mine.

      Holy fuck. 

      I didn’t need a mother or father to explain to me what that meant—I had enough older friends that liked to talk about females. 

      It was arousal. It was desire.

      “Don’t you dare.” Sakala’s voice broke in equal parts shock and fear. 

      I hesitated. That’s because she was right. This rivalry of ours had finally gone too far. It was no longer a competition for dominance. This was a fight that might shackle us to each other for the rest of our lives. 

      And the craziest part was that suddenly it didn’t seem like such a terrible idea. 

      But as usual, Sakala had to ruin the moment. 

      “You don’t have the guts to do it, anyway.” 

      It was the absolute worst thing to say. My adrenaline was out of control as new hormones flooded my body. It did not prepare me for the rage and need that rose in me at her challenge. I would make her submit, and I didn’t care what the consequences were. I flipped her over on her stomach and trapped her body against the ground.

      I pushed her head into the dirt and bit down on the back of her neck.
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      SAKALA

      Pain flashed white-hot at the back of my neck, instincts forcing my body still even though I wanted nothing more than to thrash and throw him off. Fane went limp over me, likely reveling in the taste of my blood. I couldn’t do anything with his fangs embedded in my neck—or could I? 

      I was dreaming. This was a nightmare. My body was reacting to Fane pinning me down, pheromones coating both of us so heavily it was impossible to tell where his ended and mine began.

      Fuck fuck fuck.

      The burn was awful, but my body betrayed me as a moan escaped my throat. 

      Let out a distress call. They will separate you. End this nonsense.

      My mouth opened, but no sound came out. The sensations running through my body intrigued me enough that my voice stuck in my throat. I didn’t know if I could even summon a distress call. I wasn’t in any distress.

      And wasn’t that just a bitch? 

      Hot blood soaked down my shoulders and back. Fane’s length pushed against my bottom, his hips digging into mine. If I didn’t yield, I knew what would happen. and if I let it happen, I was saying yes. I was consenting to being his mate. Rocking side to side, I freed my left arm, which was still fully functional. I rammed my elbow as hard as I could into his side, and he made a satisfying yelp as his fangs dislodged from my neck and drew back from me.

      Not wasting a second, I flipped onto my back and struck out with the claws on both arms and legs, digging into the soft flesh of his belly and ripping like a possessed creature. 

      He roared at me but went down, his hands busy trying to hold his intestines in as he rolled on his side and curled into a ball. 

      I hissed at him. “Yield.”

      Surely, this would be the moment the guards and mated males would step in and end our fight. Fane’s life was officially in danger; surely ,they wouldn’t let me kill them, would they?

      Yet even as I stared down at him, the wounds on his stomach were already knitting closed. The blood faded along his abdomen, and his eyes closed in relief as the pain ebbed. 

      Rage flooded my veins. He was using my blood to heal himself. My instincts took over in the next moment, my body and mind a confused cacophony of instincts and feral anger. My fangs flashed as I dove into his neck, intending to rip his throat open and end this once and for all. 

      Elation soared through my body as my fangs bit into his skin, hot, delicious blood filling my mouth. Oh, how good it tasted, how sweet …

      My own aches and pains faded the more I drank, but two bite wounds on the back of my neck remained angry and open. I drank more. The goal wasn’t to kill him, but to drain him of every drop until not a scratch remained on me. That would show him!

      Fane went absolutely still under me, but didn’t yield or call out. That was strange. If he was surrendering, why didn’t he say so? 

      Maybe he wasn’t yielding. 

      Ridiculous. Of course he was! Why else would he willingly let me drink and drink and drink—

      A kick to my solar plexus shocked me out of my thoughts and sent me flying backwards. My fangs tore his throat as they ripped free, but he was already healing even as I glanced over at him. 

      We’d given each other our blood, so now we’d both heal from whatever injury we inflicted on the other. A stalemate! Had that been Fane’s plan this whole time? 

      I stood strong, his blood pumping through my veins. He stood across from me, faint pink lines on his stomach and throat the only proof I’d injured him at all. 

      “Give up yet?” he taunted, an odd fervor in his eyes. 

      “Eat glass,” I growled back, and pounced. 

      Only to meet a wall of muscle and flesh. 

      “We have paused the Draken Games for the safety of the combatants,” a deep, male voice grunted. Large hands came down and pinned my arms to my sides, and more grabbed my wings and twisted lightly. I crumpled in pain, helpless, as they trussed me up and heaved me over a guard’s shoulder like a sack of wheat. 

      Next to me, Fane was being tended to by a healer. Guards weren’t rushing him or tying him up. 

      “What are you doing? We didn’t finish! LET HER GO!”

      Fane’s horrified voice echoed and reverberated in my chest, a dull ache spreading through my body that had nothing to do with any physical injury. I couldn’t quite explain it, but my instincts roared at me to finish what we started, and not to go quietly. 

      I ignored the throbbing white-hot pain in my wings as I thrashed against my bonds, knowing that I had to get to Fane at all costs. The male holding me swore, but the others had already bounded ahead to Fane, who was ripping into the other guards to get to me. 

      Something warm bloomed in my heart at the realization, soothing away the dull aches. 

      “End this now,” said a strong voice. 

      Huh, sounds like the king, I thought dully before a blow to my head knocked me unconscious. 
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        * * *

      

      I woke up confused  and in the largest bed I’d ever seen. The surrounding sheets were much nicer than the rough furs I shared with my sister at home. Those were in the corner and on the floor. I snuggled deeper into the warmth, wanting to drift off to sleep again. 

      Two identical prongs of agony shot through my neck as I moved, jolting me wide awake. In the next moment, I remembered everything, with clarity provided by a clean mind not overcome by bloodlust or … regular lust.

      Oh, no. Oh no.

      I swung my legs over the bed, trying to move as quickly as I could without passing out from the pain. Why had no one healed me? Why hadn’t the marks healed over from the remnants of Fane’s blood in my veins? 

      My mother was absent frequently, but she had never neglected my education. From an early age, she’d schooled me on mating customs and rituals, not wanting a daughter of hers to be in danger or taken advantage of. The answer to my dilemma was simple and equally horrifying: the only thing that can heal a draken’s mating marks was the draken who made them. Because that’s what they were. That’s what we had done. 

      Mated.

      Or tried to. 

      We’d been interrupted in completing the bond. I couldn’t decide if that was a terrible thing or a wonderful thing. My thoughts spiraled chaotically, my body a mix of adrenaline, hormones, and fatigue. Fane’s marks had healed, but mine hadn’t. It was just another one of those stupid mating things that left the female out in the cold. They likely wouldn’t get better until we completed the mating bond. 

      Nausea rose in my stomach. 

      Fane. I needed Fane. 

      I tried to stand, and crumpled to the ground just as someone knocked on my door. 

      “Come in,” I grunted from the floor, trying to force my pained muscles to obey commands from my brain. A young female entered, her white scales dotted with turquoise and red, her wings almost appearing purple where both colors clashed together. It was beautiful and mesmerizing, and I stared. New scents tickled my nose, somehow telling me she was mated. Huh. I could never tell that before.

      “Oh no! What are you doing out of bed?” She rushed over to me, lifting my elbow and helping me up.

      “It’s gorgeous,” I breathed out, picking myself up and sitting on the floor while I continued to stare at her coloring.

      The female bent down, lightly pushing my head down to examine my bite marks. “And that isn’t,” she remarked wryly, reaching for a clean rag and a bowl of water on a nightstand I hadn’t noticed. “I’m Fessa. I’m going to look after you while we go through this process.” 

      I blinked wearily at her. “Fessa? You’re Fesso’s sister?” 

      She flashed me a dazzling grin. “Yes! You’re a friend of Fesso’s?” 

      Ha. As if. “No, I know his betrothed, though.” 

      Fessa patted my head. “Very good. Let’s get you cleaned up.” She tugged me over to a side room that had a large bathing pool sunk into the ground. It was one solid piece of dark rock, and the water was warm and bubbling from its center. 

      “Natural hot springs,” Fessa trilled, a bit of voice magick creeping into her tone in excitement. I immediately felt a small thrill of happiness thrum against my veins. I wished I had a talent for it like the other females. All I could do was fight and piss people off, it seemed. 

      My legs quivered as I tried to walk, and I ended up having to lean heavily on Fessa to make it work. I slipped my small skirt down my hips and unhooked the leather band around my breasts. I frowned as I noticed my weapons were all gone. As Fessa helped lower my body into the warm water, something else she’d said niggled at the back of my mind. 

      “Process? What process?”

      Fessa gave me a strained smile. “Breaking your mate bond. I understand you both rushed into the games with little preparation, and it’s all a great misunderstanding. Do not worry, we will set everything right and you can go home once everything is back to normal.”

      I blinked at her. “I don’t … I … Where’s Fane? I need to talk to him!”

      Fessa fended off my protests by taking a giant pitcher of water and dumping it over my head. I coughed and sputtered, swallowing some bath water. Fessa took it all in stride. 

      “Not possible, I’m afraid. The point is to keep both of you separated. Otherwise, how will we fix this?” 

      The smell of flowers and eucalyptus blossomed in my nose. Fessa rubbed it energetically into my scalp, soaking my hair in the oils and ensuring even the tips got conditioned.

      “Fix this … You mean my neck? That’s why I need to see Fane—”

      Fessa dumped another pitcher of water over me, frothing up a lather with lavender soap and scrubbing me down. I was in too much shock and pain to stop her. My neck felt like it had two daggers protruding out of it. I had to resist the urge to put my hands on them.

      Fessa removed a small little jar from her pocket and spread a bright blue paste on a long piece of cloth. “This should help.” She indicated I should bend my head down so she could put it on me. Hesitantly, I allowed it. 

      The moment the paste hit my wound, I knew instant, cool relief. Muscles I didn’t even know were clenched, relaxed and loosened as I leaned against the leather headrest in the tub. 

      Fessa laughed. “It works, then. That is good. Be sure to keep your head above water while I finish up.” 

      Fessa proceeded not only to finish washing me, but to give me a full body massage that had my eyes drifting shut as sweet relief and blood rushed back into my tired and sore muscles. Someone else entered the room: a mated male. Gaff. He was Fane’s personal guard. He carried something that clinked together as he walked, but it didn’t seem important compared to the sweet sensations flowing through my body. 

      “Thanksss,” I slurred at her, yawning and popping my jaw. Her hands rubbed soothing, sinful circles around my wing joints, and I melted into a pile of goo. It just felt so damn good.… 

      CLANG.

      I jumped as something metallic and hard came around the top of my wing joints and snapped into place. My center of gravity shifted, and I fell over, confused and alarmed. 

      “What—”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Panic flared as a giant metal clamp stared back at me. It kept the top of my wing joints hooked together and weighted down. With horror, I realized I couldn’t move my wings. I wouldn’t be able to fly. Gaff was backing away from me, and Fessa had a horrified look in her eyes. 

      That didn’t make me feel any better. 

      They had trapped me like a prisoner. 

      “Don’t panic—” Fessa started, but it was too late. I could handle fighting in the arena. I could even handle being beaten. I’d survived Fane showing up, and I’d gotten through what had almost been an accidental mate bond. Never once had I let out a distress call growing up, either: not when my mother was gone on her stints at the palace, or when I was overwhelmed with taking care of my little sister because my father was too stuck in his fantasy world to notice us. 

      But my mind snapped at having my wings bond. 

      The distress scream I let out erupted from my throat, long and loud. 

      Fessa gave her own sound of distress and dove for the door, her hands over her ears. I screamed and screamed, raw agony ripping apart my vocal chords as I could not control my panic or calm down. My breaths came too quickly, and there wasn’t enough air, but still I screamed.

      My throat was going to rupture, and I didn’t care. Now that I finally unleashed it, I couldn’t stop. 

      Maybe I’d been calling out for help all this time. 

      Dimly, I realized another presence had joined me as they shoved my head into something warm and comforting. A strong, male scent surrounded me, and my screams cut off abruptly. This one was strong. He wasn’t my mate, but he would protect me. He was strong. He was of my mate’s bloodline, and would keep me safe. I didn’t have to scream anymore.

      “Breathe,” ordered the voice. 

      I breathed. 

      The pain in my head and chest cleared, leaving only the dull agony left in my throat. I whimpered in pain, and strong arms held me. I nuzzled harder into the draken’s neck, then bit down hard.

      The body tensed around me, ripping me away from him before I could drink. I whined pathetically. Hands grabbed me and pulled me away from the blood. I cried out again in distress as they separated me from my center and my calm. 

      “She bit me!” huffed the male voice, indignant.

      Mate, get to your mate, my instincts screamed, but I couldn’t. The male and another held me down as I struggled, but neither of them was my mate. Just from his bloodline. Uncles? Maybe? I sniffed desperately, trying to understand.

      Where was Fane?

      My instincts roared again, fighting to be heard over the panic in my brain as it was putting two and two together, and getting five. 

      “She’s going to hurt herself if we don’t stop this,” said a voice above me. 

      “End this now,” ordered another voice.

      I went for the eyes of every guard in my way, using their reluctance to hurt me against them as I bit and scraped, clawed and spit. The guards shrieked in pain as my saliva sizzled against their skin, but I didn’t have time to revel in any new abilities my inner draken was displaying. 

      Get to my mate. Free him. He would make my wings better.

      “She is one female, how hard is it—”

      I turned to rake my claws against anyone’s eyes, but the draken pinning me down was too fast. As his fist connected with my temple, my only thought was how I’d kill him for keeping me from my mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      FANE

      I woke quickly and with no traces of a headache. And yet, something was deeply, deeply wrong. Whatever it was, it was likely the reason I’d bolted awake. A scream echoed in my ears, but it was slipping away quicker than water through an outstretched hand. I really, really hoped the cry in my head hadn’t been Sakala, but my inner draken already knew it was. Hadn’t I just been with her? Shooting out of bed, I almost forgot to put a covering on my bottom half before I sprinted toward the door. 

      “Going somewhere?”

      My father’s voice stopped me. I’d been in such a frantic hurry to find Sakala that I hadn’t even noticed him sitting by my bedside. I turned back to see the face of doom staring back at me. 

      “Father. I—”

      “You want to explain to me what the hell happened down there?” he demanded, standing and rising to his full height over me. I shrunk slightly under his fury. 

      “Down there? You mean Sakala’s room, or—”

      “You’ve put the entire kingdom in danger, and the crown, by entering the Draken Games! Let alone the little show you just embarrassed me with!” 

      My lips parted in shock. I’d done what?

      “I’ve put up with this infantile jealousy between the two of you for years. It’s gone much too far. You and that female could have taken out every other competitor in your blood lust for each other!”

      I blinked. Had we … no. That didn’t seem right. 

      My father continued, his face dark and blotchy. “I had to watch in horror as my heir practically mounted her in front of the entire kingdom!”

      I thought hard. I hadn’t mounted her, though. Right? Surely I would remember if we’d completed a mating bond. We hadn’t been doing anything of the sort! It had just been a competition between us, like always.

      “The Draken Games are to sort out compatibility, not to give a sick, deranged show to every other draken on the island! I knew you were too young to handle this. I should have pulled you from the games the moment I saw you had entered!”

      My inner draken balked, growling. Father was trying to keep me from Sakala. That was the only thought that cycled through my head, over and over again. It grew and gained momentum, like a boulder rolling down the mountain.

      His eyes widened in shock, then narrowed. “Are you growling at me, boy?”

      I ignored him and put one hand on the door handle. 

      “If you complete a bond with her, you will become king the moment it snaps into place. Is that what you want? Would you depose me so easily?”

      I stopped. That couldn’t be true. I glared at him over my shoulder. “You’re just saying that. You don’t like Sakala. You never have. And we didn’t bond. We were fighting. We always fight.”

      My father’s blood magick runes flashed gold against his skin, belying just how furious he was. “You little fool. She let out a distress call and you would have killed anyone standing in your way. Your own sworn guards had to knock you out!”

      He growled at me, flashing his fangs. “You are too young to be king. Do not force my hand.”

      Well, that was fine with me; I didn’t want to be king yet. I held onto that thought like a lifeline, using it to force myself to be calm against his other ridiculous accusations. 

      “What do you recommend?” I asked after taking a moment to breathe. My instincts were still roaring at me, but giving in blindly to them was what had gotten me into this mess. Maybe it was time to make my own decisions instead of rashly leaping in. If I was to keep Sakala safe, it was time to grow up. That was something my draken and I easily agreed on, though I still strained to keep my feet still on the floor. I wouldn’t rest easy until I’d checked on her and found out why she’d let out a distress call in the first place!

      My father sat back down, once again as calm as if we were discussing the weather. 

      “We keep her here as part of the royal family. We test her for suitability. If, after a few years, you still wish to mate, you may. That will allow her time to adjust and mature as well.”

      I huffed, but saw nothing immediately wrong with the plan, logically. I didn’t bother correcting him about mating. If I convinced him I agreed, I could eventually sneak Sakala out of the palace. I could see her. That’s all my inner draken wanted. I had to see her. 

      “In this arrangement, you will lead separate lives,” Father continued. “Your mother will see to your female’s education, and you will stay away. I trust you won’t try to sneak in and rut with her behind our backs?”

      I bristled at the insult to Sakala. “You can’t interfere in a mateship. No one can, not even a king—”

      “You either agree or I toss her out of the castle. She can deal with the consequences of a butchered mate bond on her own. Now that she has proven her strength, and you have shown an interest in her, every unmated male will be eager to claim her for themselves.”

      My instincts flared, panic and rage mixing into a potent cocktail that made me dizzy. I hadn’t realized that getting Sakala out of the palace would put her in danger. “NO! I’ll kill them! I’ll—”

      “So this is the only way. It’s quite generous. That is why we bound her wings. Hopefully—”

      I exploded, my inner draken and I one as I finally understood what terrible thing had happened to make her let out a distress call. “YOU DID WHAT? YOU BOUND HER WINGS?” I lunged at my father before my brain even registered what was happening, claws and fangs aimed for his throat. I heard scuffling from the door, but I didn’t pay it any mind as my father seized me himself, the heavy muscles in his corded arms rippling as he pinned me down on the floor. My head smacked against the stone, delaying my blind fury as my body refused to obey.

      “Remember your place. You are not a mature male. You are not king. You are not mated.”

      I didn’t care about any of that! I cared about Sakala! Bile rose in my throat as I imagined my fierce, beautiful Sakala with her wings bound and chained. Hot rage burned down the back of my throat, setting my body on fire. 

      “Do you, uh … require help?” Valhem was at the door, a disturbed look on his face.

      My father pushed down harder on my windpipe, and I growled deep in my throat. “Not at all. Someone bites a female and suddenly thinks he’s fully grown.”

      My draken only saw an enemy keeping me from Sakala, even though my brain knew he was my father and king. It was such a confusing dichotomy of feelings I didn’t know what to do. My body relaxed as I tried to regain control, and he let go of me.

      “As I was saying,” my father continued, “I will explain to the female her predicament and our solution. If she lets out another distress call, you will ignore it.” 

      Ha, fat chance of that. I’d die first. 

      I was breathing hard and wasn’t sure why as Father shifted his weight off me and stood. He put a careful hand on my shoulder. I picked it off. “Her name is Sakala,” I bit out. His continued use of the word ‘female’ pushed all the wrong buttons for me. 

      He gave me a look, and continued, “We need to dull the beginning of the bond or it will drive you both mad. That is the reason for the separation: not because I am cruel. Surely, you don’t think that?” 

      It made sense in my head, but not in my heart. I wanted to reassure my father that he was a good and fair king, but my instincts screamed so loudly it was hard to hear my father and process what he was saying. Why couldn’t I have Sakala as my mate now if she was willing? 

      “—has shown just as much lack of restraint as you. Her refusal to let out a distress call during the games shows a disregard for her own safety as well as yours: not an admirable quality in a prospective mate.”

      I sat down heavily on my bed. “If that is all?” I rudely shot out, wanting him gone and out of my room. 

      My father puffed his chest out, and both of us locked in a staring contest, our inner drakens studying each other. He balked first, sneering. 

      “I will send dinner to you. Don’t leave. Valhem is outside, and all your windows are being watched.” His shoulders drooped. “I am doing this for you. You will understand, one day.”

      Seeing I wasn’t about to soften, he huffed. Shooting a glance at Valhem, he left.

      Fuck. Fuck.

      I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. What was I supposed to do? How could I get to Sakala? My body vibrated with the need to hold her and sniff her, and ensure she was all right. I didn’t remember healing the bite wounds in her neck, and my draken was adamant that we do it now. She’d be in pain and suffering otherwise, wouldn’t she?

      Around my room, I paced and paced. My hands shook with nervous energy.

      Raised voices from outside my door were a welcome distraction. I paused just before the colorful leather hide that made up the door, listening closely. Ever since I’d woken up a few minutes ago, new instincts and scents hummed all around me, making it difficult to concentrate. I could hear Valhem argue with a female outside my door. The new scents lingering in the air told me it was a mated female, but not Valhem’s mated female. I blinked as that knowledge flooded my core, and instantly my inner draken dismissed her. She was already mated, and thus of no importance.

      Perhaps Father had a point. Triggering a mate bond was having all kinds of consequences on me. I shook my head, pushing my inner draken and his maddening instincts away. It was just Valhem and his cousin, Fessa.

      “It’s not right…. Surely, you agree?”

      Valhem shifted uneasily in front of the door. “I serve at the will of the king. This is his will.”

      A frustrated growl loosed from Fessa’s lips, making my scales itch and my neck hairs stand on end. “That’s bullshit. If this were anyone other than the heir to the throne, you know he’d be shouting their right to mate from the rooftops no matter what the age! Gods above, he claimed the queen younger than Fane is now!”

      My lips parted in shock, and my hands curled into fists at my side. I knew it. Father didn’t want me to be happy. He didn’t like Sakala. He was trying to keep her from me. 

      “It isn’t right … but it is what is,” Velhem insisted back, his tone strict. 

      “And binding her wings? I’m sure that’s right as well?” Fessa needled, and my heart dropped into my stomach. 

      “I … that’s not … It isn’t regulation,” Velhem stuttered out. The normally stoic guard fell to pieces in front of his fearsome cousin.

      I’d have to remember that. 

      Fessa gave a dark chuckle. “Oh, it isn’t? That would explain why she was almost beaten to death in the games and didn’t once let out a distress cry, but one look at her wings and she nearly made me deaf! It’s cruel! It isn’t right!”

      I didn’t think about what I did next—I just acted. I bolted out through the door, hitting Fessa hard in the chest and knocking her to the ground. Velhem instantly went to her protectively, giving me the split second I needed to dive down the hallway, my wings beating furiously. 

      I wasn’t the fastest runner, but I’d been getting in trouble for years for flying in the tight corners and low ceilings of the palace. I knew every turn and twist like my own scales, and at this speed, he wouldn’t catch me in time. 

      Sakala’s scent lingered in the air, and my wings shifted automatically to steer toward her until I barreled through her unguarded door. I slammed into the far wall, but I didn’t care. My eyes glued to her unconscious form, reclined on the bed.

      A scream of rage burst from my throat, cradling her in my arms. White and silver bands glowed around her wings, ugly and unnatural as they held the joints clipped together at the top so she couldn’t unfurl them. 

      It was barbaric. It was unforgivable. 

      It was my mate.

      I grabbed them with both hands, but they flared white and burned my fingers and palms. Hissing with pain, I withdrew them, licking the burning flesh. 

      “Wake up. Sakala.”

      I nudged her with my nose, the sick scent of injury hitting me right away as nausea boiled in my gut. My tongue shot out and harshly licked the nasty, sluggishly bleeding wounds on her neck. I’d done that! I would have been able to heal it immediately if the others hadn’t dragged me away! Her face screwed up in pain, eyes cracking open to mere slits. 

      It was clear I couldn’t trust anyone else to care for Sakala’s best interests. Only I would. Did her parents even know she was here?

      “Sakala. It’s me.” 

      My face burrowed into her neck as I licked frantically, wanting to take all her pain away. Information overloaded my brain as I sniffed and licked. 

      Fear. Pain. Humiliation. Rage. 

      “Wake up. We have to leave. We have to go …  somewhere. Anywhere but here.”

      Her hands snaked up to my neck and hung on, her eyes opening just a little wider. “G-go where? They’ll find us. No point.”

      I grit my fangs in irritation. But she was right. If we left, it wouldn’t take much for the guards or even the soldiers to fly out, track us down, and haul us back despite our protests. 

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know they’d do this. I didn’t know any of this would happen. Tell me what to do.” My voice crumpled as I hugged her. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Her claws dug sharply into my back, the pain forcing me to focus even as she pushed me away. 

      “Finish it,” I murmured. “We have to finish it.”

      I didn’t like how weak she was. It wasn’t right to see my strong, fierce Sakala barely able to sit up in bed, grasping at me with all her strength. 

      “Finish the bond … You’re sure? There is no turning back,” she whispered. Sakala looked alarmed at the thought, but fire burned in my veins at the very thought of fully claiming her. 

      “I … oh. You don’t want to?” I hated how petulant my voice sounded, but something in me had changed from the Draken Games to now. Everything in my worldview had shifted, and what was important yesterday seemed like child’s play today. My focus had irrevocably shifted from my pride to Sakala’s well-being. I would do whatever it took to ensure it, even if it meant letting her walk away. 

      “I don’t … I don’t like being forced,” she gasped out, sitting up slowly and throwing her legs over the side of the bed. Her hands shook as she adjusted the band on her breasts and the short skirt around her hips. 

      I reared back, offended. “I would never force you! I just … it’s …” I trailed off, uncertain how to express the new feelings pressing in on my chest. 

      “I want to choose my partner,” she answered quietly. “If we mate now, it’s not because I want to. It’s sticking it to all of them. That’s not a good enough reason.”

      I backed away, giving her space. “Father says the males will descend upon you if you leave. We won’t mate if you don’t want to, but you can’t just leave. We only have another minute before Valhem and the others come in and separate us. What should I do?”

      She blinked slowly at me, standing on wobbling legs. Her arm reached out, and I took it on instinct, putting it around my shoulders as she struggled to move. 

      “I can’t fly,” she cried out in frustration, her gaze longingly sweeping out the window. “I was the fastest! I could get away! If only I could fly!”

      My heart pounded in my chest as I considered it: she was right; she was the fastest. She’d always beat me in races, even if I never wanted to admit it. 

      But I wasn’t that much slower than her. 

      I decided and swept her off her feet and into my arms. I didn’t answer; my focus was strictly on the window. Sakala was faster, and we’d never done this carrying anything. 

      “What are you doing?” she squawked.

      “Prince Fane! GET BACK HERE!”

      Velhem was just outside the door. Pounding footsteps meant Father and more guards weren’t far behind. I clutched Sakala close to me and stepped up to the window. 

      “Your wings are clipped, but mine aren’t. I’ll be your wings.”

      I bent my legs and leaped out the window, Sakala’s screams ringing in my ears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      SAKALA

      I screamed and wrapped my arms around his neck. Drakens weren’t afraid of heights, but I’d never had my wings clipped before. With bound wings, the open sky was the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen. 

      We fell like a stone, the treehouses of the town below racing toward us. Fane gripped me tightly as we dropped; his eyes ahead on the landscape and screwed with determination. Just when I thought he’d kill us for certain, he suddenly flared his wings hard and cried out in pain. 

      We caught a sudden updraft and shot over the entire town, around the side of the mountain, and down into the jungle. He kept grunting as he pumped his wings, sweat pouring down his neck and face as he aimed for the soft sands of our western shore beyond the jungle. 

      We didn’t have enough height and crashed into the trees. Fane curled me closer to him and pushed forward, branches whipping against his face and vines as they tried to snag him. With a final heave, we burst through the canopy and down the sand dunes. I rolled out of his arms as he let go of me, both of us tumbling and coming to rest at the ocean’s edge. 

      The roar of the waves as they crested in front of us was the only sound apart from our panting breaths. I turned over, toward Fane, a gasp leaving me as I took in his left wing, torn. His right wing joint lay broken and bent the wrong way. Just looking at it turned my stomach, and my own wings vibrated in sympathy underneath the clamp.

      The small mercy was that he’d likely passed out from the pain. 

      “Shit. Shit.”

      I had to get us under cover somehow. The king and his guards would tear the island apart, looking for us. We had to get to a hiding spot or at least somewhere they wouldn’t spot us from the air. If I tried to drag Fane, I’d likely damage his wing even more. The pain had to be excruciating, and I wasn’t willing to take the chance that I’d snag his wing on a branch or a rock by accident while trying to move him. 

      Spotting two large pieces of driftwood on the shore, a plan came into play. I gave myself sixty seconds, counting in my head as I ran up and down the shoreline as fast as I could, seeing what materials were available. Anything over sixty seconds and I’d risked being caught out in the open.

      Besides the two logs already near Fane, I spotted a slightly shorter length of wood, likely from a smaller, snapped tree that was nice and bendy. Combined with scraps of an old ship mast tangled up in a rock pool and some old rope, I might just pull this off. 

      My hands were trembling as I hurried back to Fane, glancing at him to ensure nothing had changed. His face was too pale, but he wasn’t bleeding out or anything like that. The two logs I laid out parallel to one other, then broke the smaller branch in half. I laid both pieces perpendicular to the larger rocks, padding the canvas on top and then tying it all down the best I could with the rope. 

      Which immediately fell apart in my hands. 

      “AAARRGHHH!” 

      The rope hit the ocean with a small ‘plop’ as I threw it as far as I could in anger. If I didn’t figure out how to move Fane and where soon, we’d be caught. We’d—

      “What is this?” 

      I jerked and threw myself over Fane without thinking, twitching in pain as I instinctively tried to flare my wings but couldn’t because of the heavy clamps on my wing joints. 

      “Easy there. What are you hiding?”

      A girl emerged from the water, hair the color of the sun and her eyes blue and green like the sea. I relaxed slightly. It wasn’t the royal guards; it was just a sea witch. They didn’t typically bother with us though technically we still had an alliance; we just seemed to really have no need for each other at the moment. She gracefully shook the water out of her hair as she walked up to me, long necklaces of shells and sea glass clinking gently at her chest, wrists, and ankles. She looked around my age.

      I backed away from Fane, allowing her to see. Maybe she could help us!

      “Ach, that’s no good.” 

      Her eyes sharpened when they landed on my clamps after surveying Fane. 

      “Two drakens who can’t fly. What is the world coming to?”

      I lunged toward her blindly. “Help us, please! We have to get away or the king will drag us back. Fane needs help. He’s injured, and—”

      A pale eyebrow rose. “If he’s that injured, then get caught. Surely, it’s for the best.” 

      My heart ached because she was right. I could leave him here, and the guards would quickly find him and bring him to the palace. 

      But Fane would think I’d left him. I couldn’t do that after I was the reason he’d hurt himself to begin with. If not for him, I’d still be stuck in that stuffy room in the castle. 

      “Besides, I can’t help. If it’s true you’re running from the palace, then helping you would violate the treaty.” 

      I grimaced, realizing she was right. The treaty was a gentlemen’s agreement between the sea witch coven and the drakens; we left them alone, and they left us alone. We helped each other when needed, but took no action that would inconvenience or bring harm to the other. 

      Helping me essentially kidnap the heir to the throne would certainly fall into the latter category. 

      Shit. What could we do? There wasn’t anywhere we could hide. They’d search us out by scent, turning over every single leaf on this island until—

      My eyes hit the water, my lips parting in realization. They’d be searching the island. 

      I eyed the waves, which were only a few feet away from where Fane lay, and the tide was coming in. It would only take a few drags, and we’d be in the water where he could float once I got past the cresting waves. 

      I winced, imagining the sting of the salt water on his wounds. At least they would be clean. 

      Turning my back to the young sea witch, I took the two large logs and lashed them together by ripping the sail fragments into thin strips. I pushed it out in the water, then got behind Fane and lifted under his armpits, keeping his busted wings off the ground as much as possible. I turned us around and dragged as hard and fast as I could toward the water, heaving his stomach first onto the two logs with one burst of energy. 

      “Make sure we don’t drown. Surely you can handle that?”

      Instead of snapping at me, the sea witch grinned. “That would be exactly how I could abide by the treaty.” She trotted into the water after us, diving into the waves. Her legs dissolved into a colorful purple tail that she used to push herself out ahead of us. 

      A high wave crested right above my head, pushing me down to the sandy bottom. I used my feet to propel myself back up, coughing and sputtering salt water everywhere.

      “A little help?” I called out to the sea witch, pushing the logs with Fane as hard as I could through the waves and out toward the open water. 

      “You’re not anywhere close to drowning,” she replied snootily, watching.

      I growled and redoubled my efforts. It would be easier once we were past the waves.  My muscles ached, and I cursed, struggling to push the heavy water through the far more powerful waves. I hummed a song Kavni and I liked to sing—one that brought both of us comfort when we missed Mother and got lonely. The familiar tune calmed my mind, and I started singing. It wasn’t like any of the sirens were around to criticize my technique, after all. 

      “Ach! Can’t fly, can’t sing! What kind of draken are you?”

      My eyes shot open: oh, right, the seawitch. A massive wave churned out ahead of us, sucking Fane and I quickly out to deeper waters.

      “I’m a bad draken,” I said to no one, feeling worthless. 

      The sea witch frowned at the massive wave forming. “Magick. Is that you? That’s not supposed to happen.”

      I blinked as it disappeared with the absence of my voice. 

      “Ha. You sing so poorly it rose to stop you. See how it disappears now that you’ve stopped?” 

      I spun around, glaring at her. “What’s your name?” 

      “Meruse!” she piped up happily. 

      My eyes narrowed. “Fuck off, Meruse.” 

      She rolled her eyes. “Maybe you’re not a poor draken. Maybe your magick is simply … different.” 

      Meruse wasn’t kidding. Her eyes were wide and scanning the open horizon for more rogue waves. Hope filled my chest. 

      “Cover your ears, Meruse,” I growled at her. 

      “Why?” she huffed. 

      I gripped the wooden float that was haphazardly keeping Fane afloat, determined not to let go unless I was dead. 

      “I’m going to sing. Poorly.”

      Meruse let forth a colorful amount of swears, slammed seaweed into her ears, and dove under the water. 
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        * * *

      

      At first, it seemed to go well. Large waves rose, sucked us all out far into the ocean, then dissipated when I stopped singing. Meruse followed grumpily, muttering to herself about crazy untrained drakens. The shoreline was fading in the distance, and I was so, so tired. 

      Just one more wave; a big one, and it would take us where we needed to go if I just believed hard enough. 

      I took a deep breath and sang as loudly as I could, putting everything I had into it. Meruse squawked and dove under the water again. I ignored her and kept going. A massive wave rose and rose, but I didn’t stop. It pulled us farther and farther and I kept going, knowing the distance to the mainland of Dorea was quite far. 

      “Draken! Stop! It—”

      I stopped singing, but the wave kept coming. Taller and taller, higher and higher; a tsunami that now not only threatened Fane and I, but likely Lyoness as well. 

      Shit, fuck, witch’s tits. 

      This was it. This is how I die. At least Fane is unconscious. 

      The wave broke, rushing at us faster than I could blink. My eyes closed in resignation just as a hand grabbed me and pulled me under.
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      FANE

      Agonizing, blistering, white-hot pain. It filled my mind and body, refusing to back down. My eyes shot open as I gasped, but it didn’t stop. I was on my side, rattled back and forth, with hands cradling my head.

      Which was in Sakala’s lap. Perhaps it all wasn’t so bad.

      “Oh no, I was hoping you wouldn’t wake up.”

      Normally, I would have relished the worry in her voice, or at the very least teased her for admitting she was worried about me. This pain, however, was nothing to tease anyone over. Something must be very wrong with me. 

      I tried to move my wings out of instinct and retched as a fresh wave of agony overtook me. Sakala’s fingers gently stroked through my hair in sympathy as she helped keep my head to the side. I was too miserable to be embarrassed. 

      And Sakala looked like someone had tossed her off the top of the volcano. 

      “You look like shit,” I rasped. 

      To my delight, her eyes lit up, and she laughed. “You ass. We’re in Dorea. You did it; you got us out of the palace. I got us the rest of the way.”

      My eyebrows rose; it seemed she’d done more work out of the two of us! I held out my wrist, waving it under her mouth. 

      “D-drink some to get energy. I—”

      “Fane. Stop. Your left wing is broken. There’s a tear in your right one. It’s … it’s terrible. You need all your blood.” 

      Oh. That would explain why life was currently excruciating. 

      “Besides,” she continued, not looking at me, “we’re not mates. Only mates share blood. I’m sorry.” 

      Her eyes lingered guiltily on my wings, silencing my objections. She was considering it, but only to heal me. 

      I wouldn’t do that to her. 

      When Sakala finally realized we were mates, she would come to me enthusiastic and ready. It wouldn’t be out of a sense of duty or guilt, even if I lay dying. And if she never did … then … ok. I refused to make her do anything she didn’t want. It hadn’t worked when we were children, and it wouldn’t work now. 

      And I suddenly found doing anything she didn’t want abhorrent. 

      I made a silent vow: I’d do my duty to protect her in this strange land, ride out the shit storm that would likely follow our disappearance from Lyoness, and then support her in whatever she wanted to do afterwards. 

      “Am I … are we in a cart?”

      We hit a hole in the road, and my wing bumped against the side of the cart, jarring it. I hissed in pain. 

      Sakala shot my wings an anxious glance and squeezed my hand. “Davos is a farmer who found us unconscious along the shore. He thinks he’s doing his civic duty by caring for the injured drakens who washed up in his kingdom. Something about a treaty …”

      I struggled to hear what she said next, something about ‘being sick of goddamn treaties,’ but that made little sense, didn’t it? 

      “Where are we going?” I asked when it was apparent she wouldn’t say anything else. I assumed this ‘Davos’ man was driving the cart, but I wasn’t exactly in a position to turn around and look. 

      “His home to get cleaned up, then the castle,” Sakala muttered, looking about as thrilled as I felt. 

      “Oh,” I said, because that was all I could manage in the moment. I had no experience dealing with … humans. Father didn’t let them come to the island—not that they’d get past our sirens or through our protective blood wards, anyway. All I knew was from the muttered complaints I’d heard around our dinner table; they hated dealing with us in our true forms, and demanded we ‘look like them.’ They were rude and blunt, and angry they couldn’t pay us to erect our bloodwards around their own lands and castles. That wasn’t how bloodmagick worked, but humans couldn’t possibly understand; they didn’t have magick of their own. 

      Sakala said my wing had broken, but it didn’t seem as bad as all that. The pain was fading, and a glorious numb feeling was stretching across my body even as my heart rate increased and it forced me to take quick, shallow breaths. 

      “Fane. Fane! We need to hurry! He’s getting worse!”

      A hand touched my forehead and drew away quickly. “His skin is getting cold and clammy! How much further?”

      I didn’t hear his answer. It didn’t seem that important. My eyes drifted shut, and falling asleep seemed like a perfectly logical thing to do. The pain wouldn’t be as bad, and I wouldn’t feel the jostling of the cart as much: a win-win. 

      A small hand slipped into mine and squeezed hard enough that I cracked an eye open. Sakala’s bright purple eyes were wide and worried. 

      “I always liked your eyes,” I slurred at her. It seemed important that I told her. 

      “Fuck this. A little won’t hurt, right? We’ve already shared some. As long as we don’t … you know … seal the deal, it’s fine.” 

      I don’t think she was talking to me or the human. She was trying to convince herself of something. What? I had no idea. 

      I yawned and closed my eyes again. Sakala was a smart girl; she’d figure it out. And she was beautiful. And strong. And—

      Something pushed against my lips, and hot, glorious blood dripped into my mouth. Without thinking, I bit down, sinking my fangs into warm flesh. 

      Sakala grunted in pain, and my eyes shot open as I was suddenly wide awake. My inner draken roared, his instincts flaring as I ripped away from her wrist, spitting her blood out. 

      “No … no,” I protested, willing her to understand. I wouldn’t force her to do anything. I refused to let her heal me like a mate would if that wasn’t what she wanted. 

      “Quit being stubborn!” She hissed at me, but tears glimmered from the corners of her eyes. I slammed my mouth shut and rolled to my side, away from her. Her wrist bled sluggishly out onto the wood of the cart and stopped quickly. I grabbed at it and licked the wound closed, letting it drop back to her knee. 

      I grinned stupidly at my victory, however small. It was my first one. 

      “I … win.” 

      “Stubborn ass,” she mumbled to no one, tucking her knees to her chest and resting her head on her knees. Her hand brushed my brow again as she studied me. “At least you got enough that you’ve stopped slipping into shock.” She smacked my cheek lightly. “You will take my blood if it’s a matter of life and death.”

      “Make me …” I yawned again. 

      Her eyes rolled. “Go to sleep, oh, great champion.”

      Finally, she was making sense. It would only be polite to oblige, wouldn’t it? My eyes closed.
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      SAKALA

      We traveled on for another few hours, the human Davos offering me some ale and bread as a snack. I denied it all, too anxious to think about something as trivial as food or water. 

      Fane didn’t wake up again. 

      Not when night fell and not when the cart came to a stop at a small little cottage nestled deep inside the thick woods. I was sick with worry over trying to move him in a way that wouldn’t be excruciating with his wing, but it was in vain. Davos took his legs, and I carefully hefted under his arms, letting his wings hang down his back and drag lightly on the ground. It wasn’t ideal, but we got him inside. 

      Davos’s wife was an older human, like he was, with graying hair and wearing a rough, homespun dress with several aprons down the front. She rushed forward to greet us as we came through the door, then gasped and put a hand to her heart when she saw me and Fane. 

      “What the heavens—”

      “Drakens, my dear! Real ones! Injured, though. Need to take them to the castle, but I need a few things before we’re on our way. Can you fix ‘im up a bit?”

      We laid Fane down on his stomach on a bed in the corner of the cottage behind some hide screens. A boy no older than us stood frozen in the kitchen, his jaw dropped in shock. 

      To the woman’s credit, she only gawked at me and Fane for a moment before snapping into action. “Wes! Quit looking like a fish and get some clean linens! Bring a kettle of water to boil! Move!”

      The boy blinked then exploded into action. But I had only eyes for Fane, who was still unconscious. His skin had that cold, clammy feeling again. He needed real attention, and he’d stubbornly refused my blood. 

      For the second time, I considered sending a message to Lyoness. I could easily direct them here, and Fane would be safe and recovering in his room before lunch. 

      And I’d likely be a prisoner again. 

      Bile rose in my throat. I couldn’t do it. Not yet. 

      “What can you do to help him?” I asked the wife, who eyed his wing clinically. That was good, because I could barely look at it without getting nauseated. 

      “I can set the bone and wrap it so it can heal. Your people heal fast, don’t they?”

      There wasn’t any judgment in her tone, just curiosity. I nodded. “The wings … they’re very sensitive,” I cautioned. 

      The son brought her the linens, which she tore into thin strips, soaking in boiling water and then hanging them over the bed to cool slightly. 

      “Can you hold him still while I do it? If we’re quick, it will be best for everyone.” 

      I blinked at her. “He’s unconscious though, he—”

      “—won’t be once I set it,” she cautioned me, fingers hovering just over his injured wings. Her eyes caught the heavy clamp on my wings. 

      “What about—”

      “Don’t worry about me. This is only a mild inconvenience.” I swallowed the lie and focused on Fane, sitting right on the dip between his lower back and buttocks. My fingers skimmed along the velvety smoothness of the uninjured part of his left wing, gently coaxing it to lie flat against the bed. He shuddered even though unconscious, muscles relaxing against the thin mattress.

      “Husband, pin his right shoulder and arm. Wes, hold the left arm.”

      It rubbed me the wrong way that she was treating him like a feral animal, but I had to trust she knew what she was doing. Our wings were our biggest weakness, making all wing injuries horrific. 

      “On three, I will straighten out the broken tip and wrap it tightly and secure the bandage. I will need you to keep him still for about twenty seconds.” 

      I still thought this was overkill, but kept it to myself. The woman closed her eyes, breathed in, and breathed out. 

      “One. Two. Three!”

      I couldn’t look as she seized the broken wing joint and pushed, snapping the bone back into place with an audible clicking sound. Fane’s entire body tensed and thrashed even before his eyes opened, a scream of agony following just a second later. The human men winced, loosening their hold on Fane to cover their ears. The woman grit her teeth and persevered, refusing to stop. Without the men pinning him down, all she could do was grip onto the injured wing bone hard. 

      “Fane! Stop! She’s trying to help!” I pushed all my weight down on his back, his quick, broken cries shattering something inside of me. His dry heaves brought nothing up, sweat and tears staining the sheets as his entire body had a meltdown. 

      He couldn’t even form words, he just kept screaming and crying. I twisted my fingers into his hair and pulled, putting my fangs right at the back of his throat. It was something draken mothers and fathers did to misbehaving draklings, and I was hoping that his instincts would kick in just enough to give the woman the opening she needed. 

      It did. 

      Fane froze for just a second, unable to break decades of conditioning. The woman wrapped the bandage three times around the wing joint and tied it off, and I was relieved to see it was at least the proper shape again. 

      The woman leaped back, her hands high in the air as Fane growled and flipped over, swiping his claws at everyone around him in a wide arc. 

      “Ssh, ssh. It’s over.” I stopped pulling on his hair and ran my hands through it gently as he shook and trembled. I carefully helped him lay back down. “It’s ok. You did well. So well.”

      Was he shaking or was I shaking? I never wanted to see something that awful ever again—and it was my fault he’d done it to begin with!

      “Well, mission accomplished. He should settle in a few moments. Soup?”

      I gawked at the woman who clapped her hands together as if she routinely tended to draken injuries so severe only our most senior healers could stomach looking at them. Usually mates could heal you enough to block the pain until someone could fully set the injury. Fane had none of that luxury. 

      Begrudgingly, my respect for him rose a tad. 

      “S-soup would be great,” I managed weakly, still stroking Fane’s head. Now that the emergency was over, I realized they were staring at us, and I was still only wearing what I’d had on when I’d left the island: my short leather skirt and only a thin leather band across my breasts. The boy my age couldn’t tear his eyes from me. I resisted the urge to flash my fangs at him. 

      My readings had told me that humans dressed much more modest than drakens. The humans dressed in layers even though the season was hot. The woman’s dress looked too warm, and the men wore pants and shirts with long sleeves and heavy boots. What was the point of that? Were their feet so weak they must cover them at all times? My feet were callused on the bottom, my scales keeping me from harm. 

      The cottage was stuffy and only had one window. The scents of spices and last night’s dinner of fresh bread and meat lingered in the air. How could they stand it? Claustrophobia settled in now that the immediate issue of Fane’s injuries were dealt with. I breathed through it. 

      “T-thank you,” I said as I released Fane and stood next to his bed. His complexion was ashy and gray, his eyes staring ahead at nothing as he clutched to my hand like a lifeline. Poor thing.

      The woman spoke first, breaking our awkward tension. “Of course. But you need to go up to the castle. They have proper healers there—ones who use magick and all that! I would hate for infection to set in.” 

      She was right. This was only an extremely temporary solution. “I … I suppose,” I relented. This wasn’t about me anymore; Fane’s safety was paramount. It wasn’t even because he was the heir to the throne or the prince of Lyoness. He had overridden his draken instincts and taken a horrible injury to his wings to protect me. I would see that when the drakens found us, Fane safely returned home at all costs. 

      “I’ll just—” 

      The humans clustered in the kitchen area, clanging about with pots and pans a little too loudly for me to believe that’s how they always acted. Dried spices hung from the ceiling in large bundles, their scents tickling my nose. To gain some sort of semblance of control, I named them in my head: rosemary, thyme, pergainsa extract, wilderberry, garlic, onions. I turned my back on them and grasped both of Fane’s hands, helping him into a sitting position on the side of the bed. 

      His skin was slick and covered in sweat, his breathing labored as he groaned with each movement. 

      “Tell me you’re alright,” I begged him, keeping an arm around his back to support him, mindful of his wings. How had I never noticed the hard muscles in his shoulders and back before? Not that it was a surprise—the royal trainers wouldn’t settle for a runty crown prince, after all. 

      He gave a weak grin, which didn’t fool me. “Let’s … not do that again.”

      A sharp burst of laughter left my throat before I could stop it. He squinted at me, his grin spreading. “How did you even get us here?” 

      I rubbed my face with my free hand. “I sang so poorly I caused a tsunami. The sea witch made sure we didn’t die.”

      Fane’s lips moved, mouthing my words back to himself. Two days ago, he likely would have used this moment to make a cutting remark or say something sarcastic. Giving my hand a squeeze, he only sighed. 

      “You’re amazing.” He chuckled, eyes drifting shut. 

      I gave him a smack on his shoulder. “Don’t go to sleep. I have to feed you.” 

      His eyes opened, his scent shifting. “You’re going to feed me.” It wasn’t a question; it was more of a challenge. I bristled, but didn’t correct him. Both of us knew mates cared for each other when ill. If a draken wasn’t mated, their parents would step in. 

      “Don’t get any funny ideas. It’s … just to say thank you. For going through all of that for me.” My voice broke slightly, and I turned away so he couldn’t see my face break. Davos approached, a bowl of soup in his hands. I took it with a fierce look of thanks, turning back to Fane in control. “Don’t read into it. I can’t exactly let the heir to the throne starve. Then I’d have an even harder time finding an apprenticeship than I already have.”

      I meant it to be a joke, but it wasn’t funny. It was true. After running away with the crown prince, I was lucky if they’d even allow me back on the island, let alone ever get accepted for a trade or a guild. 

      The sirens had already said no. 

      The military would be hell with Mother breathing down my neck. 

      And I didn’t want my identity to be wrapped in how many draklings I popped out. 

      And even if I did, there was no way they’d ever allow me to compete in the Draken Games ever again. 

      A frustrated keen left my throat, hot tears gathering in my eyes. I pushed it down and loaded the spoon with soup, putting it up to Fane’s mouth. His wrist shot out and grabbed mine, stopping the spoon. Soup sloshed down the edges, but neither of us paid attention to it. 

      “Don’t be sad. I will take responsibility for what I did, and I can take the pain as I heal. But I won’t see you sad and broken! That was the entire reason I busted you out! Father want to—”

      He cut himself off as his body shook, and he took a moment to breathe deeply until it stopped. “Sorry,” he mumbled. 

      I shook my head, putting the spoon back into the bowl and bringing it up again. “Eat,” I ordered him. He took the spoon and put it down, reaching for the bowl. 

      “I can do it. I know you’re not comfortable with it.” 

      I would do it anyway because he needed to eat. Stupid draken traditions be damned. It wasn’t as though there were any other drakens here to judge me for feeding a male I wasn’t mated or related to.

      He ate half, then offered the rest to me. It was silent in the cottage as we all ate, Fane and I refusing to make eye contact even though we were close enough to feel the other’s heat. 

      I jerked as I felt a presence beside us.

      “What?”

      The son—Wes—stood directly in front of us, his muscles stiff. If I didn’t know any better, he looked angry. “Is it true you can look like us?”

      His mother wiped her hands on a towel and threw it down on the small table where their little family had been eating, and pulled him back. “Wesley! That is vulgar! We—”

      “I’m just asking!” He pouted petulantly, crossing his arms over his chest. “It’s just that … if we’re to travel to the castle, they shouldn’t go … like that!” His arms flailed at us. “Imagine word gets around that we’re traveling with drakens! We’ll be set upon!”

      Davos rose slower than his wife, a thoughtful look on his face. He stroked his beard slowly. “It’s not a bad idea if you can do it. Look like us, I mean. It would make the drive safer for everyone.” His eyes flicked to Fane and then back to me. 

      I exchanged a look with Fane. Perhaps we should sneak out in the middle of the night and avoid all of this together. 

      “I … assume so,” I began carefully. “There’s never a cause to shift into a human form on the island, but we can all do it. Allegedly.” 

      “I want to see,” Wes demanded. 

      I growled at him without meaning to, my wings trying to go upward but unable to with the clamps. He backed up a step.

      Fane put a hand on mine. “It may be best while we’re here. Then we wouldn’t have to worry about standing too quickly and banging our wings on everything.”

      I hated it when he made sense. Since when was Fane the mature one? 

      “Fine,” I grumbled, my eyes on the woman. I thought of her back, free of wings with smooth skin. I focused on the texture of her fingers and hands, without scales or claws. 

      And then, suddenly, I felt much less like myself. 

      “Wow,” Wes breathed out.

      Davos and his wife gawked, suitably impressed. I turned over my soft hands with their blunt, weak fingernails. My tongue ran over smooth, small teeth. I was weaker in this form, and in a strange land. I tried to take a step forward and nearly fell over, my balance completely off-center. How on earth did humans manage without wings to counterbalance? 

      This would take a while. 

      “You have a black marking on your back and shoulders where the clamp was,” Fane said softly, almost in awe. I twisted my head around, but only caught a small glimpse of a dark black tattoo that wrapped around my shoulders, neck, and upper back. It looked a lot like the blood magick tattoos the older drakens had. 

      I grinned. Wicked. 

      “You look just like us … but shinier.” 

      I glared at Wes, but he was right. My skin shimmered slightly under the candles, the scales underneath shining through the human skin. 

      My eyes narrowed at the irritated look on Fane’s face. “What? Your turn.” 

      He huffed. “You look ridiculous. At least your enemies will underestimate you while you look like … that.”

      I blinked. A compliment? How … novel. 

      “Shut up and shift.” 

      He sat up straight, closing his eyes. His wings disappeared, sucked into his back in the blink of an eye. His claws and fangs retracted, and his scales disappeared under a layer of dark human skin. 

      Tension I didn’t realize he was holding onto disappeared as his injured wings vanished. “You’re right. It doesn’t look right,” I said to him, disturbed. He still looked like Fane of course, but… human. I shivered. 

      Davos clapped his hands. “Now that’s settled, let’s get a good night’s sleep. We will head out first thing in the morning.” He gestured between Fane and I. “You may have our bed. We will sleep out in the barn. It’s quite warm among the lambs. It’ll be like when we were younger.” He wriggled his eyebrows ridiculously at his wife, who blushed and muttered something under her breath. 

      “I don’t—” I began. 

      “Nonsense! Put the screen up for some privacy. In the morning, we’ll set out.”

      Fane put an arm out across my chest, cutting off any protests. “Thank you,” he said curtly, the most polite I’ve ever seen him. The couple gave us a final wave and left. Fane painstakingly stood and dragged the screen over to close us off from the rest of the cabin. 

      “I say we wait an hour, then leave,” I whispered furiously. “There’s no reason to announce our presence or go to the cast—”

      Fane put a finger to his lips, cutting off my tirade. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him off, but his shoulders slumped in exhaustion. 

      “An hour,” I repeated, curling myself into a ball at the foot of his bed. At least it was easier to lie down in this form.
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      FANE

      It had been only a day since I’d left Lyoness for the first time in my life, and already I’d experienced more pain and trials than I’d ever expected. Father and Gaff had always warned me about flying recklessly around town and in the palace hallways. They had subjected me to lecture upon lecture of the pain and agony of a wing injury, but I’d always rolled my eyes and done what I’d wanted. No one I knew had ever had a wing injury and I was much too good of a flier to worry!

      Now, I understood. If I ever had a son, I’d give him the same lecture once a week. Never, ever, did I want anyone of my blood to feel the same suffering and agony I have. My only saving grace was Sakala’s constant presence by my side. 

      I snuck a glance at her, curled at the foot of the bed in her human form, asleep. I didn’t have the energy to argue with her. She was welcome to lie flat next to me. She obviously needed the rest with how quickly her breaths had evened out. I let her be. 

      These humans seemed kind on the surface, even though I never wanted to get near the female again after the trauma of having her set my wing. Father never characterized the humans as kind; rather, he described them more like magpies and greedy characters who wanted everything while trading little in return. While Sakala slept, I refused to sleep even though my body vibrated with exhaustion. It would be foolish to let me guard down with any strangers, let alone humans. Even if they had fed us and done their best to help. 

      This new form at least had the benefit of dulling the pain in my wings. It was still there, but only as a background ache instead of the all-encompassing agony I’d known previously. 

      Once the night had firmly settled, I crawled toward her at the foot of the bed, reaching out and lightly ran my hand through Sakala’s hair. I was afraid she’d react poorly if I shook or prodded her. She made a growling sound followed by a purr, a spark of voice magick sending a bolt of lust straight to my core. 

      That was interesting. I thought she’d been rejected from the sirens for her lack of voice magicks.

      I shook my head. She’d made it perfectly clear where her feelings on me lay when she was fully conscious. I wouldn’t read into random purring while she slept.

      “Sakala. Up. Now is the time, if you still wish to leave.” 

      I would go where she went, though I agreed that bringing attention to ourselves by showing up in a human court wasn’t the wisest idea. 

      Sakala turned over, her belly glistening as a patch of moonlight caught her smooth, human skin. I shook my head; I had to focus. 

      “Sakala!” I tightened my grip on her hair, pulling slightly. Her scent shifted, hitting me in the face with the same pheromones she’d released during the games when I’d had her pinned under me. 

      My hand shook. Now was not the time. She wasn’t thinking clearly … or at all! She was asleep! I put my face over hers and growled, trying to impart the danger we were in. She stretched her head up, baring her neck to me, and then licked my throat. Panicking, I pushed away from her as fast as I could. Unfortunately, it also had the effect of pushing her off the bed. 

      WHUMPF.

      “What the fuck?”

      Ah, there she was. 

      “Ssh! We must go now. Are you ready?” I hoped my voice sounded as normal as possible and that the reek of pheromones had left the air. How embarrassing for both of us. 

      Sakala blinked at me, then stood. We both froze, listening hard to ensure our antics hadn’t woken the son who was sleeping in the kitchen by the hearth. After we detected no sounds, she waved a hand at me to follow her. My body was stiff, but I managed well enough. The new form shot my balance to hell, the absence of wings irritating and frustrating. Oh well; I’d have to adjust as Sakala had. 

      The front door opened with a creak, but Sakala didn’t hesitate as she held it open to me. Once through, she closed it slowly, then took off for the woods. I followed, loping oddly but keeping up. Once the tree line and darkness had swallowed us, she finally stopped and turned to me. 

      “I think … you need to go home.”

      I reared back. “What? Why? I—”

      “Your wings are still injured. You may not feel it now, but you need proper medical attention by drakens. I’m terrified you’ll go too long without treatment, and you’ll end up crippled and unable to fly. I could never forgive myself if that happened.”

      A small ember of panic curled in my gut. I hadn’t thought of that. 

      “Well … it’s hard to argue that,” I managed weakly. “And what of you?”

      Sakala glanced at her feet. “I can’t go back. I don’t want to go back. I’ve ruined everything, and there’s no place for me. Especially now, since I’ve kidnapped the heir to the throne.” 

      I snorted. “Your wings are bound. The idea you could kidnap anyone is ridiculous. Even unbound, you couldn’t kidnap me.”

      She stiffened, and her face twisted in anger for a moment before relaxing into a wistful smile. “I used to think you were my worst problem in life. How quaint. But in reality, I think my fights with you were actually the highlight of my day when they occurred.”

      A kernel of hope flared in my chest. “Really?” I asked, hushed. 

      Sakala shrugged, sitting down on a tree stump. “It was a distraction, you know? I care for Kavni full time, since Mother is often away and Dad is continuously lost in his own little world. Taking care of my sister seems to be the only thing I’m good at, but I don’t want to be a mother. I … want to see the world.”

      Instead of replying immediately, I took a moment to think about what she said. I’d thought all females dreamed of being mothers—it was part of our biology to mate and procreate. Even Sakala’s mother, a respected captain and officer in the army, had had two draklings. 

      But the look of misery on Sakala’s face was so raw and real that I had no choice but to believe her. 

      “I … didn’t know all of that,” I admitted sheepishly. I’d always assumed our enmity was because she was spiteful and jealous, not because she was … sad. That made it all worse. 

      Or better, depending on how you looked at it. 

      “Like I said, there’s no real place for me at home. I’m a female draken who can’t sing, doesn’t want to mate, and I can’t imagine working as a soldier under my mother. And even if I had a place, there’s no one to look after Kavni!”

      “No one’s looking after her now,” I pointed out. That was the absolute wrong thing to say. Sakala took one look at me and burst into loud, noisy tears. 

      My inner draken recoiled in horror at what I’d done. 

      “Sakala! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean that! I just … I-I’m an idiot,” I whispered to no one, patting her on her back. My hand slid down the smooth skin, odd to see without scales or wings. 

      “Perhaps it is a good thing you are here,” I commented wildly, reaching for anything I could. “Your parents are responsible for your sister, not you. With you gone, it will force them to step up and care for her. I think it will also make them realize how valuable you are, and all the work you do. Your parents are smart and caring drakens. They will not let your sister starve. And if your sister is anything like you, she will loudly demand attention the moment she needs something. It is fine.”

      I pushed, then dove in. “I have a younger brother. Several. One time they ran away from the palace and managed to hide out for half the night before we found them. Mother and Father were frantic with worry, thinking they were hungry and hurt.” I grinned. “The guards found Xan and Tarin passed out from full bellies, their mouths smeared with pastries they’d stolen from the kitchens.”

      Sakala’s eyes lit for a brief moment with amusement. “So you see, I’m sure your sister is fine.”

      Her sobs stifled somewhat. “Really? You think so?”

      “Which part?” I joked. “Your parents being forced to step up, or your sister being as loud and annoying as you?”

      Her fist connected with my shoulder, a grin splitting her face. That's what I wanted to see. I realized with a sudden jolt that I’d do anything to keep that grin there.

      Sakala grasped my hands in hers, those purple eyes boring into mine. “I’m serious, though. You need medical attention.” 

      I huffed. “And I’m serious: you’re ridiculous if you think I’m leaving you here alone. Leaving any unmated female alone on the continent would be a punishable offense. But leaving you? I’d have to give myself the death penalty.”

      Sakala blanched and tried to pull away, but I held onto her hand. “I go where you go,” I said passionately. “I will ensure you are accepted back home. There will be a place for you.”

      Whether it’s by my side or not, I added silently.

      Her shoulders crumpled at my loud declaration, which wasn’t the reaction I’d been hoping for. “I don’t want to go back,” she whispered again. 

      Ah, now I understood. She’d go back if it meant I got the care I needed because she prioritized my health over her own well-being. I thought the realization would make me happier, but all I felt was a hollowness in my chest. I was indirectly making her unhappy. 

      “I don’t need medical attention,” I blustered, standing up straight and trying to puff out my chest. “The human set my wing so that’s done. It will heal fine. When all of this is over, my father will insist on a full medical workup anyhow. So, I will accompany you on this journey of yours to see the world and return home on my time or when I know you’re safe and settled here.”

      I did not know what that would look like, or even if it was possible for a single, unmated female to survive on her own here in Dorea. But if it was what Sakala wanted, we would try. 

      My eyes grew wet as her thumb stroked the top of my hand.

      “Thanks,” she said, sniffing. “You’re the first person to … say that. No one has really cared what I wanted.”

      “I always cared,” I insisted stiffly, realizing it was true. “I was just … a stupid drakling at the time who didn’t know how to show it.”

      Sakala fell forward into my chest, and my human body didn’t seem adequate to fully wrap her in my arms as I’d wanted. Without trying, I shifted back into my draken form, wanting nothing more than to shield her with my wings the way my instincts screamed at me to do, letting her know everything would work out; that we were in this together. 

      I didn’t get the chance. Agonizing pain shot through every nerve in my body, the moment I was back in my draken form, startling and paralyzing me. I must have dropped to the ground, and was that Sakala screaming my name? All my brain registered was white-hot pain everywhere all at once. 

      My eyes rolled back into my head as I mercifully passed out.
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      SAKALA

      Oh, no. Oh no, no, no, no, no. 

      For one glorious moment, everything had felt right in the world. Fane had said precisely the right things, and there was a flash where I imagined that maybe, just maybe, everything would be ok. 

      And he hugged me. 

      Or tried to. 

      It was one second of pure, hedonic bliss where his scent permeated my soul, wrapping me up in a fog of security that I hadn’t known was possible. 

      Then his body went stiff, and for a split second, I thought it was me. I thought perhaps he was only being nice and trying to do his duty when it was obvious he still only had nothing but contempt for me after all these years. 

      But it wasn’t me. His wings arched over his back, broken and bloodied, the break in his left wing even worse, the bandages nothing but torn scraps caked down and stuck to the membrane. 

      “Fane! Switch back! You—”

      He fell too quickly for me to catch him, landing with all of his weight on his delicate wings. I thanked the gods he passed out, and my adrenaline was so high I easily rolled his heavy weight to the side, taking the pressure off his back. 

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I whispered to no one, refusing to cry. Crying didn’t help. Crying was for the weak. I had a decision to make now: either I dragged Fane back to the cottage and pretended we’d been there the entire time, or I hid him here, ran back, and fell upon the mercy of the humans. 

      It really wasn’t a choice; I couldn’t do anything that would hurt Fane more, and dragging him through the underbrush certainly wouldn’t help. Getting under his shoulders, I lifted under his armpits until his back was off the ground and dragged him behind a large bush. I shifted back to my draken form, knowing my balance and speed would be superior. 

      I ran. 

      Bypassing the cottage entirely, I burst through the barn’s door, scaring the human couple and all the animals. The horses shrieked and reared while pigs, sheep, and even an old cow bleated at me in fear and irritation. I must have seemed like a predator to them. 

      “Wake up! Help! Fane’s injury came back when he shifted!”

      Davos was up first, lashing out at the empty air with his fist and scattering hay around him. Once his eyes adjusted to the dark and saw me, he rubbed his face. “What’s this, now?”

      “We … were going to escape,” I admitted, blushing furiously. “He shifted back into his draken form and the old injury is still there, but worse! Please help him! We promise we’ll go with you to the king tomorrow. We need to send a message to Lyoness to send draken healers. If we don’t get him fixed, he might never fly again!”

      I knew it wasn’t the wisest thing to put all my cards on the table and emphasize our weaknesses, but I didn’t care. Fane was past the point of no return. I would swim back to Lyoness myself if I needed to, but he needed a draken healer fast. 

      To his credit, Davos didn’t linger on the whole ‘tried to escape’ thing. He just helped his wife out of the hay, brushing fits of straw off her apron and getting her on her feet.

      She said, “Let me gather some things. Davos will ready the wagon. We’re all up now, so we might as well leave straight away.”

      I waited with ill patience as they hitched their wagon, woke up their son, and got ready to leave. Every second wasted was another Fane was left on his own in the woods, unconscious and unprotected. 

      “We are a little to the north, only a half mile away. I will listen for you and call you to us.” I bounded off the property after Davos nodded, trusting my sense of hearing would be enough to ensure they made it the rest of the way. 

      I ran haphazardly, my eyes and brain running on nothing but instinct as I jumped over logs, dodged trees, and pounded through the underbrush. I broke into the small clearing I left Fane in, nearly crying with relief when I saw his unmoving form just where I left it, under the bush. 

      I put his head in my lap, wishing desperately I could curl my wings around him to shield him from the cold wind in the night. Ah. Perhaps that’s why he shifted; he’d wished to do the same for me. 

      An intense hole opened up in my chest, aching. This wasn’t normal. This was more than how I’d feel if this had been Tekka, Tammen, or even Amil. The intense feeling of protectiveness I felt only rivaled how I’d react if it were Kavni or my parents in this situation. 

      My inner draken trilled in happiness, trying to get my attention. I shoved her down ruthlessly. Fane and I were not mates. I did not want to have children.  

      His children would be different, my mind whispered. 

      No! No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no—

      The crunch of sticks and the huff of horses pricked my ears, and I called out into the night. “We’re here! Over here!”

      I clutched Fane’s head against my lap more securely, refusing to leave his side for any reason. Within minutes, a horse pulling the same cart rolled up, Davos at the helm with his wife sitting at his side with a large bag. Wes peered blearily at us from the back, obviously irked at being pulled into this midnight adventure. 

      Davos helped his wife down and she moved to Fane’s side, tsking with alarm at the misshapen wing. “Dear me. Does it get worse if you shift? Maybe you have to heal in one form before trying another?”

      I felt incredibly foolish. “I … don’t know. Maybe. They don’t really encourage use of the human form unless we’re soldiers or diplomats.…” I trailed off, embarrassed. I didn’t know how my body worked! This was a flaw in training I’d correct when I was back in Lyoness, and Fane would—

      I cut my mind off savagely. What the fuck was I thinking? I wasn’t going back! The pang in my chest intensified, but I ignored it. Fane could ensure all draklings knew about the perils of injuries and shifting. He would do that for me. 

      Because he cared about me. 

      The realization wasn’t as mind-blowing as I thought it would be. 

      “Oh dear. What a mess.” 

      Instead of reaching for her bandages, the woman brought out a mortar and pestle, grinding a few dried berries together and adding some amber liquid that smelled of alcohol. 

      “What is that?” I asked. 

      “Cleans the wound,” she answered primly. She dabbed a smudge of the foul paste onto the bandages, then put the rest on a spoon and offered it to me. “Can you ensure he swallows that?”

      I hesitated to take it, alarmed. “What? Why?”

      She eyed me like I was a ninny. “Do you remember how hard it was to hold him down last time? This will make sure he doesn’t wake up during it.”

      Well, that made sense, I supposed. I took the spoon and pushed the mash between Fane’s lips, rubbing on his jaw and making sure he didn’t somehow spit it out. He made a face of disgust at me. 

      “Come on, it’ll help,” I cajoled. He grunted and swallowed, and in a matter of moments, his face went completely slack. 

      Oh, no. I’d killed him!

      “Sorry, but we can’t risk having you escape again,” the woman offered me, though she didn’t seem too sorry. “I wasn’t lying about it knocking him out, though. That’s better for everyone.” 

      “You poisoned him!” I accused, aching to rake my claws across her face and watch her scream as the venom ate away at her skin. 

      Davos held up his hands in surrender. “The harvest was bad this year, and we barely have enough to feed the cattle, let alone us. We can butcher them, but then we won’t have milk or eggs next season. Please, we just need the money the king is likely to reward us with.”

      My anger didn’t abate in the slightest. “Why can you not just ask the king for food?” It blew my mind that someone suffering had to have something of value to trade for something that was essential for life. 

      They laughed at me, the woman and Davos chuckling, and Wes letting out an outright guffaw. 

      “Any king who does not take care of his people doesn’t deserve his throne!” I insisted, drawn up to my full height. 

      “Well, that’s all well and good on a small island with all those resources,” Wes pointed out, an ugly look on his face. “There’s many more people here. Many more than … your people. It’s not that simple.” 

      It was. Yet something had clearly conditioned them into blindly accepting this system instead of trying to change it. 

      “I’ll clean it up and bandage it, but I ain’t setting it again. He needs magick from up at the castle. That won’t come cheap either, just to warn you.” 

      The woman finished tying off the bandages, which reeked of the same paste she’d tricked me into poisoning Fane with. 

      Clever, forcing me to travel with them while Fane was helpless. 

      The Elders and our king were right; humans were awful and untrustworthy. They’d only helped me because there was something in it for them. Tears of frustration burned against my eyelids, but I refused to let them fall. Crying wouldn’t help. Crying was for the weak. 

      So I sucked it up while Davos and I lifted Fane’s body into the cart, taking care to ensure he was on his side and I safely draped his wings. I didn’t hide my distaste for Wes, hissing at him and baring my fangs as he glared at me. He nearly fell off the cart in his haste to backpedal away from me on all fours and rushed into the opposite corner of the wagon as quickly as he could. I spit a hunk of saliva at his feet and enjoyed the look of terror when my venom ate right through the hay and put a small hole in the wood 

      At least the Draken Games had taught me something about myself that was useful. 

      We didn’t speak at all on the journey toward wherever we were going. I didn’t even know the names of the kingdoms in Dorea! It just … didn’t seem important when most drakens never left the island. 

      Another thing I’d have to tell Fane to fix, then. 

      To keep my mind away from my dark thoughts, I focused on what was around me. The woods were thick. The small dirt road we traveled on was bumpy and uneven. Davos and his wife sat up front, shoulders hunched. Davos kept one hand on the reins, and another on a hunting knife at his waist. 

      “Are humans so cruel they constantly attack one another?” I asked Wes randomly, pinning my gaze to him. 

      He jerked at having my complete attention. “Uh, no, not that. I mean, there are thieves and ruffians, but there’s—”

      “Don’t they talk about the demons on that island of yours?” Davos interrupted, turning his head to the side as he spoke to me.

      Was he joking? Demons weren’t real. They were made up creatures. 

      “I guess not. Though, to be fair, few Doreans know of it either. My brother lives near Aldur, so he hears things, you understand?”

      I didn’t, but nodded at him to continue. 

      “There’s been evil creatures seen west of Aldur, trying to cross the mountains from the west. They’ve been trying to migrate for the last hundred years, which hasn’t been a problem for Aldur and Tetra. Each guards their own side of the mountain, you see?”

      No. But that was fine. 

      “Only I guess there’s been more and more lately. It’s like they’ve been multiplying. The patrols can’t keep up, so some are slipping through the cracks and making their way east. Aldur and Tetra have already reported break-ins and violence. Any man that brings a dead one to our king will get a gold piece. If you somehow take it alive, two!”

      “What do you think we’ll bring in?” I asked cruelly, not in the mood for story time. I didn’t like that there was still a present danger that I knew nothing about. It didn’t seem right to be totally ignorant of the affairs of our close neighbors, did it? 

      “Probably ten gold coins,” Wes huffed, glaring at me. Oh, how I longed to drag my claws across his mouth and mar it to make his scowl permanent. 

      “The king has been eager to secure an alliance with Lyoness should these creatures reach Cantrada,” Davos said to us. “Having you two will be a good bargaining chip, since all attempts so far have failed, according to the gossip.” 

      I snorted. “You mean he’ll ransom us? I can tell you now; that won’t go over well. Drakens protect their young viciously.”

      Wes smirked at me. “Yet here you are.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Indeed.” 

      The cart fell into silence, other than the creaking of the wood planks and the sound of the wheels struggling over the dry, cracked earth. 

      I couldn’t help myself. The silence was maddening. “Why don’t the human kingdoms make alliances with each other? Would that not be the sensible thing to do?” 

      The wife huffed, speaking up before Davos could. “Men, and especially kings, do not trust easily.”

      I laughed. “They’d rather fall divided than stand united? How utterly human.”

      There was no more talk of demons after that, but an uneasiness settled around my shoulders. Compared to these people, my problems were not so troublesome. Never had I worried about food or where my next meal was coming from. Never had I ever considered trying to manipulate my king or betters for access to necessities. 

      They’d all been right: I had been just a foolish, silly, little draken girl playing at a grown-up. I leaned back in the cart, contemplating just how foolish both Fane and I had truly been.
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      SAKALA

      I’d never been to a human village before. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t what I saw. Our village in Lyoness seemed large to me, but everyone had enough space, and we all did our part to keep it neat and tidy. This village … Well, they didn’t call them villages, did they? Davos referred to it as a city, this … Cantrada.

      It started out nicely enough with a few farms along the road with our destination ahead. The road widened substantially, enough so that another cart could pass in the opposite direction if it wanted. As we approached the heart of the city and the rising castle in the middle of it all, the houses grew cramped and the alleyways dark. And the sheer amount of people everywhere was overwhelming! How was there enough proper space for them all? There simply wasn’t! I had to breathe through it as I imagined being stuck in one of those small, crude houses with low ceilings all day. And the smell!

      The main road to the castle was wide and mostly clean, but the alleyways were dirty and filled with mud. I watched a woman open a second-story window and toss a pot of … something out onto the street. The horrid smell made sudden sense and my stomach turned just thinking about it. Surely humans weren’t so barbaric as to toss their waste where all and sundry walked and did business? No wonder these humans looked so sickly! They were poisoning themselves with poor hygiene and unsanitary practices! What kind of king allowed this to go on?

      I’d slipped back into my human form as we passed people on the road. Davos hadn’t suggested it, but it didn’t feel safe to look so … different. I covered Fane’s wings with the few threadbare blankets in the back of the cart, tucking his clawed hands under his body and hoping for the best. Our secret would be out soon, but we didn’t need anyone making it harder to reach our objective. At least in the castle, I assumed we’d have protection. Even if we were to be ransomed like criminals. 

      “Halt! You are heading straight toward the castle, farmer. Make your intentions known.”

      Before I could say anything, Davos proudly responded. “We have two drakens to bring to his majesty!”

      The guards surrounded the cart, faces dubious. They scowled at me and pushed me to the side, ripping off the blankets and gasping at Fane’s broken and bleeding wings. I shifted back into my true form without a thought, hunching my body over Fane and baring my fangs at them all. They stumbled backwards. 

      “One’s injured, so haste is the name of the day,” Davos interjected. 

      I didn’t like how the guards surrounded us and ran next to us, a captain of sorts leading the way on his horse and clearing a path. We were moving toward the castle more quickly than before, but I felt trapped and caged in. When we reached the high inner walls (who built walls to protect you against your own people?), the guards pressed close and reached in, grabbing at Fane. 

      I slashed one man’s forearm to ribbons and he jerked away, screaming. The second one I hit with my other hand, and the third I bit down into his shoulder, pumping as much venom as I could into the wound. 

      “Draken! Stop! How else will we help your friend?”

      I was teetering on the edge of bloodlust and close to losing all rational thought. Davos’s voice brought me back, snapping me to reality as the soldiers waited with swords drawn. They hustled the injured men away into the castle, and I felt a twinge of guilt over the venom. I hoped it didn’t kill him. That would be a diplomatic nightmare. 

      Seeing I wouldn’t maul anyone else, the captain looked down his nose at me from his horse. “Get off the cart. We will carry him inside.” 

      I narrowed my eyes but easily vaulted over the side of the cart, landing with perfect balance despite the heavy clamp on my wings. There was no point in hiding what I was now. 

      The soldiers carried Fane in front of me, but kept me separated from Davos and his family as they escorted us inside, which was just as well. I didn’t need the temptation of tripping Wes. 

      “Be careful with his wings!” I yelled at them. 

      A soldier underneath Fane’s left shoulder scoffed. “Looks like they’re shot already.” 

      Anger burned in my veins. “I’d hate to tell our king one of his citizens will never fly again because of your negligence and dilly-dallying.”

      That shut them up, and we picked up the pace considerably. One soldier even ran ahead of us, hopefully to get a healer or send a message. My wings and fingers vibrated to do something, but all I could do was stoically march forward and monitor Fane’s prone body. 

      We passed underneath a heavy iron gate and into a bustling area with many soldiers. I peered upwards at the massive castle and its front doors. They made the castle of stone and rock, just as I’d read the humans liked to build their homes. Apparently, they burned and destroyed each other’s kingdoms frequently. The castle was grand, but I like our tree palace better in Lyoness. It was beautiful and molded around the landscape, instead of jutting up from the earth like a giant, immovable eyesore. 

      Velvet coverings and lush fabrics hung on the walls, the floors, and even some ceilings. Gilded scones spaced every few feet, and the stone on the floor was a delicate white with streaks of black that I’d never seen before. Were all humans so opulent in their homes? It was somewhat similar to Davos’s cottage. Our royal family lived in a bigger palace, but it was bigger simply to accommodate all the people who worked and lived in it. All of this … excess seemed such a waste. 

      The front entrance hall was twice the size of my home. The soldiers led us up small batches of stairs, ignoring the groups of people chatting here and there. Everyone stopped when we passed, staring unabashedly. I barely managed to not roll my eyes at their infantile behavior. I was a draken, not a freak show!

      The soldiers guided us straight into what I assumed was an entrance hall, though it was wildly different from the large, comfortable porch in Lyoness where our king greeted diplomats. This room had high ceilings, a large throne in the middle, and people were everywhere. It was suffocating, gaudy, and the exact opposite of relaxing. No one offered me a seat or a refreshment as was customary on Lyoness for our visitors. 

      No. Two soldiers shunted Davos’s family to the side and herded me directly in front of the king. I stared at this short, small man who looked shorter than I was, his blue eyes rheumy and bloodshot. He was plump and looked like he’d lose a footrace to a one-legged donkey. Even as he tried to glare me down, he had to dab at the sweat snaking down his temple with an embroidered handkerchief. 

      “You! Farmer! What’s your name?” the king called out, gesturing his hand carelessly toward Davos. 

      Davos stepped forward, shaking a little. “Davos, your highness.” 

      The king clapped his hands. “Very good of you to do your duty to the crown. Very good indeed. A reward is in order, isn’t it?”

      Davos held his threadbare hat in his hands, nervously glancing around. “I …”

      “How about a lordship? I will raise you up to Lord Davos.” 

      Davos nearly dropped the hat. “My king is too kind. I—”

      “My name is Sakala, since no one has asked,” I cut in sharply, speaking over Davos and pushing myself forward. I’d be damned if they treated me like a trophy someone had won. I shot a glare at Davos and his family. They’d never asked our names, either. 

      I snapped my head back to the king, whose fingers dug into the armrests of his chair. “My friend and I found ourselves washed up on your shore after an accident. He needs immediate healing. Please send your fastest bird to Lyoness to request a draken healer.” 

      Silence followed my pronouncement. 

      I turned around, confused at how intently everyone had fixed their gaze on me. Men in armor, women in flowing dresses, and even a few children stood transfixed. No one talked. No one moved. 

      I would have rather someone started arguing with me. 

      “Do you have a bird I can use to send a message?” I grit out. 

      Again, no answer. Meanwhile, Fane groaned on the floor and twitched, smearing a bit of dark blue blood against the white stone. 

      I was going to strangle someone. 

      “Your highness?” asked the captain. The king shook his head hard, and the faraway look left his eyes. 

      “Draken. You don’t get to make any demands. You’ll be back home just as soon as Vasil pays the ransom.”

      I jerked, having heard no one refer to my king by simply his first name. Even Fane knew better. And what money? Drakens used little human currency. 

      “We don’t use money,” I grit out. 

      The king laughed. “I don’t need money.” He gestured around the room as though all the objects were supposed to mean something to me. He leaned toward me in his chair as if he were about to impart some great secret. “Your king has been dodging the question of an alliance with us for years. That will be my price.” He clapped his hands together. 

      Internally, I groaned. Such negotiations wouldn’t be quick. There would be the initial letter to Lyoness from Cantrada declaring they had us. King Vasil would then send soldiers to Cantrada to ensure it was true. Then, the diplomats would haggle over price or simply declare war for daring to keep us as prisoners. 

      Fane didn’t have that kind of time. Every minute risked the chance of permanent damage to his wings. I would have to reveal sensitive information in order to get Fane help. 

      “My king will declare war when he sees the condition of his only son and heir,” I sneered.

      The king’s eyes narrowed. “You lie. Vasil wouldn’t be so foolish—”

      “King Vasil,” I shot back, putting every bit of venom and force as I could into it.

      The king visibly flinched. “Right. King Vasil. My apologies.”

      My head cocked to the side as his easy acquiescence. Everyone else was still just … doing nothing. And staring. 

      I didn’t sing since I knew it wouldn’t work. Instead, I focused again on pushing my will through my voice. 

      “You will—”

      “We’re here! Where is the—”

      An old man in flowing black robes went silent at seeing me, his odd little hat askew as he dropped a leather bag that clanked loudly as it fell on the ground. A young woman entered behind him, scoffing and picking up the bag, giving it a good dust-off. 

      “Are you the physician?” I asked, my voice reverberating oddly in the massive hall. 

      His eyes went blank. “Y-no,” he answered in a monotone. 

      I growled in frustration. “Then why—”

      “Magick. You’ve done something with magick, haven’t you?” asked the young lady, gripping hard onto the bag. I appraised her moodily, noting the hair so bleached of color it was almost white, and eyes of two different colors. One was silver and one was brown. She reminded me of a family of drakens on Lyoness who had pure white hair; different from this color, but similar. 

      Her accusation jarred me. I was doing some sort of magick, wasn’t I? Hadn’t the sea witch mentioned that I had voice magicks, just different voice magicks? Could I … compel these humans? 

      “You are the physician?” I asked her. 

      Her eyes rolled. “Not technically, but yes. Your friend needs help. Tell them we were never here and let’s go.”

      I liked her no nonsense attitude. “Are you a—”

      “Ssh!” she shushed me, eyes wide and one silver to her lips. “Compel them first!”

      I glared. I’d compel her first. “You will help me—”

      “I have witch blood, dumbass, it won’t work. Compel them.”

      “Err … ok,” I backpedaled, suddenly unsure of myself. I hesitated, looking at her for instruction. 

      “Tell them we were never here, and that he was … er, granting that man’s family a lordship for outstanding services rendered to the crown.”

      I glanced at the king, who was mutely watching me with his expression vague and distant. 

      “Uh … sure.” I cleared my throat and closed my eyes, focusing on bringing my will through my voice. “We were never here. There are no drakens. The three of us will leave, and you will finish granting the boy the lordship. Though … everyone will know he is a coward,” I added on before I could help myself. I glanced at the woman, who gave me a thumbs up. 

      “Right. Well …”

      I reached under Fane’s armpits, but the woman waved me away. She closed her eyes and held her hands out, and soon Fane was levitating in front of me, a few feet off the ground.

      “Witch … air witch?” I guessed at her, trying to remember the different covens and what they all did. 

      “Perhaps we can discuss genealogy when he stops bleeding,” she chastised me, and I blushed.

      “Right. Lead the way?” 

      We made an odd procession as the woman calmly walked out of the throne room and down the steps, taking a sharp left turn and going down a side hallway instead of out the front door. As I left the hall, I heard the king and everyone else snap out of whatever I’d done.

      “Where was I? Oh … yes. You! Farmer! You want the lordship or not?” 

      Davos was backing away though, shaking his head and his wife following. “We just wanted help with food. Or some money. A lordship won’t feed us. I never meant to start a war or hurt anyone.…”

      “Pity. What about you, boy? Your descendants could live here at the palace!”

      I didn’t need to see Wes to imagine how his eyes likely glittered with green. “I accept!” he called out. There was shouting and yelling from a voice that sounded like Davos, but I turned away. I didn’t care. 

      I followed the woman to a smaller door, which opened up at the side.

      “You got a human form?” she whispered harshly. I nodded and shifted to it in an instant. She eyed me up and down. “You really need to put clothes on if you’re going to pretend to be a human.” 

      I glanced down at my leather skirt and breast band. “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

      She snorted. “They’ll think you’re a whore.

      I didn’t have to be offended as we came out into a back alley with the wall in front of us. 

      “Can you fly with that thing on?” Her eyes landed on my clamp. I bit my lip and shook my head. She sighed. “Step close to me. I’ve never done this with three people—er, individuals before. Let’s hope it works.” 

      She put one hand on Fane’s chest and the other around my upper arm, and we immediately shot up into the sky. A distress call was on the tip of my tongue, but I fought it back. We were fine. Well, as fine as we could be while hovering inside a cloud hundreds of feet in the air, at least. Until we shook horribly and the witch’s face twisted with exertion. We fell shakily back to the ground, and I caught Fane in my arms. His head flopped to the side. 

      “I need a conduit…. It’s too much weight.…” she muttered, clearly not talking to me as she looked around wildly. “Ah, there!” She seized a broomstick leaning up against the wall with the enthusiasm of someone who’d found a magick sword … and not a broom. 

      To my astonishment, she put one leg over and straddled the wooden handle, motioning that I should join her with one hand. “Come! Put him between us, and you sit behind me and we can keep him propped up!”

      She wasn’t serious. There was no way. Were all witches mad?

      “That can’t possibly hold us!” I argued, my wings aching as I longed to fly on my own. 

      The witch rolled her eyes. “The wood acts as a natural conduit of my magick, amplifying it. It will allow me to manage the magick more efficiently by balancing our weight. We don’t have much time!”

      I huffed at her admonishment. She was acting as though she were the one being hunted and not us. Dubiously, I frog-marched Fane over to the broom and straddled his legs on it, then did the same. Slowly, I sank down so that I ‘sat’ on the broom. 

      With a yelp of surprise from me, the broom went straight up. My hands went around Fane’s waist and grasped the broom tightly in front of him, hopefully holding both of us in place. 

      It was uncomfortable. It hurt. It was the scariest thing I’d ever subjected myself to. 

      “That’s more like it!” she crowed happily as we rose straight into the clouds, leaving the city and the stupid guards and their king behind. She smelled weird, and this close to her, it was impossible to ignore. The smell was similar to rot or decay, but that didn’t make any sense. 

      “Can you fly us back to Lyoness?” I asked, the first kernel of hope in a day sparking to life inside of me. 

      The woman didn’t answer, keeping her focus ahead of her. That was fine. I wanted to make it out of here alive, after all. 

      We soared over toward a patch of woods and quickly descended. When my feet touched the ground, she let go of me, and I caught Fane before he fell over. The broomstick fell to the ground, and I stared at it. Could they use all household cleaning items in such a way? I settled Fane down at the base of a large tree, propping him up.

      “Lyoness?” I asked again, the hope in my voice painful to my own ears. 

      She blushed, setting the broom up against the tree next to Fane. “I’m only half a witch. I doubt I could take both of you the entire way over to Lyoness,” she said regretfully, her eyes full of sorrow. 

      Only … half a witch?

      “Like a half-breed?” I asked curiously. 

      “That’s vulgar,” she admonished me, and my head tilted to the side. 

      “Why?” I asked. “It’s the truth. The truth isn’t vulgar.” 

      She laughed darkly. “I wish regular people agreed with you.”

      I blinked, confused. Then it clicked. “Ah. You mean the humans?” 

      She must have tried to live among them and keep her secret. Hard to do with eyes of different colors, I imagined. Humans always hated things that were different. 

      “The royal physician is a fake and a fraud,” she continued, digging into deep pockets and producing small, wrapped bundles of herbs and a few knives. “Luckily for the good people of Cantrada, I am not.”

      It was making sense now. She honed her magick by healing others, and the physician got the credit for it. How infuriating. 

      Seeing the look on my face, she shrugged. “At least it fed me and put a roof over my head.”

      She dumped her bundles in front of Fane and started poking at his wing, frowning. 

      “I didn’t think air witches could heal,” I said out loud. While I wasn’t the most knowledgeable about covens and their skills, I knew the basics. Sea witches controlled the water and its tides, earth witches made things grow, fire witches well … exploded things, blood witches cultivated the art of blood magick, and air witches controlled the wind. 

      None of that led to healing in my mind. 

      She ignored my question and instead, asked her own. “Are you mates? Can’t you just heal him?”

      The devastation on my face must have said it all. Her face twisted. “Ah. Not mates. Got it. Want to be?”

      My lips parted with shock and a guffaw of disbelief left my throat before I could stop it. She laughed. “Kidding. Well, only a little. But if you’re sure, I’ll use magick.”

      I shot her a nasty look. 

      “What?” she shot back, gently pulling Fane’s wing out to stretch the delicate membrane. “He’s handsome in a scaly sort of way. And a prince, you said?”

      I hissed at her before I realized I even had done it. 

      “Oh, I see. It’s complicated. Good luck with that, then.” 

      Before I could retort, she answered my previous question. “Usually witches don’t heal with magick; earth witches can increase the potency of herbs which certainly makes what we do seem like magick, but our magick itself doesn’t heal like draken magick can.” She shot me another look from under her eyelashes, grinning. 

      I growled. 

      “Right, well, since I’m only half a witch, I guess I didn’t grow up knowing any limitations.” She cleared her throat. “My father was the old physician on court until he died. He said my mother died in childbirth, so I grew up at his side as he dissected bodies and treated injuries. I learned much about a human body that most witches don’t know.”

      That seemed logical. She built a small little fire in minutes, with only the tiniest of flames. I was about to offer to build a much sturdier fire when she withdrew a wicked-looking syringe from her last cloth bundle and advanced on Fane. 

      “What are you doing?” I asked, ready to attack her if I needed to. 

      “Like you said, I’m an air witch with intimate knowledge of the human body.” She checked the sharpness of the needle, then dipped it into the fire to sterilize it. 

      I tensed. 

      “I learned as a young teenager that if I inject air in just the right places, I can control and manipulate it, moving around foreign pathogens or coaxing poisons out through an exit of my choosing.”

      Holy gods. “That’s … impressive,” I managed. “That must take an infinite level of fine control.”

      Her face darkened. “It did. I practiced on many terminal patients. Many died before I perfected it. There are many risks. Death is ensured if the air accidentally gets injected into the veins or an artery. Embolism isn’t the worst way to die, but it still hurts.”

      I blinked. “But you have perfected it?” I pressed her. They could imprison me for life just for letting this witch try an unknown medical practice on the heir to the throne. 

      But Fane had to fly. He had to. You couldn’t be the king of the drakens and not be able to fly!

      “Mostly,” she replied casually. Then she jabbed the needle straight into Fane’s injured wing joint.
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      FANE

      I woke up feeling dizzy and like I’d been training for a week straight. My body ached, but that was my biggest complaint. And it was not my wings that was the priority for once. Those twitched as I thought about them, and I jerked when they met resistance. 

      My head whipped around and I stared at the bandages that formed a makeshift clamp around my wings. What idiots! Did they truly think that would hold me? I didn’t realize I was growling until Sakala dropped in front of me. 

      “If you break those bonds, I’ll punch you in the face. Astrid said you need to keep your wings still so the healing magick settles.”

      Her irritated, annoyed tone reassured me the most. Her muscles were loose and her demeanor unthreatened as I looked around her, noticing we were in a giant treehouse, similar to the ones on Lyoness. It was similar because it was crude and rudimentary. 

      “Don’t judge me. I’ve only been working on it for a few hours. We’ll need somewhere safe to sleep tonight. I didn’t like being in that human cottage.”

      I privately agreed this was preferable. Sakala had tried manipulating the tree in true draken fashion. She’d chosen a large, sturdy one and carefully bent and cut different limbs and entwined them all around in a dome shape. This did no damage to the tree while supplying us with a living, breathing, and impregnable home. 

      “Not bad,” I managed, my throat dry. 

      “Here,” she countered, offering me a water skin full of cool, crisp water. I swallowed greedily, and once that was taken care of, my mind wandered to our other troubles. 

      “Where are the humans? What about the human king? Who fixed my wings?”

      Sakala grinned, and for a moment, I didn’t care what any of the answers were. I was here with her and she was smiling at me, and my wings no longer tortured me with their intense pain. 

      Before she could answer, I remembered the name she’d just said. 

      “Astrid?” I asked. 

      “Astrid is an air witch who learned how to use her powers to heal. She … did something I’d never seen before.” Sakala plopped down next to me, rubbing her face with her hands. She looked tired, but much more relaxed. Being in our treehouses did that for drakens. 

      “She put air bubbles in your wing and used her air magick to push it all back into the proper place without having to actually touch your wing! It was incredible! She can imbue air with magick and has learned how to heal with it!” She paused, shaking her head in wonder. I didn’t blame her. It seemed unreal. 

      “And that’s not even speaking of how we flew here, away from the human king’s castle on a broomstick! Our blood magick is amazing, but her ability to craft and create new possibilities with her magick is astounding!” Sakala’s enthusiasm was infectious as her eyes sparkled with passion. Then she blinked, eyeing me with worry. “Don’t break the bindings, like I said. She said the healing is done but that you need to rest your wings for a few weeks. Using them too soon could lead to permanent damage.”

      Well, that didn’t sound fun.

      “We went to the castle then?” I asked, anxious that we’d been in a dangerous situation and I had been unconscious for it. 

      Sakala ducked her head. “Er … yes. The king threatened to ransom us back to Lyoness as prisoners.” She looked over the edge of our treehouse as someone started climbing up the side of it. 

      “Astrid,” she remarked, unconcerned. 

      “He did what?” I asked, enraged. Father would wage war on anyone foolish enough to threaten his son! “How did we get out of that situation? Was it this … air witch?”

      The air witch in question climbed over the edge of the platform, hauling the rope up after her. “This air witch merely went after the crazy dragon girl who hypnotized the entire court into forgetting that her and her injured beau were ever there.”

      I nearly gave myself whiplash as I jerked my head to Sakala, whose face darkened as she flushed. “You can … compel people?” I asked.

      “Just humans,” she muttered as if that made it any less amazing.

      “I thought you said the sirens rejected you, that your voice magicks weren’t powerful.” 

      Astrid laughed. “Oh, she’s powerful, all right. I just suspect it’s a different power than the siren song draken females are used to using.” 

      Sakala scoffed. “That’s what the sea witch said.” 

      “See? I knew you were special,” I said smugly, though inwardly I thought hard. Compulsion was a rare voice magick that only a few females had ever possessed. “The only female I know of right now who can do that is Rhyfel.”

      Her head tilted to the side. “Rhyfel is a distant cousin, I think. Or my mother’s cousin, technically. She’s older than me but younger than my mother.” She huffed and punched my shoulder. I was growing to love those punches. “Though you wouldn’t know it with how she acted during the draken games. It was as if she were going to her death!”

      The air witch Astrid raised a pale eyebrow. “Are you sure you two won’t mate?”

      I jerked in surprise, and Sakala flinched. The witch held her hands up. “All right, all right. I’m sorry. I forgot it’s ‘complicated.’ I won’t mention it again.” 

      I blew air out through my nostrils, then listened as Sakala went on a rant, listing everything that had happened while in the Cantradian court. I was just as appalled as she was that these humans had tried to blackmail my father into an alliance against these … demon creatures. And why had my father refused? I knew humans had been coming to Lyoness to meet with him much more frequently as of late, but I never knew why. 

      I don’t think anyone else did, either. 

      If there was a true and present threat of these demons, wouldn’t it behoove us all to band together and eradicate them before they fully cross the mountains and become a problem? Tatra’s problem would eventually become Aldur’s problem, then Cantrada and soon Lyoness. Why did Father refuse an alliance? 

      I would have to ask him. I knew nothing about what was going on in the world and much of that ignorance was my fault. My father kept his political business from me, but I’d never exactly asked. He was adamant I ‘enjoy my childhood,’ or only be present for easy, fun events where he got to show me off or I could show my fighting skills. 

      If I was truly to be king and be able to protect my people, I needed to grow up in more ways than just ending this childish feud with Sakala and getting her to see me as anything other than a childhood nemesis. I needed to know more about Dorea and the different cultures that existed here.

      “Can’t you do anything about Sakala’s wings?” I asked the air witch, gesturing vaguely at the giant clamps.

      Astrid’s lips tightened. “I tried. It’s bloodmagick though, not air magick. We’d have to find a blood witch or a witch who practices bloodmagick. That’s why we need a coven.”

      Is your coven nearby?” I asked, thinking it would be easy for a fully trained air witch to get us home or send a message to my father. I wasn’t sure that I would return just yet, but my parents at least deserved reassurance I wasn’t dead. So did Sakala’s. 

      I grew nervous just thinking about her parents and wasn’t sure why. 

      “I have no coven.”

      “Yeah, because she’s a half-breed!” 

      The two females glared at each other. Sakala threw her hands in the air, exasperated, and sat down cross-legged on the ground. Sparks shot across the clamp on her wings, mirroring her fiery mood. “It isn’t a slur. It is truth. It means she has no coven or allies to help us.”

      Astrid looked flustered. “Well, we could always travel to the north or south a bit; we’d be sure to run into someone’s coven. They’d have to help us.”

      Sakala huffed, bending over a small pile of tinder in the center of our platform and striking a flint to start a fire. “But there is no guarantee.” 

      I considered this. “But they might. Either way, Father will eventually catch wind we’re here. I want to use the time I have to gather information until his inevitable arrival.” I left off that the real reason I wanted to find a coven was to get Sakala’s wings unclamped. As far as I was concerned, that was the only thing that mattered. I wasn’t in excruciating pain any longer, and my wings seemed stable if annoyingly bound.

      Sakala made a victorious sound as a spark caught onto the dried dust and bark chips, the flames curling larger as she fed it small sticks, and then larger ones. “Did you get the dinner?” she asked Astrid. 

      The witch-who-wasn’t-a-witch rolled her eyes, and with a twist of her hand, three rabbit carcasses flew up the side of the tree and landed next to the fire. Their necks were all expertly snapped. 

      “I didn’t realize air was so … terrifying,” I admitted. 

      Sakala started gutting them. “What information gathering?”

      It took me a moment to realize she was speaking to me. “Oh. Well, murmurings of these demon creatures concern me. If the King of Cantrada is desperate enough for an alliance with Lyoness that he’d risk blackmailing my father, it must be serious.”

      “Or he’s just a greedy human being a greedy human,” Sakala offered helpfully, not bothering to look at me as she cut off the tails and feet, throwing one at my head. I caught it, grinning. “Thanks for the luck.”

      She snorted. 

      “I want to travel to Aldur and west beyond that to see the mountains and these demons for myself,” I said. “If I’m to be king, I can’t be ignorant of what is going on in Dorea. It would be useful for me to bring back intelligence personally.”

      Sakala slit the stomach of the first rabbit a little too forcefully with her claws, letting the guts spill out into the fire. “Fane. You can’t fly. I can’t fly. No.”

      I laughed. “You can’t tell me no. This is something I must do. It is a diplomatic issue now.”

      Sakala dropped the rabbit in irritation and stood, looking ready for a fight. Astrid grabbed the carcasses and continued to dress them using a small dagger. 

      “You are a diplomatic issue,” Sakala barked at me, sticking a finger in my chest. “Do you know how many times I thought we were in trouble? How many times I figured I’d get imprisoned for what had happened to you? I thought you might be dead at least two separate times!” Her voice broke on the last one, surprising me. Tears gathered in the corner of her eyes as she struggled to hold herself together.

      “I’m-I’m sorry. I know this hasn’t been easy. You’ve done a great job taking care of me.” It thrilled me she’d stuck by my side so far despite the challenges. It gave me an idea.

      “What if this adventure benefits us all?” I questioned. “You’ve made it clear you’re struggling to find a place to fit in on Lyoness, yet your fighting skills are quite good, and you can compel beings with your voice. I think you’d make an excellent addition to our security detail.”

      Sakala reared back, her eyebrows nearly going to her hairline. “My mother—”

      “Is in the army,” I argued back. “Security is a completely separate area that operates with direct permission and oversight by the king and queen themselves. Your mother would have no say over you, and you wouldn’t even have to see her if you didn’t want to.” I grinned. “The sirens are going to be pissed when they realize they missed such skill.”

      Her eyes sparked in interest, then shuttered. “I am not a good fighter. You beat me half the time.” 

      I laughed. “Sakala, you held your own against drakens bigger and stronger than you during the Draken Games, including a few who hunted you as a pack! And me? I’ve had the best trainers and fighters work with me since I was a drakling! The fact you won half the time with nothing but instinct and sheer will was always completely maddening and is one reason you’ve fascinated me all these years.”

      I cut myself off, blushing madly as Sakala gawked at me, then turned away. I shook my head. “I’m just saying that if you accompany me and nothing bad happens, I will vouch for your abilities. You can have your pick of jobs. If not right away, then when I am king.” 

      Sakala blushed next, wiping the rabbit blood from underneath her claws. “I … Thank you. I would appreciate that.”

      I crossed the distance between us, giving her a friend bump under her neck with my nose. She smelled a lot healthier and happier. “I want to make you happy in whatever way I can,” I steadfastly insisted. “I know you struggle sometimes. I have as well.”

      She snorted. “Oh, I’m sure. The perfect heir to the throne has it so hard.”

      It was tempting to comment on how she thought I was ‘perfect,’ but I left the moment slide because of the new misery on her face. “Yes, I’m such a perfect heir that I’m ignorant about mating rituals and my body. So ignorant, in fact, that I could have hurt or bonded you against your will.” Anger churned in my veins just thinking about it. “I’m held in such high-esteem by my father that I’m not allowed in any diplomatic sessions and I know nothing about our dealings with humans, other kingdoms, or even that there are fucking demons roaming the mainland! Does Father trust me with anything?”

      That last bit, I said quietly, almost to myself. 

      Sakala’s lips parted, her eyes swimming with commiseration. She relaxed against my shoulder, allowing me to support her weight. Her eyes closed, and I reveled our closeness, taking what small blessings I could. 

      “Can I come, too? I have always wanted to study drakens. You lot are so secretive.” 

      Sakala and I whipped around, having forgotten Astrid was there. 

      “No one can argue the usefulness of having a healer around, however … unorthodox your methods are,” Sakala admitted. 

      To my great joy, she relaxed back into me, even burrowing her face into my chest. The smell of cooking meat flooded my nose, taking temporary precedence over Sakala’s scent. 

      “Tomorrow we will start out then,” I said with confidence, for once feeling like I was exactly where I needed to be, and with who I was supposed to be with.

      Astrid took the speared bits of meat on sticks and handed a few to us, muttering under her breath. I wasn’t entirely sure what she’d said, but it sounded suspiciously like “not mates my ass.”
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      SAKALA

      With a full belly, an actual plan, and even the promise of a purpose once we returned to Lyoness, I tried to shake off the lingering worry. Had Kavni eaten? Was my father taking care of her? I couldn’t worry about it; I had to worry about myself. Get home, then I could take care of Kavni.

      At least, instead of being shoved in a claustrophobic cottage with strange humans, I was safe in my high tree house tonight, the night sky visible through the branches. The wind played lightly with my hair, and it was hard to feel too stressed or worried. Even if the three of us had gone to sleep in three separate corners, and now Fane pressed up against me, mumbling in his sleep.

      I didn’t protest right away. The night air was chilly, much colder than it got on Lyoness. His body heat was helping. Fane shifted again, and then I felt it.

      “Hey. Stop that.” I elbowed him in the stomach, and he grunted. 

      “Wassit? Being attacked?” Rather than pull away, his arms tightened around me, pulling me into his chest. 

      I growled. “Your little draken is attacking my backside.” 

      Fane yawned, his lips stretching back to reveal all four fangs. “ ‘Cause you’re beautiful,” he mumbled. 

      I expected to have to jab him again, but his grip around me loosened and he turned on his side, giving me space and privacy as he turned his back to me. So why was I so annoyed? 

      Well, I was cold now. That was one reason. And I suppose … it hadn’t been that bad to have him pressed up against me. I didn’t expect him to actually listen to me. He never had in the past. Then again, Fane was acting like a different draken than the one I’d grown up with: complimenting me, making sound decisions, and just being mature. 

      It was freaking me out. 

      Calm, I ordered my brain. Nothing bad was happening. I was safe. No one was pressuring me to do anything. I breathed out, relaxing my muscles one by one. My immediate concern was the cold. Astrid was doing just fine by the looks of it, bundled up in a heavy cloak she’d thrown over herself. Then again, I knew the warm-blooded humans and witches had different bodies than us. The cold could turn fatal for a draken much faster than a human. 

      I swallowed my pride and rolled back over to Fane, pressing up against his back.

      “ ‘S matter?” he groggily asked, turning toward me slowly. 

      “I’m cold,” I grit out tersely, embarrassed. 

      He yawned again, opening his arms. “C’mere then.” 

      Without further hesitation, I nuzzled myself against his chest, resting my cold nose in the crook of his neck. Our combined body heat made it the perfect temperature, and we weren’t pressed hard together since we had to allow room for my wings and the stupid clamp between us. My eyes closed, but sleep was now the furthest thing from my mind—what with Fane cuddled right up against me, and the scents coming from him. 

      I’d never fooled around with a male the way other girls my age liked to. It was a dangerous game that could lead to an accidental mating, and I refused to do anything that would put me in any danger of that. Despite my friend Tekka’s betrothal to Fesso, I knew she’d messed around with Fane’s friend Tammen—hell, that male had had kissed every female on his block if the rumors were true—as well as an older draken who was still unmated, yet old enough to be her father. Tekka wasn’t one to kiss and tell, but the dreamy look on her face made me wonder if there was something I was missing out on. 

      And Fane liked me. Really liked me. He made his intentions quite clear, so it was likely he’d want to probably … do other things, right? 

      No. You will not take advantage of him when he’s finally acting like a decent draken.

      The logic was sound in my brain, but my inner draken pouted. What if I—

      Fane interrupted my inner turmoil, draping his arm across my waist and absentmindedly running his hand up and down over the curve of my hip. My eyes flew open, and a bolt of lust took me by surprise. I heard him take a deep breath in through his nose, likely scenting every minute change in my body. 

      Oh, no. Fuck. 

      He stiffened against me and drew his hand back like I’d burned him. “Sorry,” he mumbled, sounding mortified. 

      “I-it’s fine,” I blurted out before I could stop myself. “It felt nice.”

      He froze behind me, hesitating for a moment before putting his hand back on the curve of my hip. His claws dug lightly into my skin, and my pulse went crazy. 

      “Sakala,” he growled, his voice rough from sleep. 

      “What?” I refused to admit to anything. He scooted closer and moved down, his face level with my hips. He nuzzled my curves with his nose through my leather skirt, then continued upwards on my bare side, under my ribs, and stopped at the curve of my breast. 

      I couldn’t breathe, but I summoned as much nerve as I could because this next part was important. 

      “I’m not mating with you.” 

      He chuckled darkly against my skin, the vibrations from his voice getting under my scales in the most delicious way. “That’s fine.”

      Fane dragged himself over me to my other side so we faced each other with our wings facing outwards and no longer in the way. He put his face at my chest but not in it, hovering just a hair’s breadth away from my skin. I growled and pushed against him, shoving my chest into his face. 

      “Thank the gods,” he rumbled against me, one hand sliding under my band and palming my left breast. His nose nuzzled the other as my heart pounded against my chest. What did I do with my hands?! I kept one draped over my side, and the other limp on the ground. 

      When Fane’s tongue swirled over my right nipple, I stopped thinking about anything except his wet mouth. 

      “Not … mates,” I weakly insisted, not wanting him to stop but also needing to set boundaries. 

      “I’m not mating you,” he reassured me, his voice against my skin sending ripples straight to my core. “I’m worshiping you.”

      Oh, sweet gods. His tongue was rough and textured in all the right places as his hands replaced his mouth and he licked his way up my neck. 

      “So beautiful. So dangerous.”

      I didn’t believe him. We’d spent decades taunting each other, and now suddenly he was obsessed with me? That wasn’t—I paused. Maybe it was. Maybe there was something to our years of mutual torment. 

      No, no!

      “Stop thinking,” he murmured against my ear, one fang trailing along the delicate flesh there. 

      “Away from my neck,” I whispered in response, mostly sure I trusted him, but still skittish. He’d already bitten me before, but I wasn’t taking chances. For a mate bond to take place, there needed to be mutual bites and sex. At least we knew that now. 

      “You’re bossy,” he replied, hands sneaking up to snag my throat. His thumbs rubbed into the hollow of my throat, taking all my anxiety and melting it into a pile of goo. How did he do that?

      “You like it,” I shot back with no vitriol. His magick fingers moved to my jaw. The impromptu face massage was making it extremely hard to protest. How did jaw muscles get so tight?

      “It’s from all the scowling,” Fane offered lightly as I groaned in pleasure, grinning against my neck. 

      “Must be the company I keep,” I shot back. 

      Fane’s hand tightened wonderfully around my throat. “Is that so?”

      I liked this game. It was much better than the ones we’d played when we were young. He squeezed his thumb and pointer finger harder against the top of my throat again, applying more delicious pressure without hurting me or making it hard to breathe. 

      “I asked you a question.” 

      I huffed. “And you think you deserve an answer. Cute.” 

      I squawked gracelessly as he flipped me over in one smooth gesture, then pinned me down by sitting on my upper thighs. My hands scrabbled uselessly on the platform, unable to unseat his heavier weight. Then again, it wasn’t like I was going to try hard to escape. 

      Then he’d take his hands off the back of my throat. And I didn’t want that. 

      “Do you like my company, Sakala?” 

      I relished the fact that I was on my stomach and he couldn’t see the warring emotions on my face. His voice was lower than I’d ever heard it: a lusty, velvet sound that sent small lightning bolts shooting through my veins and down to my core. Was it because I’d never really been with a male draken like this, or because it was him? I didn’t let myself think about it much, admitting I was terrified of the answer. 

      Or was I?

      SMACK.

      I gasped as his flat hand slapped against my bum, over the leather of my short skirt. That asshole had spanked me!

      “Sakala?” he asked again.

      I wiggled against him, trying to move and failing. His fingers slid underneath my skirt, stroking my bare ass. 

      “Tell me to stop and I will. Tell me you’re not enjoying this, despite the scent leaking everywhere around you, and we’ll go back to sleep and never speak of this again.”

      It mortified me; I didn’t want him to scent my need! Or did I? I wouldn’t tell him to stop, though. He should know better after the Draken Games. 

      “Yeah,” I snorted, “you remember what happened the last time you said that to me, do you? And look where we are.” 

      “Last chance,” he growled, ignoring me. 

      I growled into the platform of the tree, refusing. Gods, how I loved to piss him off. 

      SMACK.

      The sting on my bare backside felt good—cathartic, almost. A flood of wetness slipped between my legs, and then even I could smell my arousal. It was too late to turn back now. 

      “Why won’t you admit your attraction to me?” Fane said, frustration leaking into his voice. Stubbornly, I kept my mouth closed. 

      SMACK. 

      This time, the slap landed on the other cheek, catching me off guard. I shot a nervous glance to Astrid, who only snored in response. 

      “Quiet,” I whispered back to Fane, unsure if the thrill I felt was partly the danger of getting caught, or because Fane and I finally had time to explore whatever this was between us. 

      His claws dug into the flesh of my bottom. “And if I want you loud and screaming?” Fane licked the back of my neck and I went boneless against him. For just a split second, I wanted him to bite me. One hand reached in between my legs and found the wetness between them. Fane inhaled sharply, then gently stroked his knuckles against my innermost parts. 

      I went completely still, unsure what to do. This was new, unexplored territory, but I’d certainly die if he stopped. 

      “No screaming. We’re still hiding out, technically,” I replied, but barely. It was getting harder to form coherent thoughts, let alone words. 

      I felt him shift behind me, cool scales swapping out for warm human skin. His claws retracted underneath his nail beds and he slid one finger deep inside of me. 

      I let out a high-pitched gasp, unable to stop my reaction to how incredible it felt. 

      “Perhaps this is why they don’t encourage us to shift into human form,” he mumbled against me, but I barely heard him. All I could focus on was the path his finger traveled inside of me, sliding slowly in and out, in and out. His thumb swiped against my outer folds, finding my small nub at the top and gently circling around it. Combined with his torturous fingers inside of me, I bucked hard against him. I needed more pressure. I needed more. 

      “You like that? You want more?”

      I could only make a small sound of need as he added a second finger inside of me. 

      Gods above.

      He grabbed my hair and yanked my head back, seizing my mouth in a blistering kiss. I relaxed against him, having no problem with letting him ‘win’ this battle. I wasn’t sure what I expected a kiss to feel like. After all Fane and I had been through so far, a meeting of mouths seemed like a trivial thing, yet it was much more intimate than his teeth in my neck or his fingers deep inside me. His hand slid from my hair to the back of my neck, squeezing and stroking in time with his pumping fingers as his tongue entered my mouth. 

      Our teeth clicked against each other and he tilted his head, wrapping his tongue around mine before nipping gently on my lower lip. This wasn’t the frantic, lust-driven attention other females and my mother had warned me about—this was something more important. I couldn’t ignore what was plain anymore; Fane wanted me and not just any female dumb enough to be lured into his nest. Had all our fighting over the years been because of some twisted attraction? Or had it morphed into that? 

      I didn’t care. He groaned against me, shooting a pure bolt of lust into my core. Erotic longing coursed through my veins knowing that I was the cause for his discomfort and indiscretion, and the feeling was addictive. The sensations piled on top of one another until my orgasm crept up on me, bursting forth as I cried out. He muffled me with his mouth, claiming my noises of pleasure as his own as he kept kissing and licking, sucking and stroking. 

      His movements slowed as I came down from my high, my body liquid and sleepy. Knowing fair was fair, I sluggishly reached my hand toward his lap. He chuckled and gently pushed it away, instead pulling me into his arms. 

      “I got what I wanted,” he insisted, yawning over me. The moment he shifted back to his draken form, his wings twitching as though they longed to wrap around us both and surround me in warmth, but the bindings on them held still. He grunted in irritation, then settled down and rested his chin on top of mine. I sighed and shifted myself, feeling the comfort of my scales as they raced across my skin.

      It was getting hard to find reasons to resist him. It was nice to be held as I was falling asleep. For once my mind wasn’t plagued by worries and lists of chores that would need done the next day, where I needed to bring Kavni, or what needed cleaning next. Even my worries of getting back to Lyoness didn’t seem important as Fane’s fingers lightly stroked up and down my scales, soothing me in a way I hadn’t realized I needed. I fell asleep faster than I ever had in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      FANE

      I waited to take my cues from Sakala about how she would act after last night, but from her cool aloofness, it seemed she was content to ignore whatever this burning fire was between us. As usual. 

      Astrid kept shooting us frustrated glances, and it was on the tip of my tongue to tell her to join the club. We could have meetings and everything. 

      We dismantled our treehouse as much as we could before leaving, untangling many of the limbs and gently resetting them back to their original positions.

      The sun was bright in the sky as we walked southwest, the woods not as thick the further we traveled. It was colder than I would have liked. It made more sense now why the warriors had sets of actual clothing—not just to appease the delicate human sensibilities when they were on the continent for business, but also because it was so much colder here. I snuck a glance at Sakala, hoping she was comfortable. 

      Her arms were crossed over her breasts, so she likely wasn’t. Frustration mounted with my inner draken at my inability to provide her relief. It would take too much time to kill enough rabbits to make a coat, plus I didn’t know how. And we weren’t likely to stop until we made it to Aldur. 

      Astrid gave us a sympathetic smile. “It will get a little warmer as we travel south. Lyoness is more tropical, isn’t it?”

      I gave a brief nod, but Sakala didn’t react. She was silent this morning. I focused instead on the surrounding woods, hearing birds and insects that were new to my senses. The trees were different too—some had no leaves at all, but a fuzzy leaf that turned out to be a clump of green needles upon further inspection. The scent was sharp yet sweet; there was nothing like that on Lyoness. It was exciting to see these different things: almost like being on an adventure or a quest!

      “Fane. Quit running around like a drakling. Keep your eyes and ears out,” Sakala chastised me, the first thing she’d said to me all morning. I rolled my eyes and bit back a retort, chucking a brown, rigid cone that had fallen from one of the needle trees at her retreating back. Astrid offered me a tight smile when I missed.

      Sakala was correct, though. Our senses were better than the witch’s, so we should be on the lookout for predators or even these demon creatures that were spoken of. 

      A tree branch cracked loudly to my left, and I didn’t think, just reacted. I turned toward the sound and readied my claws and fangs, my inner draken throwing a tantrum that we couldn’t spread our wings to further intimidate our enemy or protect the females. 

      “Fane, what—”

      “Ssh!” Astrid hissed to Sakala, her eyes wide. “Black magick!”

      Sakala furrowed her brows at the fear in Astrid’s voice. “Black magick isn’t bad. It—”

      I put my hand up to silence them, concentrating on where I’d heard the sound, a few hundred yards to the left. The wind shifted favorably, their scents forming a confusing picture in my mind. 

      “Two individuals? Perhaps one? A … dog and … something dead?” I didn’t even believe the words coming out of my mouth. 

      “Shit, run!” Astrid called out, much too loud.

      I was not about to discount the words of someone who lived on this continent. We took off in the opposite direction, hurtling over logs and stumps. Footsteps raced behind us. We were officially being chased. The scent of the needle trees went from pleasant to overwhelming as I choked on it, pulling air into my lungs as fast as I could. Anger burned in my veins, but there was nothing for it. Without the ability to fly, Sakala and I could likely outpace any human easily. Our arms pumped frantically, faster and faster. Astrid focused and used her air magick to keep up with us. Surely, we would outrun them soon. 

      Yet somehow, the two figures not only kept pace, but caught up.

      Astrid raced ahead, pushing her magick further. She burst through a line of trees a second before us, then screamed. Only, it was too late. 

      Sakala and I burst through the line, into a clearing that was clearly a camp of some kind—a very occupied camp. The scents from earlier hit my nose full force here, and now I had the images to go along with it. 

      Rough men with fur and fangs glanced at us in alarm. Some gathered around a fire while a few more stood by a tent. There were seven of them, and then the two behind us. Bad odds even if my wings were in working order. Astrid struggled in the arms of one, then finally used a blast of wind to knock him down and race back to our side.

      “Lykos,” she panted at us, though this didn’t help me much. I’d never felt my glaring ignorance about Dorea and the creatures in it more. 

      “Wolf-human-things,” panted Sakala from behind me. Of course she would know. The two behind us burst through to our right, smiling and panting. Another lykos, but the second figure was … something else. 

      “Vampyre!” Astrid cried out, pointing wildly at him. Sakala took a step closer to me, and I didn’t blame her. This man’s skin wasn’t just pale; it was white. Red eyes glared at me in excitement, and his two fangs were much longer than those of the lykos, but shorter than mine. 

      “Vampyres don’t live in Dorea,” Astrid said to no one. 

      The lykos behind us laughed, wiping his brow with his arm and stopping in front of us. “Two drakens and a witch … what an odd day.” 

      The vampyre stepped closer to us and took a large, noticeable sniff. “Not the source, though it is a bonus to set eyes on the infamous drakens.” His voice was smoother than milk, dark and satisfying. 

      “Source of what?” Sakala snapped. 

      The vampyre licked his lips, cocking his head to the side like an animal might. “White magick calls me. It calls most of our kind. It is gathering here in droves. We seek it. We crave it. We need it.” 

      Well, that answered nothing.

      “Of course it isn’t the drakens. They’re strictly black magick users,” the lykos in front of us sniffed. Reddish brown hair melded into fur down his neck and back, and black claws were visible under his nail beds, shorter and blunter than mine. “ ‘Cept some of the warriors know it, I hear.”

      Astrid stiffened next to me and moved an obvious step away. The vampyre noticed this, head cocking to the side. “Don’t like black magick, little girl? You reek of white magick yourself.”

      My confusion only grew. 

      “Tie them up. We can ransom them or sell ‘em! Drakens never leave their island alone like this. It’s a business opportunity, gentlemen.” 

      The lykos advanced menacingly, and I snarled at them.

      “Ooh, big tough guy. These drakens ain’t even good ones; their wings are all broken!” One lykos with bright orange fur exclaimed in dismay. 

      “I bet other parts of her work,” leered one with brown fur, eyeing Sakala like a snack. My inner draken’s instincts triggered, and then I was on top of the lykos, gouging at his eyes and ripping with my claws. I sucker punched him in his jaw and he went out like a snuffed flame. 

      My attack was the catalyst. Sakala and Astrid jumped into the fray without hesitation, Sakala striking with her daggers and claws, and Astrid ensuring with her wind that only two or three at a time could get to Sakala. 

      Seeing that, something fundamentally shifted inside of me. What had seemed a fun adventure earlier now seemed childish and stupid. Sakala could die. I was a bad friend and future king for not looking out for her safety. I’d been so excited at having an adventure and growing closer to her that I’d forgotten she was still a subject; still someone I had to protect.

      Inwardly, I prayed for Sakala to let out a distress call. The drakens would find us in minutes if she did. I hadn’t honestly wanted my father’s warriors to find us, but now that we were fighting for our lives? They were welcome to fly over any minute. In the end, I was just one young, draken male with no official claim to Sakala. I would take whatever punishment or injury needed to get Sakala home where it was safe.

      But like always, Sakala stubbornly refused to give in or cry out, preferring to fight her as always.

      Not that I blamed her. In fact, it was one of my favorite things about her. 

      I jumped in at the remaining two lykos, keeping a rogue eye on the vampyre who stood leaning to the side against a tree, amused. Then he grinned at me and moved.

      Before I could blink, he’d run faster than my eye could trace, rounding up Astrid, Sakala, and me and throwing us down against a tree. A rope went around my middle once, twice, then three times, and restraints appeared and bound my wrists. He trussed us up like pigs, ready for the slaughter in five seconds flat while we’d done nothing but breathe.

      I gawked in disbelief. 

      The vampyre clapped his hands together dramatically. “There now, gentlemen. Surely you see the benefits an alliance would have with my kind.” 

      The lykos grumbled, half still picking themselves up off the ground. The one who’d traveled with them looked smug until a vine exploded grotesquely out of his mouth, his screams muffled. We watched in horror as the lykos yelled and screamed, thick vines growing rapidly straight up from where they stood. Two fell over, dead, and the vines retracted. 

      During the screams, a dozen women appeared from the woods, walking in formation with a line of those same killer vines twisting all around them—lifting them up in the air, twining lazily around their ankles and wrists, and snapping threateningly at the remaining lykos. 

      “Earth witches,” Astrid helpfully supplied, her eyes wide with awe. 

      They all had brown hair and skin tinged with green, their eyes ranging from bright emerald to chocolate brown and every shade in between. Their leader stopped in front of the vampyre, vines threading around her protectively. She sniffed at him, then turned her back on him as though he were a naughty child. 

      “Remember what awaits those who would ally with our enemies. Vampyres are not welcome here. They are parasites who kill indiscriminately and would leave this entire continent a wasteland.”

      She flicked a hand behind her at the vampyre. “Shoo.” 

      He scowled, but every bit of vegetation around him was leaning in toward him, reaching out with branches and leaves, vines and long strands. He growled once, then took off into the woods silently, gone so fast it was like he had vanished into thin air.

      “Get out of our woods,” she intoned toward the other lykos. “We’ve put up with your shenanigans for long enough, and graciously offered you shelter when the humans cast you out. But this? This goes too far. Leave.”

      A lykos snarled and took two running steps forward, only to be caught by vines and strangled until his eyes popped out of his head. Astrid gasped and turned away, but Sakala only watched with keen interest. 

      “Anyone else?” the witch taunted. 

      The lykos sneered, grabbed what they could, and took off. The witch turned her head to the rest of her coven. “Follow them. I want them out of my forest. Chase them back toward the city. Their quarrel is with the humans after all, and not us.”

      Half of the witches followed leisurely, vines lifting and carrying them over the heads of the lykos. High pitched yipping and growls faded into the distance. 

      The fearsome woman turned to us, one green eyebrow raised. “Drakens. Does this mean you are nosing into human affairs at last?” She eyed Astrid with open distrust.

      After a beat of silence, I realized it fell on me to answer as the king’s son and representative. “I … no. We are here after a bit of an accident, really. I figured I would get updated on the situation before I return home and report to the king.” 

      She blinked at us. “You are children.” Her gaze landed on my bound wings and Sakala’s clamps. “And crippled.”

      Sakala growled. “We are not children. And if you have some way to help with this, we’re all ears.” She twisted around and presented her clamped wings. 

      “Prisoners then? Hoping to worm your way back into good graces by passing on information?”

      The scales against my ears flattened in indignation. “I am the king’s son. I got injured helping my friend escape an injustice on Lyoness. We plan to return to correct it. If you help her now, I will remember such kindnesses when I am king.”

      Sakala openly gawked at me. 

      The witch’s eyes narrowed further before her attention shot to Astrid. “And you? You are a half-blood. You’re leaking white magick everywhere. Untrained? Why are you here?” 

      Astrid kept her chin up, refusing to cow under the other intimidating witch. “Drakens never come off their island. I’m studying them.” 

      “Vela,” said the strange witch.

      After a beat, I realized she was telling us her name. 

      “Fane, and this is Sakala and Astrid,” I replied. 

      “Prince Fane,” Sakala stressed, which surprised me. Normally she hated anything that reminded her of my rank. 

      Vela rolled her eyes and addressed Astrid. “I will have to make your presence known to the current leader of the air coven. It’s for your safety and ours. Can’t have untrained half-breeds running around …”

      Astrid opened her mouth angrily, but Sakala put a hand on her arm. 

      “Though I don’t blame you for sticking with the drakens. Fascinating species. We haven’t treated with them since they first came to the island. I don’t see that changing anytime soon.” 

      I shook my head. “If what I’m learning is true, I intend on changing that. If conflict is coming to Dorea, it will be our conflict too. We will help.” 

      “You are not king yet, drakling,” Vela huffed. “But come. You can rest with us before we send you on your way. And the prince will get his ‘update.’ ”

      We followed her as six earth witches flanked us and led us deeper into the forest. 
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        * * *

      

      If I’d thought I was about to see a witch coven village for the first time, I was sorely mistaken. Vela and the others led us to a small clearing in the woods. A snap of her fingers and the other witches had trees bursting out of the ground and vines flying out of the trees, all contorting into chairs that sprouted soft moss on top.

      Vela gestured that we should sit, so we did.  “Let’s have a look at the half-breed’s work, shall we?”

      Vela got right down to business as Astrid bristled. The witches offered Sakala and me cool water infused with fruits as well as a nut paste wrapped up in a crunchy leaf. It was different, but filling. I chewed and swallowed as they cut away the binding from my wings. Vela carefully held the tip of my wing in her fingers, having obviously done this before. That gave me enough confidence to relax. Slightly. 

      “Not bad. You used magick?” Vela asked Astrid, lightly tracing a new scar line in the wing’s membrane.

      Astrid handed the waterskin back to another earth witch, nodding in thanks. “I’ve studied bodies and learned how to inject them with air and manipulate it enough to heal.”

      Vela’s eyebrows rose, impressed. “Well, that’s … innovative. Would you join your coven if asked?”

      Astrid’s shoulders hunched. “Must I?”

      Vela waved a hand dismissively. “It isn’t a death sentence, you know. It’s for your protection, and it’s protection for humans while you develop your magick. I’m amazed you haven’t blown anyone up experimenting.” 

      Astrid blushed beet red, confirming a few suspicions I’d already had about her time in Cantrada.

      Vela dropped my wing down. “Well, it looks good, but I advise we keep the bandages on just as a physical reminder not to use your wings.”

      I grumbled but allowed two earth witches to re-bandage my wings. Even I could admit that I’d likely forget and move my wings without the reminder. 

      “Now, you’re the more interesting problem.” Vela turned to Sakala, walking around her with her hand on her chin like she was a troubling puzzle. “They sealed this with blood magick.” She grazed the clamp with her fingertips, only to have white sparks shoot back at her. Tsking, she smirked. “Someone really dislikes you.”

      A growl rumbled in my throat. Had my father meant to put the cuffs on Sakala with such strong blood magicks? It did seem rather … excessive, didn’t it? 

      “This is not good. A blood witch would be a better fit for this, but no one has seen hide nor hair of them in the past few decades. I wouldn’t even know where to look for them.” 

      Sakala’s shoulders drooped, the angst on her face a knife to my heart. 

      “Is there nothing that can be done?” I asked, desperate to find a solution. 

      “Not unless you have whoever put them on take them off,” Vela offered, hands on her hips. 

      “Urgh!” Sakala called out, undertones of distress in her vocal cords.

      I put an arm on hers, desperate to reassure her. “It’s ok. If we have to go back to get it off, we will. Remember, I told you I will support you.”

      Amethyst eyes found mine, but only confusion and despair radiated from them. Had I said something wrong? The only thing it seemed I was good at was making Sakala sad. Frustration and sorrow filled my chest, but I refused to show those feelings. Sakala needed me to be strong to get us through this. “Can you give me details on the demon situation? I am serious about pushing a cooperative. I’ll insist on it to my father.” 

      Vela sighed, then sat down right there in midair. Faster than my eyes could follow, vines snapped out, creating a swing that caught and cradled her body, swinging her gently back and forth. 

      “You heard the vampyre. White magick is calling out to them; they need it to survive.” Vela was glaring at Astrid, who stared pointedly at the ground. “If this continues, I won’t be surprised if we get overrun by the parasites.”

      “Where are they coming from?” Sakala asked, her brow furrowed.

      Vela ran a hand through her long hair. “Far, far to the west. Not just from beyond the mountains, but across the desert that lies there as well. That is all I know.”

      My lessons on blood magick were coming back to me as I thought things over. “White magick on its own isn’t inherently evil, though,” I argued. Every draken learned that from an early age; black magick took blood and sacrifice from one’s self. It was orderly and tidy, and only limited by what the user could withstand subjecting themselves to. Whereas white magick thrived on the pain and suffering of others; white was chaotic and unpredictable, and if left unbalanced, could drive its user to become a serial killer who only found pleasure in torture and death. 

      “Balance is key,” Vela intoned, and Sakala nodded in acknowledgement. “Vampyres aren’t natural. I have long suspected that their entire species is a blood magick experiment gone wrong. If we get a slew of them to the area, it will shift the balance.”

      “The white magick … you think it’s from these demons?” I asked, trying to get a sense of things. 

      “It has to be. We can’t find the blood witches to ask them to look into it, however.” The frustration in Vela’s voice was palpable.

      “Come with us to Aldur,” I offered. “We plan to see these demons for ourselves, and you could help us judge if they are the source of the rogue white magick. You can even come back to Lyoness with me to treat with my father.” I paused, thinking hard. “Do you think we could get representatives from all the covens to come? That would probably be best.”

      Vela’s lips parted in surprise. She shot a look at Sakala, who only shrugged. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Vela asked me. 

      Was it a trick question? “Why wouldn’t I be?” I cautiously replied. “If this issue is as bad as you say it is, then it makes sense to tackle it together, doesn’t it?” 

      Vela’s eyes went unfocused. “We haven’t seen a true alliance of all the magickal beings since … well … probably just after the drakens came into existence and inhabited the island.”

      Sakala made a noise of disbelief. “How long ago was that?”

      I realized I wasn’t sure myself. As far as my history lessons were concerned, drakens had always lived on Lyoness. 

      Vela shrugged. “So long ago it predates any written history, though I have heard rumors about the draken archives.” The look she gave me wasn’t subtle. 

      I sighed. “I’m sure I can wrangle limited access to our archives if it will get the other coven leaders to come.” 

      Vela grinned and swiped her hand across her wrist; bright blood welled immediately. Black magick sparked in the air, and Astrid gasped and took a step back. Vela narrowed her eyes at the younger witch. “Find your coven before the white consumes you, you foolish girl.” 

      I ignored the exchange and slit my forearm open with a claw. “You have a deal,” I intoned, holding my arm out.

      Vela solemnly moved forward and pressed her bloodied arm to mine. “You have a deal.” 

      A gust of wind blew, and I felt the magick settle in my veins. The cut stopped bleeding, but stung a little. I would take care of it later. 

      “Very good! I will gather the other leaders and bring them to Lyoness. Bring the little half-breed, and contact the sea witches if you get there first. Will three weeks be sufficient?”

      Nervousness fluttered in my belly. Having a deadline to it all made it seem much more real. 

      “Three weeks,” I confirmed. Hell, we could be back in Lyoness by tonight if Sakala let out a distress call, and the warriors found us. They had to have realized we weren’t on the island by now, and it would only be a matter of time before the sea witch who helped us told them what happened. If we were going to make it to Aldur, we had to move quickly. 

      I grit my teeth, two warring desires fighting each other. On the one hand, I wanted Sakala safe back on Lyoness. On the other hand, it would save countless lives and keep my people safe if I could fully take in the scope of this demon issue.

      Vela clapped her hands. “Take a few supplies from my sisters and be off with you. Make haste to Aldur to make your report. I will trust your word if you sense white magick on the demons. We will meet again in Lyoness.” Vela bowed to me, and then Sakala. She lifted a wry eyebrow at Astrid as three witches supplied us each with our own water skin and large pouches of dried meats and fruits. 

      Before I could properly thank them, vines whipped out and caught them around their waists, dragging them up into the trees. They grinned cheekily at us as they flew away and then all was eerily silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      SAKALA

      Witches were odd. But one witch, in particular, seemed to have a problem that needed fixing right away. 

      “Do you have a problem with black magick?” I asked Astrid, my voice heated. 

      She jerked back. “Well … it’s black. And evil.”

      Fane laughed so hard he bent over. I rolled my eyes.

      “That’s not helping,” I said tersely. Seeing he wouldn't be of any use, I turned back toward Astrid. “There is no good or evil magick: just intent. You’ve got it all backwards. Black magick is cast on yourself; white magick is cast on others.” I leaned down toward her, taking a good sniff. “And now that Vela pointed it out, you do reek of white magick. I just didn’t realize what it was since there isn’t too much of it on Lyoness.”

      Fane came forward at this, showing interest at last. He took a tentative sniff, and Astrid batted him away with one hand. “Stop that!”

      “You stop it. You insulted a coven leader to her face and showed a severe lack of knowledge about magick. Don’t do that around the air coven,” I warned her. “And no more experiments,” I added on for good measure. Astrid blushed bright red. 

      “Which way to Aldur?” Fane asked, scratching his head. As if the earth witches were still watching, bushes and tree limbs bent out of the way to the northwest, clearing a direct path. 

      “Convenient,” I muttered, picking up the waterskin they’d given me and taking a deep draw. 

      “I love magick,” Fane commented, tucking his own rations into the little knapsack the witches had given him. He then tucked it tightly against his body and bounded off into the forest. “Are we going to fly again?” he called over his shoulder.

      I shivered, fear flooding my veins at imagining being trapped in the air with my wings still clamped. “No. I’m not going into the open air again until my wings work.”

      Fane flushed before he nodded. Astrid and I followed behind at a much more sedate pace. 
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        * * *

      

      It took the rest of the day trudging through the forest until it finally cleared, giving way to fields and a few farms. Astrid stopped us, one hand out across Fane’s chest. 

      “OK, drakens, time to be in your human form. The wings should be fine, now that they’ve had some time to set. Stay here, and I will find some proper clothing. You can’t run around looking like that.” 

      Astrid eyed my midriff with disdain, and I saw her gaze drift to a clothesline across the field, bloomers flapping in the wind. The scent of lemon hung in the air around them, the bright sun bouncing off the colorful garments.

      “What, you’re going to steal them?” I balked. 

      Astrid rolled her eyes. “Only if they refuse to trade for the potions in my pocket. Most farmers don’t have access to them, so it should be fairly simple. Stay here.”

      She glared at Fane when she said it, and headed off across the field. With a sigh, I closed my eyes and thought about humans—their smooth skin, their wingless backs, and their short, blunt fingernails. I opened my eyes to see Fane’s frown above me. I took a step forward, trying to balance without the weight of my wings. 

      “Your turn.” I nudged Fane. 

      He grumbled, but a moment later, his wings sucked into his back and his scales dipped below the surface of his skin. His black nails shrank and retracted into his fingers, and his bone spikes retracted into his back. But most of all, his face twisted in a sneer of self-disgust. 

      “Keep that face and they will run screaming from you more than if you ran around in full draken form,” I observed. 

      Fane lunged at me, and I spun, dropping and hooking my elbow behind one of his knees. He went down hard, but used the momentum of his fall to tuck and roll, so I landed flat on my back, the air forced out of my lungs. It was so odd fighting in this smaller body.

      “Oompf,” I grunted helpfully. 

      His blue eyes bore into mine, alight with the fire of victory. I couldn’t have that. I leaned up and kissed him, trying not to laugh as he predictably stiffened and then went loose against me. I pushed off him and rolled, springing up to my feet and withdrawing a dagger from my waist. 

      He gawked at me, then chuckled. “You’ll admit it one day,” he assured me. 

      I didn’t have time to ask him what it is I would admit because Astrid emerged from the farm back into the tree line, branches snapping under her boots. She held a bundle of clothes in her arms and stopped short at seeing us facing off, knives out and out of breath. 

      “Honestly, you two,” she scoffed, tossing one bundle at Fane and the other at me. “Hurry and get dressed. The farmer is going into the market and was so pleased to get my worm wort cure that he’ll happily give us a ride into town.” 

      Town. As in more humans. 

      I stared at the long garment in my hands: a dress made of itchy, thick material. It smelled like chickens and shit. Impractical and illogical. Astrid glared, so I put it on. Across from me, Fane struggled with the shirt. 

      “He couldn’t spare boots, so bare foot will have to do. Let’s go.” 

      As I shimmied the rough material down my hips, I caught Fane staring. I growled, and he relented, hurrying off after Astrid. I hated the amount of material covering my body. It felt constricting and hot. Seized by inspiration, I took my knife and hacked at the bottom until the edges of the dress were frayed and fell only to my knees. 

      There. Much better. 

      “Sakala!” Astrid cried in alarm. I ignored her, and she led us up to the farm. I took a step back at seeing a cart just like Davi’s waiting, though this man was much younger looking and kept blushing every time he looked at Astrid. 

      “Thank you. We so appreciate it,” Astrid gushed at him, fluttering her eyelashes. I rolled my eyes as Fane hopped up into the cart using all fours. The farmer gave him an odd look, and I grimaced, then tried to get into the cart the way I thought a human would. 

      “Here.”

      Fane reached a hand down and pulled me up, solving my existential crisis before it began. 

      “I’ll sit up front with you,” Astrid said to the farmer, cozying up close and leaning up against his chest. I was about to make a smart remark about her flirting when a child’s scream rang out across the field. I winced as my fangs and claws shot through my delicate human gums and nails, an instinctive reaction to danger. From the tightness of Fane’s muscles behind me, he was suffering from the same. I struggled and shoved my draken back down. We didn’t have a second set of clothes for either of us, and I couldn’t risk ruining this one!

      “Starla!” 

      The farmer shoved Astrid away from him and took off toward the house, running. Astrid jumped into the cart and took the reins. 

      “What are you doing? We can’t just leave!” I called out to her. Fane’s brow furrowed. “Shouldn’t we see what’s going on?” 

      Then I felt it—that sick, nauseated feeling of insects crawling over my skin—I’d only read about it in books, but the definition had been very clear–an overdose of white magick. 

      “The demons,” I whispered to Fane, shooting him a panicked look. 

      Astrid went white, then snapped the reins against the horses. They took off fast, flinging Fane and I off our feet and slamming us against the back of the cart. At least in this form, I didn’t have to worry about bashing my wings off things. I struggled to untangle myself from Fane. 

      “Astrid! Stop!”

      She wasn’t listening, so I pulled myself over the edge of the cart. Fane made a sound of protest, but it was too late. Too bad I knew little about carts, and even less about rolling out of them. My face hit the wheels, blood spouting from my nose and mouth. Dazed, I hit the ground hard and stayed there. Dimly, I was aware of Fane landing next to me, picking me up from under my armpits. He whipped his shirt off and bunched it up, pinching my nose and holding it tightly closed. 

      Another scream pierced the air. I snatched his shirt and held it to my face as I shakily stood and ran toward the house, ignoring my protesting body. Fane followed behind me, cursing. I had no idea if Astrid had stopped or not. 

      “HELP! SOMEONE!”

      A woman was screaming—she was older than the farmer, perhaps his mother? The farmer struggled with a demon creature, and the only weapon he had between him and the monster’s sharp teeth was a common gardening rake. The woman crouched down around something, and I realized it was a little girl. 

      I threw the shirt down and pounced on the demon, shifting back only enough to get what I needed. Claws shot back out of my nail beds and I dug them straight into the creature’s throat, jolting as the chaotic white magick zapped across my skin and tried to force its way into my body. The creature was humanoid, and its skin was charred and black—as if it had burned alive at some point, yet survived to tell the tale. Ashes and grit rubbed off where I touched it, its very body crumbling away the more we fought. Its teeth were pointed and yellow, and blank, white eyes stared ahead at nothing and everything all at once. I’d done more blood magick than I should have for my age, but not enough to guard against an overdose of white magick. Our warriors and advanced practitioners had special tattoos to keep their magicks grounded and balanced, but I didn’t have such protections. Not yet. 

      Awful pain shot through my body, but I pushed through, taking the creature to the ground. I screamed and then Fane tackled me away from the demon, grunting in pain as the white magick jumped from me to him. 

      “It’s dead! You dealt it a mortal blow! Get away!”

      He rolled, and I went in the opposite direction, trying to breathe as the magick crackled and vibrated in my eyes. Fane shook on the ground, trapped in the throes of a white magick seizure. Why was that? It had hurt, but it hadn’t thrown me into a seizure! I put my hands on his chest and transferred the white magick to me. It burned, but it centered around the clamps on my back, and faded.

      “I’ll take it.” Astrid’s voice sounded faraway, but her hand stuck out over my form. I heard the demon scream inhumanely, as well as the cries from the farmer and his family. What was happening?

      The magick around me went blessedly still like a fog that lifted suddenly. From the motionless form next to me, I could tell that it had left Fane as well. Astrid cried out, and I stood, only to see her fling her arms upwards. Dark clouds gathered and lightning raced across the sky, angry and vengeful. 

      “It was the best I could do!” she shouted over the storm. The farmer and his family raced inside the house, bolting the door behind him. 

      “We need to get away! It’s localized!” Blood covered Astrid, and I stared at the giant hole in the creature’s chest. What white magick she’d performed to divert the power from the demon into the sky? It’s heart was gone, leaving me a perfect view of its open, cracked rib cage.

      “Come on! I have enough to magick now to get us there!”

      She grabbed my arm and Fane’s in the other, and before I could protest, we shot up into the sky. Fear turned me into a mute as the trees became smaller and smaller. I knew that if I fell, there was no recourse. My wings were bound, and I would die. My stomach retched, but I stubbornly held it back. Astrid might drop me if I threw up on her. The storm faded behind us as we raced above it and away.

      “Aldur is right there! See?” As we flew over the treetops, the mountains rose in front of us, a city nestled cozily at its base. 

      “Down!” I cried out in a strangled voice. I couldn’t think about anything except the mind-numbing terror of being high in the air with wings that didn’t work. Mercifully, Astrid floated down toward the ground, drifting toward a large tree by the main road toward the kingdom. We fell into the top branches, and I grabbed hold of the branches like a lifeline. Fane glanced at me, alarm in his eyes. 

      “Are you all right?” 

      I hugged the tree tightly, relishing the feel of solid bark scraping against my scales. “I don’t want to be in the air again until my wings are unbound.”

      He put a hand on my shoulder, eyes wide with understanding. I didn’t want it. I wanted my wings fixed. I wanted to go home. I wanted my mother, my father and my sister. 

      “Whew. That was a rush.” Astrid looked windblown across from us, her mismatched eyes both glowed silver in the aftermath of her magick. She looked high on bloodlust and battle. I’d heard rumors of our draken warriors sometimes suffering the same, but I’d never seen it in person. 

      “You are too young to be practicing white magick like that,” I panted. “You need balancing tattoos, or … I don’t know. Guidance. Promise me you’ll find your coven after all this.” 

      Astrid gave me a dirty look like I was a mother telling her she had dirt on her nose. 

      “ASTRID! I’m serious! You want to become … like that thing?” I gestured vaguely back toward the farm. I hoped they could get rid of the body before the little girl saw it. 

      Fane’s ears perked up. “You think that caused the demons? Too much white magick?”

      I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. “I don’t know. They say in school that the consequences for unbalanced magick are dire, but they never really said what they were, did they? And it would make sense if the humans had no idea what was going on. They don’t have magick, so they wouldn’t know what magick poisoning would be, would they?”

      The more I talked, though, the more ridiculous it sounded. 

      “An entire species overdosing on white magick all at the same time?” Fane asked, dubious. 

      I scoffed. “You’re right. It’s stupid. Forget I said anything.” I shimmied down the tree the best I could in my dress. Fane followed, landing lightly on his feet behind me. It was odd seeing his muscled chest covered with human clothing. Compared to humans, drakens ran around half-naked. 

      “It wasn’t stupid. It’s the most likely explanation I’ve heard so far, however far fetched,” he said. 

      Astrid dropped next, grumbling and brushing dirt and leaves off her shirt. 

      “Did you see what she did?” I asked urgently, under my breath. 

      “Took out his beating heart. That’s like … White Magick 101,” he confided back. 

      “She doesn’t have any containment tattoos,” I pushed on. “Maybe we should tell—”

      “Like yours? I feel like I’d never noticed before.” I went silent as Fane ran a finger down my back, careful not to touch my wings.

      “What are you talking about?” I demanded. “I don’t have any–” I stopped short, seeing a white glimmering tattoo that stretched across my upper back and shoulders.

      “Oh my gods,” I murmured.

      Fane’s eyes were wide. “Is that … normal?” he choked out.

      “Only …” I swallowed. “Only in cases of coming into contact with extreme magick. Spontaneous tattoos are rare.”

      The idiot grinned. “Just like you.”

      Before I could smack him, Astrid turned back to us with a look of irritation. “You guys coming? Town’s right here.” Astrid came up between us, vibrating with energy. An aftereffect of the magick? Or something else? 

      Fane and I shot each other a glance and walked with her into the town. 

      The street shifted from dirt to cobblestones as we passed under the main gates, and people were everywhere. It was a cacophony of sound and scents, so I tried to focus on individual ones to ground me: fresh baked bread; the pungent aroma of fresh fish at that stall on the corner; and sweet, roasted almonds someone was selling somewhere. The more I walked, the more I relaxed. No one cried out about the “scary monster” or pointed us out as drakens.

      It was a luxury to be surrounded and yet ignored. I could gawk at all the humans and stare without being on display myself. Fane and I looked just like everyone else. Well, for the most part. The sun shining off our skin revealed the scales underneath, giving us an iridescent shimmer that none of the other humans had. I pulled my sleeves down on my arms and tried to keep my hair over my face. 

      “Look! They have pergainsa fruit here!”

      Fane dragged me to a market stall, his eyes open in wonder at seeing local produce from Lyoness so far from the island. 

      “We do trade with the humans even if we do little else,” I reminded him, though I agreed it was surreal to see the plump, magenta fruits sitting right in front of us. It was still hard to remember there was an entire world outside of my island. Perhaps it was time the rest of the drakens understood that as well. 

      “Fresh spices from Tatra! Silks stolen from the pirate lords!”

      I snorted as a merchant waved a bolt of golden silk under me, his eyebrows raised suggestively at me. Pirates lords. How ridiculous. The aroma of fresh spices was potent, and my stomach rumbled with hunger. 

      I had just turned to ask Fane if he thought we could barter for some of the chicken speared on a stick when his eyes bugged out and he pushed me into a side alley. I stumbled and tripped, falling right into a puddle of something foul and rancid-smelling. I picked myself up in disgust, flinging what I could back at him. 

      For once, though, he ignored my taunts. He used the corner of the building for cover, only his knuckles peeking out onto the street.

      “Draken warriors. Not Valham or Gaff, but they’re likely close by. There’s two of them. Scouts. Do you want us to be found? Because I’m OK with it if you want to go home now.”

      Fane’s eyes shone with sincerity, but I could see he wanted to stay and get to the bottom of these demon business, while learning more about human culture. His voice was strained, clearly showing his indecision.

      Cautiously, I peeked my head over his shoulder, gazing out at the crowded market. It was easier to see them once I let my eyes relax; they stood out like a sore thumb with bare, muscled chest on full display, and they were armed to the teeth with weapons on their waists and backs. Black tattoos covered their necks, chests, and upper arms, further distinguishing them from the surrounding humans, who all gave them a wide berth. And all that was without the way their scales glinted under the direct sunlight through their skin. 

      “We’re not exactly a subtle species,” I muttered to no one. A tunic and less of a superior attitude would have done wonders to make them blend in. Where had Astrid gone?

      “Behind you.” 

      I cursed and flinched as Astrid nimbly jumped down from the roof of the building next to us, landing unnaturally softly on her feet. 

      “They’re asking every merchant and tavern owner if they’ve seen you two. Their methods aren’t proving very effective, though.” She smirked. “Still, it’s best if we lie low for a while.”

      Fane scowled. “We need to push on to the castle if you don’t want to go home right this second. I—”

      “And go through Cantrada all over again?” I shot at him, annoyed. “You spent most of it unconscious, but trust me, I’m not getting stared at or threatened again.” 

      Fane wilted, but didn’t further argue or attempt to push the issue. “We need somewhere to stay then,” he offered instead. “You want to avoid the warriors, I take it?”

      I tried to sort out my motives. Part of me wanted to be found by the warriors, but they also represented the same king who’d clamped my wings. I wanted to go home to be with my sister, but I was … the most free I’d ever been in my life. It was terribly confusing. And I knew it was important to Fane to see the defenses and talk to the humans before returning home.

      “I know someone who should be discreet,” Astrid cut in. “She’s a half-breed like me, though, so no stupid comments. She’ll kick you out on your ass or report you to the draken warriors. Seriously, no one use the half-breed word.”

      I huffed but nodded, and Fane smiled easily. “Of course.” 

      Astrid gave him a suspicious look, but beckoned us to follow her out of the alley and back into the thick of the big crowd on the main street. Being among so many humans made me nervous even though we stuck out less.

      “Here. Down this road.” 

      We broke off from the main market and headed down a less crowded street that was shaded from the taller buildings that loomed overhead. Signs littered the space above our heads, announcing all kinds of different wares and services. Astrid paused under one featuring a bleeding eye, confidently banging on the door. 

      A slot on the top opened smoothly, a golden eye glaring at us. 

      “Air witch. What do you want?” 

      Astrid ignored the rude tone. 

      “Board for the night for me and my friends, and some news.” 

      The eye flicked over to me and Fane, widening slightly. 

      “Trade then?” The rough voice grit out. 

      Astrid grabbed a satchel from her side and dangled it invitingly before the open slot. A slim hand snatched it before I could blink, and the slot slammed closed. 

      The door cracked open, revealing nothing but darkness within. If this alarmed Astrid, she didn’t show it, pushing it open the whole way and trotting inside, humming to herself. I shot Fane an exasperated look, but he just grinned back and strolled in after her. Was I the only sane one? 

      The door slammed loudly behind me, and would have caught my wings if I had been in my draken form. 

      I jerked at the sound of a match scraping parchments as a small flame lit up the face of a hooded figure. Dark, sunken eyes glared at me behind a face that the match light made full of sharp angles and contours.

      Next to me, Astrid sighed. “Enough of the dramatics.” I felt the air displaced by her hand as she waved her palm, throwing the flame to the candles around the room and snuffing out the one her ‘friend’ held. A small figure stood before us in a robe, scowling as it put down its hood. 

      “I never show off anymore,” it whined in a feminine voice. I stared at this female, shorter than me, who had scruffy, short blonde hair that shifted into fur down her back and ears. Small claws extended out from her hands, and two small canine fangs flashed at me. Black irises contracted and expanded as she took in Fane and me. 

      “So, it’s true; drakens are here searching for a lost little prince.” She shot a sarcastic look at Astrid. “And you brought them here?”

      I took in the room as our host’s attention focused on Astrid. The house itself was composed of stone and wood, with large wooden beams and tall ceilings. The added height made standing in the house much more bearable than Davi’s cottage. An old bar lurked in the back and to the side. Tables and chairs were scattered all around the room. Everything was dusty and held a slight air of neglect—clearly, this was not a highly frequented tavern. Stairs on the opposite side from the bar led up to a second story. 

      “If the king doesn’t know now, he will eventually. Though it is in my nature to know other things don’t.” 

      I eyed the lykos female suspiciously. “Didn’t you say they had pushed the lykos from the cities?” I asked Astrid, who flopped down into a chair and put her boots on the tabletop. Her silver hair hung down her back in a messy braid. 

      “Most of the packs. Daciana, is what you would call a lone wolf.” 

      Both Astrid and Daciana sniggered at the inside joke, but I didn’t understand. Weren’t the lykos friends with vampyres and the demons? Or were they simply another faction fighting with the humans? Humanity had so many enemies. 

      “Tell us news of the packs, and we’ll bring rare news of the drakens,” Astrid bartered. With a wave of her hands, she transferred the fire from one candle and shot it toward the hearth, moving air around it as it was quickly coaxed into a roaring blaze. 

      Daciana grunted in approval, then clapped her furred hands together. “Excellent. That is worth quite a lot. Should cover board and even dinner if needed?”

      My stomach chose that moment to rumble loudly, and everyone burst into laughter. A small smile tugged itself from my lips. For the first time on this strange continent, I felt as though I were among friends. 

      Astrid beckoned, and Fane and I took seats at the round table with her. 

      “What’s for dinner?” Fane asked, rubbing his stomach with anticipation. I rolled my eyes as Daciana grinned. 

      Perhaps, tonight, I could finally relax and rest.
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      SAKALA

      Astrid and Daciana apparently went way back—something about a rotting jar of mayonnaise and Cantrada. But after my third ale, it was hard to remember the details. The two of them got rip roaringly drunk after a fabulous dinner of chicken, fresh bread with garlic butter, and potatoes. There were a few leafy vegetables cooked in butter with spices, but I steered clear of those. Drakens loved our meat and potatoes. 

      I stood up and swayed slightly, not used to the effects of so much ale. 

      “Maybe … should go to bed,” I muttered, yawning and slurring my words a bit. 

      “Up the stairs!” Daciana called out even though she was in the middle of an arm wrestling battle with Astrid. The latter used a blast of air to push Daciana’s chair over, ending the match. 

      “You bitch—”

      “Flirt.”

      “Cu—”

      “—ntry roads are my favorite.”

      The way they both stared at each other had the room hot and uncomfortable, and Fane scrambled up from his chair after me. 

      “I think I’ll go, too. Don’t want to … uh … interrupt you catching up.” 

      There was about to be a lot more than ‘catching up’ going on, by the way those two were devouring each other with hungry gazes. 

      “One bed in the first room at the top. Have fun!” Daciana called out, prowling toward Astrid and grabbing her by her braids, pulling her head in for a kiss. 

      “That’s our cue.…” I mumbled to no one, focusing unnaturally hard on not tripping my way up the stairs. I was grateful for Fane’s help as he made sure I didn’t trip over my own feet up the narrow, creaking stairs. My hands trailed along the rough wood of the walls that had been worn smooth by the fingers of countless other drunk patrons before me. At the top of the stairs, the dimly lit hallway was short and crowded. Unease churched in my gut at the unnaturally low ceilings. 

      Fane touched my lower back gently, his voice a ghost of a whisper against my ear. “It’s all right. Here.”

      He pushed open the first door on the left, and I rushed toward the small window, nearly tripping over my own feet in my haste to wrench it open. I stuck my head out and gulped in the cool night air, relieved as my claustrophobia dissipated. Mostly. I glanced down, realizing how high up I was with no way to fly should I fall out. 

      Suddenly, I wasn’t so keen to hang out the window. 

      “You can take the bed, if you wish. It looks too small for both of us.”

      I turned and looked at where Fane pointed: a tiny cot with a straw mattress and a smattering of old blankets. The ceiling was only a foot or so from my head, and Fane had to crouch over to ensure his head didn’t bang into it. Anxiety shot through my veins as I wrung my hands. 

      “It’s not ideal, is it?” he asked warily, clearly sensing my unease. “How do humans do it?” 

      He circled the bed and grimaced. His gaze shifted to the open window, and he shot me a mischievous smirk. “Wait here a moment.” 

      Before I could protest, he threw off his human clothes and shifted to his draken form, hefting himself out of the window and slithering up onto the roof. I held myself back from leaning out the window to watch, still fearful of falling without my wings. 

      “Sakala! Come up!”

      Well, I had no choice now. 

      Fane’s arm and hand appeared from above the window, reaching for me. Steeling my nerves, I took off my own clothes and balanced naked, crouched in the window. I took his arm, pushing off with my feet in a burst of energy as I shifted. Fear made me nauseated as I imagined Fane missing and me tumbling to my death, or at the very least a broken leg or arm. 

      None of that happened, though. 

      Fane’s hand was strong as he caught mine, easily pulling me up to the roof with him. My claws dug into the soft shingles of the roof, giving me a better grip. “Look, there is a flat part in the middle.” He pointed ahead and kept a firm grip on my waist as we climbed a few feet up the roof’s slant, finally pausing at the top. “Stay here. I’ll be back.” 

      He slid back down the roof and in through the open window. I sat down, hugging my knees to my chest. The cool air did wonders for soothing my sickness, and I took a deep, steadying breath. I stared at the night sky overhead, my worries fading as it stretched in all directions around me. The dizzying scents of the marketplace had faded, leaving only crisp, cool air and the scent of the straw on the roof around us. The stars twinkled like a thousand nightlights, and for a moment I could imagine we were in Lyoness, sleeping on top of one a treehouse. 

      “Catch!”

      I flinched as Fane threw a wad of fabric at me, and I caught it in reflex. He took three confident steps up the roof and joined me, carrying the blankets from the bed and making a cozy little lump on the roof. 

      “Better, yes?” He curled up in the middle of our makeshift nest.

      I glanced around, but this building was high with raised, decorative trim that shielded us from view. We were safe. 

      I shifted and joined him, nuzzling into the warmth and security he offered. “Didn’t you drink the ale?” I muttered, annoyed that he was so confident and sure-footed. 

      He chuckled against me as I laid my head on his chest. “No. I’ve seen what happens to the palace guards on their night off. I wouldn’t be a good protector if I got smashed.” 

      It was on the tip of my tongue to argue he wasn’t my protector, but having someone take care of me wasn’t the worst thing in the world. It was novel because I was always taking care of everyone else back home. It made me feel … safe. My eyes drifted shut as my body slowly relaxed, curled around Fane whose arms held me tightly to him. 

      I yawned. He really wasn’t so bad. Would he kiss me again like he had the other night? My hips unconsciously rubbed against his. 

      “I don’t think you’re in any state for that,” he remarked gruffly against my forehead. 

      I huffed, but a part of me was a bit relieved he was being so level-headed about everything. One of us had to be. 

      “Thanks,” I muttered sleepily. 

      His arms tightened around me in a short squeeze, then relaxed. “For what?” 

      I relaxed further against him, his steady heartbeat pulling me further toward sleep. “All the stuff,” I replied vaguely. 

      “Ah, that clears it up,” he said, amusement in his voice. 

      “Gettin' me away from Lyoness. Protectin’ me. Helpin’ me sleep ousside.” I yawned again. 

      “Oh, that,” he replied. “It’s my—”

      “Duty,” I cut him off. “I know. I can still say thanks, prince or not.” 

      A light growled emanated from his chest, but it only had me nuzzling my nose harder into him. “I was going to say it’s my pleasure as well as my duty.”

      That was nice of him to say. I let my eyes drift closed, happy to know I’d finally get a decent night of sleep under me. 

      “Sakala, I don’t protect you because I’m a prince and you’re one of my people. I protect you because … it’s you. I care about you.”

      He was being so nice that just for tonight, I would believe him. I closed my eyes and went to sleep.
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      FANE

      I lay awake for a long time just holding Sakala, trying to sort through the emotions roaring through me. I was ecstatic she trusted me enough to sleep out in the open with only my arms around her serving as protection. I was also worried because the drakens were clearly searching for us, and a decision needed to be made by us before it was made for us.

      Did we approach the warriors or not? It was one thing if I could hand Sakala off to them and stay to learn more, but there was a fat chance of that. They’d drag me back kicking and screaming. Sakala and I were hiding successfully as humans, and we weren’t injured or in any immediate danger.

      Aldur wasn’t aware of the drakens stalking through their streets—I was almost sure of it. Drakens hated being in human form, so the only reason warriors disguised themselves as humans would be if the Aldur king had no idea they were there. That meant Father was still trying to keep my absence a secret. 

      That benefited me. 

      Eventually, I must have drifted off because the next time I opened my eyes, dawn was just creeping along the horizon to the west. Sakala still slept under me, and though it seemed a shame to wake her, I felt like she’d appreciate the view. Both of us were cold, our body temperatures probably lower than they should be. Hopefully, the rising sun would quickly take care of that.

      “Sakala. Hey there. Wake up.” 

      I nudged her neck gently with my nose, my hands running lightly up and down her sides. I was a bit chilly, but Sakala was nice and warm, so I didn’t mind. She’d needed a good night’s rest to combat the worry and anxiety that I knew plagued her. 

      “Whassit?” Her eyes cracked open, and I let go of her as she yawned and stretched, blinking with confusion at the open sky around her. 

      “Look.” I pointed out toward the sunrise, and her eyes widened and glowed in satisfaction. 

      “Looks just like the sunrise on Lyoness,” she whispered. 

      I inhaled her scent greedily, happily noting her contentment and satisfaction. “I disagree. It’s much more beautiful this morning.”

      She shot me that look of fake irritation that I was beginning to love so much. Together, we gathered the blankets and dove back in through the window, saying goodbye to our draken forms and becoming human once more. 

      With little fanfare, we ate a quick breakfast of what Daciana called oatmeal, which was palatable and did the job. It helped that she’d put a few pergainsa berries in the bowl. 

      “We will go straight to the castle if you can take us,” I said to Daciana, choosing not to comment on the happy, silvery glow around Astrid this morning. I think I had decided on a course of action: meet with Aldur royals, then meet with the warriors. The witches would be showing up soon whether Father wanted them to or not.

      “Astrid knows the way. I’ve done my part,” the lykos replied shortly, gathering our bowls. 

      She’d certainly been kinder than most others, so far. 

      “Ready to head out?” I asked Sakala. 

      She blushed and nodded, licking her spoon before handing it over to Daciana. 

      “Thank you for your hospitality. The drakens will remember it,” I told her formally. 

      Daciana waved it away. “Nonsense. Keep war from breaking out between my people and the humans and that will be thanks enough.” 

      That was a tall order, but I certainly vowed to try. Astrid, Sakala, and I were back on the streets just as the sun rose fully. The streets were markedly less crowded than the day before, with only merchants hustling here and there as they raced to set up shop for the day. 

      While easier on our senses, it would also make us stick out more to any draken warriors searching nearby. 

      Fortunately, Astrid did appear to know where she was going, and we kept to side streets until the castle and its gates loomed over us. 

      “Halt. State your business.”

      Astrid didn’t hesitate. “Official business: physician from the court of Cantrada seeks to confer with the physician from Aldur on demon magicks. In my company are the requested envoys from Lyoness.”

      Seeing their dumbfounded looks, she leaned in closer, whispering dramatically, “You know. Drakens.”

      To her credit, they didn’t ask any questions after that, merely hustled us beyond the gates without a word, but with plenty of side-eyes. I felt relief as the iron gate crashed down behind us. If the draken warriors wanted me now, they’d have to be official about it. If there was anything warriors hated more than trivial wild goose chases, it was bureaucracy and diplomacy. 

      “Right this way.” 

      The soldier leading us was tall and sure, with green and white epaulets on his uniform’s shoulders that the other soldiers didn’t have. Were we lucky to run into a commanding officer so quickly, or would it expose us faster? 

      “Wait here. I advise you to … remain in this form.”

      I knew from experience with the draken diplomats from court that I was supposed to be annoyed by this, but it was fine with me. I was among humans in their court; it seemed only polite to set them at ease in this form. I didn’t see why it was such a hardship our politicians complained about, especially if it led to better relations and more trust. 

      “His Majesty will see you now.” 

      The massive wooden doors in front of us opened, pulled apart by two guards on each side, huffing and straining against their heavy, oppressive armor. The entrance hall seemed similar to Cantrada’s, though most of my visit there I only remembered in flashes and bursts, being as injured as I was. 

      The king wasn’t on his throne, which sat conspicuously absent behind the purple velvet carpet leading to it, and the great marble pillars all around us. The guard led us to a group of men, all deep in conversation. Looking from one to the other, I wouldn’t have been able to guess who the king was. All the men were dressed as if ready to do battle at a moment’s notice—they tied leather guards over their wrists and forearms, knees and chests; and swords and daggers were strapped to their waists. Most of them also had bows and a quiver strapped on their backs. 

      “Your Majesty, I present the draken envoys.” 

      I glanced at Sakala and noted that Astrid had fled. Perhaps she was seeking her physician friend. One of the younger members of the small group turned toward us, his brown hair full and shoulder length, tied half up so it wasn’t hanging in his face. His dark eyes met mine, surprised but pleased. Was this the King of Aldur? He didn’t look much older than me. 

      “Draken envoys? Oh, I see you’ve finally given into my father’s grand demands. That’s a shame. I like you all better with your claws and wings out.” 

      The older men around him gave strained smiles. 

      “I mean it! Feel free to be comfortable in whatever form pleases you. Come, I will give you a tour of the battlements! That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Bastian, walk with us.”

      I lifted a pleasantly surprised brow at Sakala, and we both shifted back into our draken forms. The guard who’d led us gave a short bow and stayed three paces to our right as Sakala and I followed the king, who led us briskly out of the elegant hall and up a narrow set of stone steps just off the next hallway. Most of the men present were trying hard not to stare at me (actually, mostly at Sakala) and failing.

      “I thought you were a lot protective of your females. Never thought I’d actually get to see one.”

      He talked as we walked, clearly in shape as he scaled the stairs easily and without losing his breath. We emerged into the open sky atop a parapet, the mountain looming high over us. I stared in awe at the massive stone fortress that continued to snake up the side of the mountain, and the large battlements that scaled along its top. I felt the loss of my wings acutely, but I would honor Astrid’s warnings about flying too soon. 

      Soldiers seemed surprised to see us, but the king waved them away to their duties. Before we got too carried away, I gave a nod. 

      “I apologize, but we came here under a bit of false pretense. We are drakens, but we aren’t official envoys. I … must admit, I don’t even know your name.”

      One dark eyebrow lifted at me. He chuckled once, and gestured that Sakala and I go ahead of him up the next set of steep, stone stairs. It would take us a while to reach the top on foot. 

      “You think I don’t know there are draken warriors ripping through my city? You lot aren’t the most subtle. They haven’t come to me officially, which means they’re looking for something or someone. That wouldn’t be you two, would it?” 

      He gave another lingering look to Sakala, who flashed her fangs in retaliation. The king smirked at her. I decided it would be prudent to put it all out. 

      “I am Prince Fane; the eldest son of King Vasil and the heir to Lyoness. This is Sakala, my advisor. How we came to Dorea was a bit … unconventional, but my purpose here is to gain perspective on the demon situation threatening the continent, and currently your kingdom in particular. I wish to take my findings back to my father and hopefully convince him of an alliance with the humans.” 

      The young king tilted his head to the side as if amused. 

      Sakala shifted uneasily next to me. “I can always compel him to do what we want,” she growled, just loudly enough that the Aldurian king could hear. 

      He shot her another flirtatious grin. I kept my rumblings in my chest. Now was not the time to act like a jealous male. “I see. We will get to the particulars. At the top of the mountain, I have an outpost where we can stay the night. I will show you our issues, and we will dine. Bastian can always fill in any gaps or questions you have after that.” 

      I’d forgotten about the guard who trailed behind us, silent as a shadow. 

      The king thrust out a hand toward me. “Theo. Technically my father is still king, but he’s too mad to know a bread basket from a pot of crabs, if you know what I mean.” 

      I didn’t, but Sakala leaned forward in interest. “He is not fit to rule?” she asked bluntly. 

      “I like you. You’re direct and rude. We need more of that around here,” Theo told her. “But that’s the gist of it. He’s old and losing his mind. I try to keep him comfortable in his quarters with a few of his friends and old advisors where he has little counsels and courts of his own.” 

      Sakala’s gaze turned pitying. 

      “Well, we’re eager to see what we can do to help,” I cut in, not wanting to delve into such a personal subject. Theo nodded, and we ascended the next flight of steps silently. 

      As we began the next, Theo started his lecture. “About three-fourths of my forces are up here manning the battlements; as you see, it’s quite the undertaking. We have a lot of ground to cover, but do our best to space things out. The battlements at the top run ten miles from the northernmost part of the wall to the southernmost, and we have five outposts spaced periodically along that where troops sleep, eat, etc. Signal fires are used to quickly communicate any attacks or emergencies.”

      That all seemed very well and good. From what I could see, everyone looked organized and busy, with a place to be or a task to complete. There weren’t any soldiers loitering. 

      “Do you have attacks often?” Sakala asked, looking around with interest as we kept climbing the steps. 

      “Yes,” Theo replied bluntly, his voice hard. 

      He didn’t elaborate further. 

      The climb became steeper after the next platform, so we saved the conversation in favor of focusing on our task. Up, and up and up, we traveled until the muscles in my legs burned and my breaths came hard. 

      “Nearly there,” Theo grunted, running a hand through his sweaty hair. Sakala followed behind him, then me, and the silent Bastian brought up the rear. At least the soldiers were all likely to be in top form—having to traverse this stairway every day was the perfect training tool. 

      The outpost at the top was a primitive stone building three stories high, but I was happy to see it all the same. I resisted the urge to crumple in relief as my feet found flat ground, but Sakala had no qualms, groaning and flopping in the dirt as she immediately began stretching out her tired muscles. I held my irritation in check as the surrounding soldiers watched her greedily, her flexibility and lithe muscles on display as she worked out her kinks. 

      Just in front of us the battlement ended, high pillars marking the edge of the mountain and open air beyond. I took a step forward, never more aware of my vulnerability with injured wings than I was then. Sakala resolutely stayed away from the edge, arms crossed over her chest. She ignored the gaggle of human men who kept inching close to her. Inwardly, I grinned, hoping they’d try something. It would be entertaining to watch her put them on their backs. 

      Though I’d happily let her put me on my back. 

      I shook my head, needing to focus. 

      “Are you prepared?” Theo asked me, his expression serious. Together, we stepped toward the open air, and I peered over the edge of the world. 

      A mass of black greeted my eyes, stretching out toward the horizon. Thousands of demons were camped out in the desert wasteland, the smoke from their campfires combining above them to create a haze that covered the entire encampment. The scent of smoke and charred meat reached my nose, but it wasn’t the kind that smelled appetizing. It smelled sick and rancid.

      My heart sank. This was bad. 

      “We estimate nearly ten thousand.”

      My mouth went dry, and my throat felt like it had something stuck in it. I swallowed. “How many soldiers do you have?” I asked. 

      He gave me a side eye. “Not enough. How many soldiers does Lyoness have?” 

      “Not enough,” I whispered back, unable to tear away my gaze from the massive force gathered beneath us. 

      “What holds them back? Why don’t they just attack?” 

      Theo faltered, his shoulders drooping as he suddenly looked tired. “Bastian? If you would.” 

      The guard stepped up to us, delivering the facts in a no-nonsense voice. “The demons first started trying to cross in small groups. They were mindless entities that were easily subdued, like animals. They did not speak or act with any sort of intelligence. The first groups appeared fifty years ago, and they’ve been growing more numerous since. In the last decade, something shifted. This younger, newer generation of demons shows great intellect. They can control the first generation to an extent, and have ceased all small party crossings. For the past decade, they’ve been gathering here en masse. Every so often, they poke at our defenses to test us or simply distract us.”

      Theo nodded his thanks, and Bastian bowed and backed away. 

      I blinked. “How will you stop them all?”

      Theo faced me, aging twenty years in a moment. “We won’t. I will level with you: I need help, and I need it now. I have said nothing to the drakens hunting you, hoping an opportunity like this would arise. If we don’t work together, they will attack before we are ready and united. Dorea will fall to this plague if we do not combine resources. We have been fighting on the front lines of this for decades. It’s time for everyone else to do their part as well.”

      I nodded, unable to disagree with anything he said. This was a problem for all of Dorea; not just Aldur, who was unlucky enough to be the closest to the problem. 

      “I will personally lead the crusade for a draken and human alliance,” I assured him. “But we have other options. We needn’t rely strictly on soldiers. I have made contact with witches during my travels. If we extend this alliance to all magickal communities in Dorea, we can defeat this evil.”

      Theo looked taken aback for all of a second before his face split into a wide grin, and he seized my hand, pumping it enthusiastically. “Yes, yes! This is exactly what we need. Come, we must sup and discuss our plans. Of course, the lady is free to join us!” He called the last part to Sakala, who still stood moodily back on the parapet, refusing to come closer. 

      Theo barked out a few orders to the soldiers who’d been staring at Sakala, and they bumped into each other and rushed away. As Theo strode ahead into the stone building, I discreetly grabbed her hand in mine. 

      “Are you all right?” 

      Her gaze stayed on the ground. “I don’t enjoy being this high without my wings.” 

      I stroked the top of her hand with my thumb, trying to ease her worries. “You don’t have to get anywhere near the edge. Keep both feet on solid ground.” I placed a kiss on the top of her head before I could stop myself, and to my surprise she nuzzled into my chest and neck. My arms came around and held her, her scent changing from anxiety and fear to mild wariness. 

      I would take it. 

      “Come, time for dinner.” I pulled her toward the building and after the king. 

      “As long as there aren’t any vegetables,” she grumbled, and we left the teeming mass of the demon army at our backs.
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      SAKALA

      Dinner with the king consisted mostly of meat, bread, and more meat. 

      “You’ll have to excuse the … plainer palate. I find it excessive to keep a fully staffed kitchen up here.”

      My stomach rumbled as chicken and beef platters landed in front of me, and I made a mental note to remember to use the silverware given to me, or at least the knife. I was ready to tear into everything with my bare hands. Humans used utensils. Next to me, Fane was eyeing the food with appreciation. 

      The ‘dining’ area was little more than a glorified entrance hall that had a table shoved into it. The air from outside was freezing, but the roaring fire behind us made up for it. I wasn’t taking my heavy human dress for granted, and I had tied the scraps around my belly and shoulders for extra warmth. Swords and weapon belts lay propped haphazardly in the corners, ready to be grabbed at a moment’s notice. Everything here was bare and tidy with everything in its place and nothing present that wasn’t needed. I appreciated the clean, orderly feel despite the age and bad shape of the building. 

      “Drakens love our meat. It’s all we need, though we can be partial to fruit as well.” 

      Theo gave a small grin to Fane. “Very good. That’s what I was told, but it’s hard to separate fact from fiction for your people sometimes. 

      “It comes from oppression in the past,” I answered clearly, having enjoyed my history classes. “When we first came to Dorea hundreds of years ago, the humans didn’t take kindly to our presence.” 

      Theo’s brow furrowed. “Where is your true homeland, then?”

      The question got under my scales. “Lyoness is our homeland,” I protested vehemently. Theo put his hands in the air. “That’s not what I meant. I am simply curious about where you come from. I’ve had my scholars search; we can’t find records of your species existing anywhere else in the world. It’s curious, don’t you think?”

      He reached forward and served himself, gesturing for us to do the same. For a few moments, no one spoke as we split the meat between us and eagerly dug in. After a few bites, Fane leaned back, his expression thoughtful. “I’m sure we have records somewhere that tell the full story. I will search for this information as a gesture of goodwill regarding our new alliance.”

      Theo grinned, though it seemed predatory. “Excellent.” He paused, eyeing me with a knowing look. “Shall I have my steward prepare two rooms for you and your … companion, or simply the one?” 

      I didn’t like the way he leered at me. Claws sprung from under my nail beds and dug deep into the wooden table. Fane kept a stoic expression as he glanced at me, clearly asking for my preference. If I asked for two rooms, I didn’t want to hurt Fane’s feelings. Plus, I did want to sleep next to him again. His presence was one of the few things that allowed me relax enough at night to actually get any rest. And he was warm, and this empty fortress was cold. But if I agreed and accepted a single room, I didn’t want Theo thinking the worst of me. Was it so terrible that I wanted to be known for my abilities rather than what was between my legs? 

      Instead of answering, I stood from the table. 

      “Excuse me. I need to take a walk. Drakens don’t do well with low ceilings.” 

      I turned and left them there, darting out the heavy stone door and into the cool night air. I sighed, the tension bleeding from my back and shoulders immediately. There were a few soldiers here and there stationed around the wall, but most were inside for the night. The glow of fires scattered down the horizon of the wall was comforting in its own way; it was a reminder that despite the howl of the wind, others were around.

      I wasn’t alone.

      I picked a direction and started walking, always aware of the demon horde waiting just below me. The stones were even and smooth under my feet, and I again marveled at the craftsmanship of the wall itself. It would likely be here long after all of us were ashes in the ground. 

      The soldiers I passed weren’t up for friendly conversation. With me, that was. They muttered to each other well enough as they huddled around their little fires for warmth, but went silent as I passed, making no attempt to hide how they watched me go. I ignored them. I would not walk close to the wall, so they would just have to deal with me passing close to them. 

      My stomach flipped uneasily at imagining the drop and the mass of demons waiting below. Gods, I just wanted my wings back. How the fuck was I supposed to sleep tonight? 

      I paused, resting my hands on the stone barrier that came up to my chest: the only barrier between me and a free fall to death. I took a deep breath and shoved my nervousness deep down. I would not fall. Someone would have to pick me up and throw me over, or I’d have to stand on top of the battlement and fall or get pushed off. 

      And Fane would eviscerate anyone who tried. 

      The thought brought warmth to my chest, infusing my body with endorphins from head to toe. It was a good thing Fane wasn’t here since he would immediately notice the change in my scent and ask questions. 

      Movement flickered in the corner of my eye, and I whipped my head around to stare down the long row of the wall to see a black shape moving alongside it, hopping from raised stone to raised stone. 

      Terror seized my heart and squeezed. Was it a demon? I was in between guard stations, so it would be quickest if I just investigated myself. I had my knives at my side, and my claws and new voice magicks if I needed them. As I came closer, I realized it was small. 

      I halted a few feet away, embarrassment and irritation flooding my veins, followed by an entirely new set of fears. 

      It was a human child, jumping along the wall’s stones as if it were a game and one misstep wouldn’t fling them to their death. I took a breath and calmly walked in front of them, not wanting to startle them by calling out. Again, the whole flinging them to their death thing. 

      “Child. Come down from there!”

      It glanced up at the sound of my voice, and the hood of its dark cloak fell down, revealing a young girl with brown hair and wide eyes. 

      “Oh! Are you a monster?”

      I reared back, then put aside my immediate reaction of being offended. I probably looked like a beast or a monster to her. 

      “That’s rude,” I lectured calmly. “I’m a draken.”

      Her head tilted to the side, taking this new information in. “Oh.”

      She leaped to the next stone, and my heart nearly jumped out of my chest. “Child! Stop that! You will fall!”

      The cretin had the audacity to giggle at me as she continued her game, hopping from stone to stone. “I won’t fall. Silly dragon.”

      I bit back the urge to correct her. “What if you fall?” I said instead, trying to be logical about it. 

      The girl laughed and jumped to the next stone. “And what if a lykos comes through my window and steals me from my bed?”

      I growled. “Some lykos are very kind people,” I grumbled in response, thinking of Daciana. 

      She paused from making her next jump, giving me an odd look. “You’re strange.” 

      And you’re playing at life and death, I wanted to snap at her. 

      “Anyway, I won’t fall. I will never fall.”

      I opened my mouth to chastise her about how ridiculous that logic was, but stopped. Was it that ridiculous? How many times had Fane blustered his way through things here, only to come out on top? How many times had I failed due to lack of confidence in myself? 

      Maybe if you would have persisted, the sirens would have found your compulsion magick and not talked incessantly about how young you were. You’d be training with them.

      Yeah, and then I never would have gone on this grand adventure with Fane. 

      I frowned. Suddenly, I couldn’t imagine not having traveled with him. 

      “Can you come down for me? Your skill is unmatched, but my nerves aren’t made of steel.” I glanced around the battlements, seeing no one else. Why was the child out by herself at night? “Where is your mother?” 

      The girl ignored my request and jumped again. “Don’t have one anymore. I live here now until I get a new one. Or that’s what Bastian says.”

      Bastian … oh, that’s right. The captain of the guard who’d followed us up here. 

      “Hey! You there! STOP!”  a guard yelled at us, approaching at a run. The girl startled, her foot slipping right as she went to jump to the next stone. 

      GRAB HER! SAVE HER!

      My mind fought with my body, frightened of getting anywhere near the wall without wings, even if it was to save a child. I only managed to take one pathetic half-step forward, too terrified to move any closer. 

      Luckily, the soldier had no such qualms. He threw himself over the edge and snatched the little girl’s cloak at the last minute, desperately grabbing her arm with his other hand and quickly hauling her back up over the edge. 

      “Cat! You know better! What have I told you about climbing the wall!?” He practically shook her and dropped her to the battlement, pointing in the opposite direction with his finger. “Get back to your bed or I will tell the matron you were out again!”

      A wet raspberry met his words, and the girl took off, not a speck of her reticent or chastened. Dimly, I realized it wasn’t just any soldier in front of me, but Bastian. 

      “All right there?” he asked, his tone almost friendly. 

      I shook my head. “I … thank you,” I whispered. “I should have caught her. I was right there.” 

      He leaned in to get a good look at me. “Nothing hurt, now. It’s all fine.”

      It wasn’t, though, was it? I was a wingless draken afraid of heights. Shame overtook me, and I wished to disappear through the stone floor. I wanted to go anywhere except here. 

      “Prince Fane and Prince Theo were discussing strategies, and he asked me to check on you. May I report you are well?” 

      Bastian was the first human I met who didn’t seem repulsed or fascinated by me; especially since I was in my draken form. I glanced down, realizing my shirt had torn open from my loose tying and the clamps shoving their way through the material on my back. I wasn’t embarrassed, but I knew humans were odd about nakedness. My breast band covered anything important anyhow. 

      “It’s fine,” I said lamely. “I just … I’m not used to human clothes. They’re so … confining.” 

      He nodded like this was perfectly understandable, and I felt a rush of admiration for this compassionate human. Perhaps they were like drakens; some were asses, and some were fine. 

      “Thanks,” I managed. “Could you show me to Prince Fane’s room?” 

      He smiled and so did I. One decision down, only a dozen more to go.
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      FANE

      Theo and I talked late into the evening until my worry for Sakala grew too much to ignore. Rather than stop, he’d sent Bastian out to check on her, and he reported that he’d escorted her to my room for the night. 

      Well, that was one question answered. Only a hundred more to go. 

      As our talks wrapped up and Theo hid a yawn, I grew nervous imagining Sakala in my rooms. Was she annoyed we didn’t explicitly include her in our discussions, or was she happy to have some free time to wander and explore? Either way, she was sure to let me know her opinion. I inwardly grinned. Sakala hiding how she felt wasn’t something I would ever have to worry about. 

      Unless it was about me or our relationship. 

      Theo himself walked me to the small room upstairs, stopping in front of a heavy wooden door. “I’m next door. Try not to keep me up, eh?” He elbowed me with a grin, but I didn’t understand the joke. 

      He rolled his eyes. “You know. With her.” 

      I slowly connected the dots and flushed. Indignation on her behalf rose within me. “We are not mates,” I sputtered. 

      Theo chuckled. “Yeah, I hear you, mate. That’s the easiest way to do it. You marry them and the fun’s over!”

      Irritation rose in me, and I quickly opened the door and shut it in his face. My eyes struggled to adjust to the darkness after the brightly lit corridor. “Sakala? Are you in here? I can find another room if it makes you more comfortable, or even sleep on the floor. The rugs here are thick and much more comfortable than the woods.” 

      I would ensure Sakala wasn’t uncomfortable. The gods knew I was after whatever lewd accusations Theo had been trying to make. Slowly, my night vision returned, only to reveal a tidy bed with no one in it. 

      “Sakala?” 

      A small whimper reached my ears, shooting adrenaline through my body and putting me on immediate alert.

      “Fuck,” I panted to no one, trying to focus on the here and now. There, on the opposite side of the room, a large window overtook half the wall with a ledge wide enough to lie on. Sakala was curled into a tiny ball on it, twitching and trembling in her sleep. I raced to her side, then hesitated, not wanting to frighten her more than she already was. This close, the scent of her fear burned my nostrils and put acid in my belly.

      Without warning, her body rolled toward me, off the ledge. I instinctively caught her, and she went still, her eyes shooting open. I breathed a sigh of relief. 

      “Sakala, are you alright? You seemed upset in your sleep.”

      That was putting it mildly, but I knew she’d shut down if I revealed just how distressed she’d really been.

      She blinked a few times, clutching at me tightly as she panted, her breaths slowing as her gaze finally focused on me. 

      “I … Sorry,” she mumbled, her face blushing dark blue. 

      “A bad dream?” I offered. 

      “Yeah.” She sat back, swinging her feet to the floor. I sat next to her, ready to pull away if she wanted. My inner draken was doing cartwheels of happiness as she kept a firm hold on my arm. 

      “It was a nightmare, I guess. I was supposed to be flying, but I just kept falling. My wings wouldn’t work, and the demons below were waiting for me.” She cut herself off, her voice breaking. 

      “That is understandable,” I said calmly, running my fingers in a soothing circle on her back. “You currently cannot fly, and the danger here is real. Is it so odd your dreams would reflect that?”

      She shook her head vehemently. “You don’t understand. While you were with the king, I went walking. There was this girl, and she fell, and I did nothing to save her. I was too scared!”

      Alarm shot through me. “Is she—”

      “She’s fine. Bastian was there. That’s not the point, though!” Sakala cried out, shaking my arm. “I’m a draken, and I didn’t go after a little girl who fell! I’m a draken who’s afraid of heights! I am a disgrace to my parents and my people!”

      She collapsed against me, sobbing, her claws digging painfully into my thighs. I let her, holding her tightly against me. 

      “You are not a disgrace,” I bit back just as vehemently, forcing her chin up to see how serious I was. “You are a draken with instincts: instincts that are trying their hardest to keep you alive until we get the clamps off, which we will.” 

      I cursed my father and everyone involved. These stupid clamps had done more to hurt Sakala than any physical injury she’d suffered during the Draken Games. I vowed to outlaw the practice completely when I was king, and have every pair destroyed. 

      “Sakala, it is all right. I am sorry they—” 

      She pressed her lips desperately to mine, and my brain promptly shut off. My inner draken roared to the surface as my body took over, kissing her back and pushing her body harder into mine. I shifted into my human form to protect my wings as she pushed me on my back and straddled my hips. 

      This human form was full of wonderful surprises. 

      She bit down on my lip and pulled, the painful stretch a powerful aphrodisiac. Her fangs scraped against my mouth, which she quickly moved against my ear. “Mate me,” she begged breathlessly. “I don’t want to be alone anymore.” 

      Euphoria coursed through my veins, my draken instincts screaming at me to bite and fuck her right here, right now. 

      I fought to keep my own mind through the haze of achieving everything I ever wanted: Sakala under (or over) me, begging to finally become mine.

      But this wasn’t truly Sakala, was it? My Sakala was a fierce warrior. This Sakala was vulnerable and afraid; she was wounded and thinking she was helpless. 

      I was no prince if I took advantage of that; hell, I was no friend or honorable male, for that matter. I wouldn’t be a draken for such a cowardly, lowly move. 

      “Sakala,” I said gently, my hand pushing slightly on her chest, “you do not mean this. You are upset after your dream.”

      She drew back as if I’d slapped her, tumbling off the ledge and backing into a corner of the room like a frightened animal. “See? Even you don’t want me.” She drew her knees up to her chest and rested her head on her arms. Thick tears coursed down her cheeks silently. 

      Inwardly, I was horrified. “Sakala, no! That is not it.” I ran a hand through my hair, frustrated. I crouched down next to her, putting one hand on her knee. “You know I want you more than wind beneath my wings. But not like this. Not when you’re desperate and afraid. Because if tomorrow morning you wake up with regret in your eyes, I would tie my wings together and pitch myself off the wall.”

      Her purple eyes widened in shock as they met mine, clarity finally returning to her. 

      “You wouldn’t,” she mumbled, a bit of her normal stubbornness returning. 

      “I would,” I vowed, squeezing the top of her knee again. “You are too important to me to mate in the dark of night, in a foreign land, with stone and wood entrapping us like a cage.”

      Her head tilted to the side. “And how would you mate me?” she asked quietly. 

      My body stiffened as her scent shifted to something headier with a hint of spice and lust. This female would be the death of me. I swallowed. 

      “I would mate you under the stars or perhaps at one of the waterfalls. I could take you over a rock, once in draken form, and perhaps once in your human form, so I can have you on your back and you can gaze at the heavens as I pound into you.”

      Her eyes widened. 

      “But of course,” I continued, “that would only be after I’d worshiped every inch of you, and made you come apart on my tongue and fingers at least twice. I would have you give yourself entirely to me, and I would give myself to you. Perhaps you would even fight me at first, just like old times. But we both would know you didn’t mean it. You would rule as queen at my side, just as fierce and cunning as any war general. Our children would grow to be strong leaders and rulers in their own right, if you even wish to have any. If you don’t, one of my younger brothers can rule after us. I have enough to spare.” 

      I shut my mouth at that, embarrassed I’d rambled for so long. Sakala simply stared at me, her lips parted in shock. 

      Great, if I hadn’t scared her off before, this would certainly do it. 

      “You … don’t want me to have children?” she asked, disbelief rising in her voice. 

      I shook my head vehemently. “I don’t care what you do as long as you are happy. That is my goal, whether or not it is with me.”

      Big, fat tears fell from her eyes again.

      Now you’ve done it, you great idiot. 

      Just as I resolved to back up and give her space, she shot herself at me, hitting me in the chest and knocking me over onto my back again. It was all well and good I’d shifted to my human form, then. 

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she cried, alternating between her words and kisses as they rained down upon my face and lips. I laughed despite myself, because it was ridiculous, wasn’t it?

      “What a poor excuse for males we must be if you thank us for giving you autonomy, the one thing that is already yours by birthright.” 

      Sakala laughed, and the sound was like the first rays of the sun on my face in the morning, spreading warmth and hope from my chest to my fingertips and toes. 

      “Kiss me. Touch me,” she begged.

      I rolled and picked her up, carrying her to the edge of the bed. “I am not mating you,” I cautioned her, the irony of our role reversal not lost on me for a second. 

      “Not now,” she agreed firmly, a wicked gleam in her eyes. “Later. When we’re back on Lyoness, under the stars, and my wings are unbound.”

      My heart skipped a beat just imagining it.

      “Yes. If you still want to,” I whispered. My body stiffened as the tang of her lust spiked, flaring my nostrils. “Now, be a good girl and turn over. On your hands and knees.”

      She gave me a withering look, still the same defiant and stubborn Sakala I knew and loved. 

      Because it was obvious now. I loved her. 

      And incredibly, she obeyed, going on all fours in front of me without a single word of protest. I shifted back into my draken form and ripped her dress off with my claws. She growled in annoyance, but didn’t move from her position. 

      “Are you going to mount me like you’ve always wished?” she purred seductively at me. I froze, a bolt of lust so strong hitting me it took a moment for me to breathe again. Now that she’d put the image in my head, I couldn’t get it out. Her bloodmagick tattoos sparkled under the moonlight.

      “Not gonna mate,” I hoarsely reminded her. 

      In response, she wiggled her ass in the air at me. The scent of her core hit me, and I had to physically take a step back and away from the bed. 

      “Sakala,” I growled, wondering why she was tempting me so badly. Then a new thought occurred to me. I raised my hand and brought it down hard on her ass cheek. 

      SMACK.

      She gasped, but the scent of her arousal only increased. 

      “You like it when I put you in your place, don’t you?” I asked, all of it making sense to me. 

      “You can try,” she gasped back, and I smacked her ass again. “Please!” she cried out. 

      “Please what?” I growled.

      “I—I don’t know,” she admitted, whining a bit. 

      I paused. I needed to be careful. This thing between us was still relatively new, even if we’d been unconsciously feeding it ever since we were children. One wrong move would lead to a lifetime of regret and bitterness. Sakala was vulnerable. That meant I had to be the one to take care of both of us, for the time being. 

      I rubbed her buttocks gently, and she relaxed down onto her knees and elbows. As we rested together in the moment, Tammen’s words came back to me: something about how sensitive and pleasurable it could be to stroke a female’s wings. “Sakala,” I asked gently, “can I touch your wings?”

      She went still, then nodded. 

      Carefully, so I avoided the awful clamps, I ran my finger down the edges of one wing. She shivered and closed her eyes, shaking against me. 

      I grinned wolfishly, not needing to ask her if it felt good or not. It was an erogenous zone on our bodies, and Tammen had confessed it was something that drove females mad. 

      Well, not mad, but it clearly made Sakala feel good. 

      My fingers drifted slowly over the soft, velvety skin of her wing tips, and by the twitching and gasping underneath me, I wasn’t so sure this was the best idea. Rather than calming her, it was getting her even more riled up. 

      “Fane … please.”

      I’d dreamed for years of hearing her submission and desperation, but to hear her say my name like that would make me do things we’d both regret in the morning. I drew my hand back, letting it fall to the covers. 

      Sakala growled, swiping her claws at me. 

      The familiar urge to force her to submit rose within me, but I tamped it down. A little. I grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head, leaning down until we were nose to nose. 

      “That wasn’t very nice,” I chastised. Her purple eyes shone at me with desperation and need. 

      I captured her mouth with mine, letting my body sink down against hers until my hips were flush with hers, holding her down. She moaned and opened for me, her lips parting eagerly and her legs trying to spread wide. My instincts roared inside of me, not understanding why we didn’t take what she so desperately wanted to give. Bite her and mate her, already!

      I kissed her slowly to prove to myself (and her) I was in control, slowly gyrating my hips against hers so we could feel every inch of each other. She gasped into my mouth as my tongue thrust against hers, my grip on her wrists hard and unyielding. I was ready for her to fight and wriggle as she usually did, to use her claws and fangs to nip at me, or otherwise force another one of our famous tumbles. 

      To my utter shock, her body went limp under mine. Her submission was complete as she whined into my mouth, the fight going out of her as she unconsciously pulled her head to the side and bared her neck to me. 

      Bite her. Do it now.

      My hands shook as I pushed myself off her, my hormones a vicious cocktail of lust, dominance, and confusion as they pumped torturously through my veins. 

      “You have had a long day,” I managed shakily, rolling off the bed and standing slowly. “I will sit here for a bit and guard the room. Get some sleep.”

      She stared at me for a long while, silent as her eyes glowed in the darkness. Then with a huff, she turned on her side and away from me, presenting me with her wings and plump rear. 

      Well, that was fine. At least I could enjoy the view with no guilt. 

      I settled into a wooden chair by the door, ears pricked for any sign the vast demon horde just outside our window was on the move.
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      SAKALA

      I slept the most wonderful, dead sleep I had on the continent, so much so that when I awoke next it took me a moment to remember that I wasn’t back home on Lyoness. But Fane’s lips were there, touching briefly on my forehead.

      My mind was a jumbled heap of sensations and memories, and I wasn’t sure what to trust. Had Fane touched my wings? Had we … No, we certainly hadn’t mated. I would know, wouldn’t I?

      I hoped I would. 

      Besides, I trusted Fane. Once we got over our selfish need to prove ourselves to each other, being together was easy. I didn’t feel the constant need to impress him at all times and could just relax. Likewise, he was turning into a solid presence that I could rely on. 

      “Sakala, I have an early meeting with Theo. Sleep more.”

      Sounded good to me. 

      I must have taken his advice because the next thing I was aware of was a loud pounding on my door. Did Fane need something or had he locked himself out? I smirked at the possibility. He would do something as ignoble as lock himself out of our room. Yawning and stretching, I rolled out of and adjusted my skirt and breast band. I swung the door wide, a teasing grin on my face. 

      “What’s the matter? Forget some—”

      My voice stuck in my throat. Fane wasn’t standing before me; it was his father and my king. “King Vasil! I—”

      “Have ruined everything? How articulate.” He pushed past me into the room, frowning at the single bed with its tangled sheets. “Where is my son?”

      “I don’t have him chained to my bed,” I shot back, only to flinch as I remembered who I was talking to. 

      “And exactly how long did it take you before you tricked him into—”

      “Father.”

       My chest squeezed as Fane rounded the corner and burst into the room. “Theo was expecting you in the antechamber. Not in an unmated female’s personal quarters.”

      King Vasil blushed for a moment before recovering his previous bluster. “So you’re telling me not all is lost? By some miracle you haven’t mated her?” His tone was so hopeful I wanted to smack him. Was I really the worst thing he could imagine happening to his son and heir? 

      “That is a decision between Sakala and I that has yet to be finalized, but I intend to become her mate when we are back on Lyoness if she’ll have me.”

      Fane’s eyes landed on me, and I had to remember to keep breathing. His raw, blunt honesty took me by surprise and reassured me that our nighttime fumblings had meant more than just two lonely drakens stranded from home. He wanted to be my mate. And … I was starting to think I wanted to be his. 

      Seeing he couldn’t win this argument, King Vasil’s eyes shot to Fane’s bound wings. “You are injured! This is why you haven’t returned home. You must do so immediately. I won’t have you up on this wall without your wings!”

      Fane’s hands curled into fists. “But is it fine for Sakala to face the same threat? I demand you take her cuffs off. Now.”

      Heat rushed through my veins. When was the last time anyone stood up for me? Had anyone ever done so other than Fane? 

      “I am not in permanent danger,” Fane continued. “The witch who healed me said as long as I do not fly, they will heal, or at least be fine until a draken healer can see to them. I am on the verge of securing alliances with not only the humans, but the witches and possibly the other magickal creatures as well. I will not leave until that is settled.” 

      King Vasil narrowed his eyes. “You don’t have the authority to make any treaties or alliances.” 

      Fane met his father’s gaze, standing toe to toe with him. “I will not stand aside as this continent fights the demon hordes alone. This will be our own fight alone eventually if we do not fight together now.” 

      A fourth figure ducked under the doorway, stopping short at seeing all of us crammed into the tiny bedroom. Bastian rubbed the back of his head. “They sent me to ensure Miss Sakala was ready, but I see you are all here.” 

      Fane shot a wry glance at his father. “You are here, I’ll give you that. Where are the rest of your warriors? Where is your guard?”

      King Vasil coughed. Was he blushing? “They are following. I got here first.” 

      Which meant the king had flown fast and put himself in danger, ditching his guards just so he could be the first to find his son and yell at him.

      Things were getting awkward. “Uh, I’ll go take a walk.” I escaped into the hallway, leaving the two drakens behind me to duke it out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      FANE

      Sakala shot out of the doorway, mumbling about getting out of the way. I saw how uncomfortable she was, so I didn’t say anything. Rather, I laughed at the absurdity of my father here alone, after a lifetime of being lectured on never shaking my guards. “You left your warriors and shot ahead on your own? Now we know where my habit of dodging the guards came from. Valham can’t be happy.”

      My father glared down at me, but it didn’t quite have the same effect it used to. “You are my son and heir. I was eager to see you safe.” 

      I pushed aside the strong emotions rising in my chest at his rare admission. Now was the time for business and diplomacy. “Father, I’d like you to meet Bastian. He’s the captain of the guard for Aldur, and guards this section of the mountain from the demons. He has much to brief you on.” 

      Bastian gave a respectful bow to my father. “Your son is a credit to you, sir. He has been instrumental in helping us scout weaknesses and tighten up the weak spots in our defenses. The men weren’t sure of drakens when he came, but he has worked hard and won many of them over.”

      My father gazed at me with mild shock. “Is that so?” 

      Bastian drew him into a conversation about masonry and tactics, and I quickly went into the hallway, using my nose to scent where Sakala had run off to. It was all I could do to wait patiently for my father and Bastian to follow behind me at their own sedate pace as we all ascended the wall together. Sakala was already there, glaring down at the demon hordes. 

      I wondered once again what was going through her mind. She was staring down at the ground with such determination and focus. 

      Father and Bastian finally joined me, going quiet as the army lay stretched before us. Together, we gazed down at the view of the occupied desert. My father started rattling off a list of questions to Bastian.

      “How many able fighters do they have? What kind of training? What are your total forces to date?”

      I was used to being left out of discussions, so I didn’t jump in this time, or try to make my opinion known. I wanted to make sure Sakala was all right after being jumped by my father. I slowly approached her, resting my hands on the rough stone of the wall. 

      “Hopefully, Father will accept the alliances I’ve tried to make. Hopefully, the witches still show up to Lyoness.” That was a lot of ‘hopes,’ even for me. 

      Sakala didn’t react, or give any other sign she’d heard me. 

      I sighed. “I will ensure Father’s next action here is to take your clamps off. Again, I apologize. You should never have been treated the way you were, here and back on Lyoness. We wouldn’t have needed to leave the island if things had been different.” 

      She huffed at me. “I never asked you to take me anywhere. You decided.”

      Frustration shot through me. She was in one of her moods, then. “Well, you didn’t exactly protest, did you? I nearly mutilated my wings to get you away.” She opened her mouth to argue. “Not that I regret it!”

      After all we’d been through, it hurt that Sakala still seemed determined to hold a grudge. “I will always be the same arrogant drakling to you, won’t I?” I said bitterly. “Your opinion of me hasn’t changed.” 

      I didn’t expect the realization to hurt so much, but it did. Then again, I had to cut Sakala some slack. She wasn’t a mind reader. How could she possibly know how much I’d changed in the short time between the Draken Games and now? We’d seen so much together, done so much together, that I’d hoped she would at least see the change in my actions, but I should have known it would take a lot more time. I was just hoping she’d fall in love with me the way I realized I’d always been in love with her. 

      But the truth was glaringly clear, wasn’t it? Sakala didn’t want to mate with anyone, least of all me. Even though she’d begged me last night, I knew the difference between love and lust thanks to Tammen and his nightly exploits. 

      I’d thought Sakala and I had become true friends of a sort, but I supposed I was wrong. Perhaps an unmated male and female couldn’t be friends. 

      “No, that’s not true,” Sakala suddenly whispered back, eyes swimming with tears. I jerked, not expecting her to say anything. 

      “What’s that?” I asked, my ears pricked. 

      “My opinion of you has changed,” she insisted, turning to face me as those amethyst eyes bored into mine. 

      I braced myself. Here it came: she was going to tell me how pompous and irritating I was. How she had only gotten along with me because I was the only other member of this species on this side of the continent, and how we’d needed to rely on each other to survive. 

      “You’re going to be a good king … a great king.”

      I laughed once, a sound that was filled with sorrow and held no mirth. It was the last thing I expected her to say, and my heart swelled from the praise, however reluctantly given. “I will take it, I suppose.” I felt a presence behind me and turned, catching my father looking at the two of us with suspicion in his eyes, Bastian at his side. Theo must have arrived while I focused on Sakala. He gave me a raised eyebrow, a silent question I didn’t feel like answering. Turning back to my father, I schooled my features. 

      “You have finally found us, and you have what you want. I’m coming back. Though, I need to discuss with you some changes I’d like to make that include Sakala. Before any of that, take the clamps off.” 

      My father’s eyes narrowed. “She is coming back home with us, whether or not she likes it. I will not leave a young, unmated female on her own on this continent, my personal feelings about her aside.” The glare he shot Sakala’s way was nothing short of murderous. To her credit, she didn’t flinch, merely balled her hands into fists. 

      My eyes narrowed. “I promised her training and a spot on our inner security force, but only if she wants it. I won’t force her back somewhere she’s unhappy. My acquiescence relies on that. And you taking the clamps off now,” I pushed further, for once not intimated at all by my father’s posturing. My inner draken wasn’t happy and kept screaming at me that we were making a mistake. Bastian stood silent, and Theo wore an expression of amusement. 

      Sakala hooked a hand around my elbow. “Fane, it’s fine. I appreciate you attempting to keep your promises, but I—”

      I never found out what, exactly because Sakala’s face went white, her expression twisting into a grimace of horror. Before I could ask what was wrong, a burning pain shot through my back and abdomen. I stumbled backwards, my hands clutched around the heavy arrow shaft sticking straight out of my stomach. I tripped and fell backward away from my father and Sakala, both of whom were yelling and reaching for me as my weight carried me over the short wall. Arms reached for me. They missed. 

      I dropped over the edge of the battlement and sank fast like a rock.
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      SAKALA

      I didn’t hesitate. I didn’t second guess myself. Faced between my fear of falling and Fane’s death, it wasn’t a choice at all. My inner draken didn’t argue, but instead melded with me as we worked together to control every move and twitch of my body as I dove after Fane. Mate! MATE! I didn’t even fully process that I was free-falling through the air until a few seconds later: a wingless, flightless draken diving into the void of death. The hordes of demons waited below. If the fall didn’t kill us, they surely would. 

      And yet, even now, I didn’t let out a distress call. 

      Above me, the king cried out an unintelligible string of words, too faint to hear as I fell faster and faster toward Fane. I focused on pointing my body downward to make myself as streamlined as possible. Quickly, I gained on him, his limp body splayed as it fell through the air. 

      We crashed hard together as I dug my claws into his skin. I didn’t care if I left marks now. As long as I saved his life like he’d saved mine. A flare of magick shot through my body as the king stopped screaming and the clamps around my wings fell off. 

      Crying with hope and renewed purpose, I flared my wings high, screaming in pain as white-hot agony burned through the damaged and abused muscles that hadn’t spread themselves or stretched in over a week. I refused to let my wings break and forced them to stay open. Failure was not an option. Our descent slowed rapidly, but not quickly enough. The ground rose to meet us, slowly enough that we wouldn’t die, but quickly enough that every bone in our bodies might break instead. 

      “Wings!” I screamed at no one, near my breaking point as my bones and muscles cried out in agony. We careened toward the ground, wildly out of control. Refusing to give up, I dug deep and spread my wings even further, knowing logically I couldn’t support my weight and Fane’s. Muscle and sinew stretched and stretched–any moment the delicate bones would snap, tendons would rip, and we’d plunge to our deaths. 

      But not yet. 

      Amazingly, my wings held. Fane gasped out loud as he came to consciousness in midair. We caught an updraft and we slowed further, sweat running into my eyes as I struggled to support both our bodies at the same time. 

      And impossibly, I did. 

      As the ground reached up to meet us, Fane stared in awe. I followed his gaze over my shoulder, noting the rippling muscles on my back, new and different from the silhouette I was used to seeing of myself. Had they been there this whole time? My wing joints looked thicker and stronger as well—then it hit me. 

      The wing clamps. 

      I’d been carrying them around all week, subtly improving my strength and forcing my muscles to grow. I was strong enough to carry both of us because of the unintentional weight training of the clamps. 

      I barked out a laugh of disbelief. 

      BAM.

      We hit the ground hard, knocking the wind out of both of us as we rolled and came to a stop. Blinding pain hit my temple, followed by a spurt of wetness. Fane crawled to my side and leaned over me, tears dripping down his cheeks. He was careful so that the arrow sticking through him didn’t poke me. The thought was ridiculous.

      “My little proud warrior. Still no distress call?”

      Blood pooled underneath him, his breaths coming in shallow pants. He needed to get back up to the drakens, or he’d die. I might die. 

      “ ‘S bad, isn’t it?” he asked me, frowning at his wound. My tongue felt hot and swollen in my mouth, making it impossible to answer. I crawled to my knees and pushed him back down, able to see the silhouettes of the entire demon army only a few hundred yards from us. 

      I glanced up in distress. The battlements seemed a life away, and no one would be foolish enough to fly down here after us; it would be a suicide mission.

      No. I refused to accept that we would die here. Not after everything Fane had sacrificed. Not after how far we’d come. And especially not after I had finally realized what a mature, caring draken he could be. I hadn’t realized how strong my feelings were for him until he’d fallen over the wall, my love for him instantly trumping all fear and anxiety. How could I have not made the choice to leap after him?

      Fane’s eyes closed, his hand going limp in mine. Utter terror pulsed through me like I’d never felt before—not even when I’d vaulted over the side of the battlements after him, free falling with no wings. I was never one to call for help—I’d never needed it. Letting out a distress call was what a weak female who couldn’t protect herself did, someone who needed a male. I swore I would never do it, perhaps not even on pain of death. So far in my life, I’d held to that promise admirably. 

      But things had changed. It was too much. Fane was bleeding out in front of me, and though I’d kept both of us from dying on impact, he had taken the brunt of the fall, as always. It wasn’t fair that he had turned from my childhood nemesis into this … this … mature, caring draken who put me before his own well-being. It wasn’t fair that I admired him for how much he’d grown up in the past week, staying by my side and supporting me. 

      It wasn’t fair that I realized I loved him back right as he lay dying in the hot sand, unconscious as our blood mixed on the ground. If I could have, I would have mated him right then and there just to save his life. 

      But I couldn’t do that now. It was too late. There was only one recourse left. 

      I crouched over him and let out the loudest, most gut-wrenching distress call I could. 

      I screamed. 

      I screamed and raged, the distress call ripping out of my throat and tearing up my vocal chords. Chaotic, uncontrolled magick burst out of me in torrents, similar to a drakling who couldn’t control their emotions, but much, much worse. 

      The demons were shrieking and calling out in their own language, pointing and charging. It would only take a minute before they were upon us. The first wave recoiled when they got within a few yards of me, my screams and magick forcing them to their knees. 

      I couldn’t stop screaming. It was as though I’d bottled up my fear and frustration my entire life, and now that the dam had burst, there was no repairing it until all the water had rushed out. Blood burst from underneath my scales until I bled everywhere, the hot pain only a minor inconvenience to the agony in my heart.

      Shadows fell over me and I hissed and flashed my fangs, flaring my wings high to hide Fane from view. I couldn’t tell the difference between friend or foe. My screams hurt my ears, but I didn’t stop. I wasn’t able to. The putrid scent of sick, white magick invaded my senses, and I only stopped screaming long enough to dry-heave next to Fane. The demons were twenty feet away. Ten feet away. Five. I hunkered down and curled myself over Fane, wrapping my wings around us both, and prepared to use them as a shield. I couldn’t scream forever.

      Three feet. One. 

      Wind whipped around my head as a dozen figures swooped down on brooms, yelling and gesturing wildly with their arms. The entire first battalion of demons fell backwards into the second, causing the entire horde to stumble. 

      Dimly, I was aware of the drakens above us, diving next behind the witches over the cliff in formation. In front of us, the demon horde fell as the drakens cut them down after the witches knocked them off their feet. Like rabid animals, they kept pushing forward toward their deaths, salivating as they scented my out-of-control magick in the air. Draken warriors shot over my head, yelling war cries as they met the demon forces head on, ripping and tearing and separating heads from bodies. 

      I sobbed openly as the king landed in front of me, his own turquoise wings flared high to shield both of us. It was over; the races had formed an alliance to combat the demon forces and save us. Fane would be taken care of. He would live. I didn’t care about the pain pulsing from my nerves. Blood stained the dusty ground, but already the king had slit his wrist and was pushing it at Fane’s lips, forcing him to drink. I cried in relief as Fane’s fangs sunk down into his father’s wrist and drank deeply. 

      He would make it. That was all that mattered. He’d done too much already; he’d sacrificed too much. I deserved my pain. I deserved my suffering. 

      My claws dug into the dirt as I flattened my head against Fane’s chest, reassured by the steady beating of his heart. A witch flew by overhead, her silver hair streaming behind her. Astrid?!

      “He isn’t healing! Why the fuck isn’t he healing?” the king screamed to no one. My brow furrowed. What?

      “Why’d you stop screaming? Direct your magick at them!” A witch distracted me, pointing directly at the line of encroaching demons. Fear warred again with my anxiety before I pushed it away. I’d accidentally had an entire royal court eating out of my hand once before. What could I do to a demon army if I tried?

      I dove and ducked around King Fane and screamed again, this time letting all of my rage and frustration stream out. The first ten lines of demons went down like the ground shook beneath them, falling and stumbling into each other like drunkards. The drakens and witches easily cut them down. 

      Above me, Astrid screeched in victory. 

      Behind me, other drakens and a few air witches descended, streaming forward to join the fight. My sense of purpose renewed as I screamed and screamed, knocking down lines of demons left and right to keep them from reaching Fane. The ground turned black as it soaked in the blood all around me, witch and draken battle cries mingling with the screams of the dying demons. 

      The king was bent behind me, hopefully healing his son. 

      It was actually going to be alright. I just had to keep the demons away. I had to keep fighting. 

      I wasn’t sure how long I kept it up, but eventually, I realized Fane was gone. Had the witches or other drakens taken him to safety? King Vasil put a hand on my shoulder, and I whipped around, a trill of magick escaping me. He winced, but pushed on. 

      “That is enough. It’s time to go.” 

      I opened my mouth to direct my magick to him. No one could tell me what to do! I missed the blur on a broomstick with silver hair that streaked behind me and knocked me out cold. 

      “There, that should make it easier,” Astrid’s voice called out. 

      It was the last thing I heard before everything went black.
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      FANE

      I awoke to a sea of faces surrounding me: the draken healer, my father, Astrid and Vela. Theo was there as well, along with a few other faces that were strange to me. 

      And the only one that mattered was conspicuously absent. 

      I tried to sit up and regretted it immediately. The ache in my chest was more than just painful—it felt as though my insides were trying to escape through the wound the arrow had caused. 

      “Stay down, boy. We wouldn’t be crowded into your room so magnanimously if it wasn’t so damn important.” 

      “What’s happened? What’s going on?” 

      A woman at Astrid’s side snorted. I assumed she was a witch, based on the latent magick flowing from her and the silver hair that matched Astrid’s.

      “A war, boy. That’s what’s going on.”

      My father growled at her irreverent address of me, but I held a tired hand up to him and gestured for her to continue. 

      “My coven heard the draken female’s cry and came to help. We dove into the fray after the draken warriors. The battle was fierce.” She paused. “Your little girlfriend did good work for us. Didn’t lose a witch, did we?” 

      My father grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest. “We didn’t lose any drakens.” 

      “Enough of your bickering,” snapped a harsh voice. I blinked in confusion as my mother snapped at my father, her hands closing around mine and squeezing hard. “Get Sakala in here now.”

      The heavy strings of beads around her necklace clinked together comfortingly, the sound so achingly home that tears rose to my eyes. “Does it hurt much?” she cooed at me, her free hand brushing stray strands of hair out of my eyes. 

      It hurt. It hurt like fuck, but I wasn’t about to admit that in front of other diplomats and a war council. 

      And my father. 

      I was curious why I hadn’t healed yet. The moment my father had me in his arms, he should have force fed me blood. Yet here I was, all the way back in my childhood bed in Lyoness, a giant hole still in my stomach. 

      “I don’t know why you all have gathered here before he’s been healed. It’s most improper!” my mother said before she hissed, baring her fangs at everyone in the room. The guards and my father took a half-step back, but Astrid and her witch friend looked highly amused.

      “I think I like drakens. The females, anyway,” the older witch whispered behind her hand. 

      Father growled back, not one to be openly challenged in front of so many guests and guards. Even if the challenge was from his own mate. My mother’s ears went flat against her head and her head ducked slightly at my father’s growl, but her grip on my hand tightened. 

      “It’s that female’s fault. If it hadn’t been for her, I could have healed him back in Aldur!” 

      A tic developed in my mother’s jaw as she visibly controlled herself. 

      “Not here, Baliana,” he grit out, anticipating her argument. 

      My mother patted my hand and shot me a worried look, but went silent. 

      A knock on my door drew everyone’s attention. Gleefully, the air witch crossed over and wrenched it open, revealing two draken warriors flanking Sakala. 

      In cuffs. 

      I saw red. 

      My father cut across me, seeing the rage flash across my face. “It’s for her own protection. She single-handedly took out an entire demon regiment. That kind of raw, untrained magick is dangerous. Don’t—”

      “Everyone out. NOW,” I bit out, my voice taking on a feral, deep tone I’d never made before. The witch clapped her hands together once and skittered out, dragging Astrid behind her. The guards shot worried glances to my father but obeyed immediately, graciously offering to give Theo a tour as they shuffled him out as well.

      I didn’t care that there was another king in my bedroom. I didn’t care that diplomats were waiting for me. 

      I cared about the love of my life—the reason I kept breathing—standing in front of me defeated and broken with cuffs on her wrists and ankles. As though her great, awesome power that had saved me and my father and his men was something evil and dark. 

      As if she’d done something bad. 

      As if my father was afraid of her.

      “You have to the count of three to take the shackles off or I won’t be held responsible for what happens next,” I growled. 

      My father bristled. “She is a clear danger—”

      “Now.”

      He bristled but obeyed, pulling a key out from his waist and unlocking the shackles. That should have been my first clue that something irrevocable had shifted forever. The new, black tattoos snaking around her shoulders and down her back was the second clue. Sakala rubbed her wrists gingerly, shrinking back away from my father. 

      I didn’t blame her. 

      “Just hurry and heal him,” my father bit out to her. 

      I snarled. “Don’t fucking speak to her again.”

      My father’s mouth slammed shut. My mother’s jaw ticked again in irritation, but she said nothing. She merely backed away from my side and gave up her spot to Sakala, who uncomfortably took it. 

      “I don’t understand what’s going on,” she confessed to me, her voice no louder than a murmur. 

      I seized her hands in mine, stroking my thumb along her palm. “Are you OK? Have you been mistreated? I’ll personally punish anyone who—”

      “No, it’s fine. I mean, it isn’t, but they were just doing what … King V-V-what they thought they should. They said I’m a danger. I woke up with these strange tattoos.”

      It was odd she stumbled on my father’s name, but the draken himself was standing just inches away, glaring at her. I might have stumbled as well had I not shed my fear of him for my anger. 

      “I’m awake now. I’m here. It’ll be all right,” I reassured her, wishing I had the strength to pull her into my arms and shield her from all of this. 

      “No, not that,” she said again, clearly exasperated. “I know tattoos can appear spontaneously if large feats of magick are involved. I’ve done enough blood magick that I know it’s a defense mechanism. I don’t understand why I’m needed here to heal you.”

      Ah. That. 

      I turned to my mother and father, who were standing moodily off to the side. Everyone must have been in a rush to see to me because my mother’s crown was absent from her head. Father’s too, but that was more understandable since he’d just returned with me from the continent. 

      “Why can’t you—” I started toward my mother.

      “Quit acting like a fool! You know what you did!” My father cut me off harshly. 

      Mother slammed a hand into my father’s chest, pushing him back. She glared at him, growling. 

      I stared. 

      I’d never seen my mother growl at anyone, let alone my father. 

      And which act was Father talking about? Entering the Draken Games? Falling for Sakala? Stealing her from Lyoness and disappearing with her? Mutilating my wings? Getting our people involved in a war? Nearly falling to my death from the battlements? There were so many things to choose from that a smile curled at the edges of my mouth. 

      “Boy, I swear—”

      “He’s not a boy!” Sakala yelled at him, her face flushing dark with indignation. On my behalf. I blushed as lust flashed through me. Now was not the time. 

      “Dearest, please—” my mother entreated. 

      “He acts so damn innocent—”

      “Stop treating him like a child!”

      “Let’s be rational, dear.”

      “Rational?! He stole my crown!”

      Silence rang louder than the shouts just had. I blinked slowly at them. 

      “Enough. We will talk about this soon enough. Give him your blood first.” My mother made a gesture toward Sakala, her tone gentle yet firm. 

      Sakala shook her head. “But shouldn’t you—”

      “My blood won’t work anymore. Neither will Vasil’s. 

      My father seethed with rage next to my mother, but didn’t interrupt. For once. 

      Wait … their blood wouldn’t work on me anymore? I thought of how the guards had immediately obeyed me after I started ordering them around when I woke up, and my father’s anger. Of how the diplomats and rulers gathered around my bed, waiting for me. Of how my mother was missing her crown. 

      Oh, fuck. 

      “We didn’t mate,” I insisted dumbly. Desperately. 

      Sakala’s instant intake of breath told me she understood instantly. Smart girl. Clever girl. And yet someone I’d forced her into this anyway…

      “I didn’t—that’s not—”

      “Some privacy, please?” Sakala interrupted across my rumblings, squaring her shoulders against my parents. With a snort and huff, they left, leaving us truly alone. 

      I whipped around, my grip on her hands tight. “Sakala, they’re saying that—”

      Her fingers touched my lips gently, her eyes soft. “We’ll deal with that next. For now, there needs to be less of a hole in your chest.”

      It hurt like hell. That didn’t seem the worst idea. 

      “Ok,” I whispered, properly chastised. 

      Sakala sat on the bed next to me, gently pushing me back down on my back. Her nose nuzzled into my neck, then she hovered over me, stretching her throat out. 

      I hesitated. 

      “Bite me, or I’ll tell everyone you snore so loud that was how we met the air witches.” 

      A laugh escaped my lips, short but loud. My demanding, stubborn Sakala. She pressed the skin of her neck against my mouth, and I bit down. 

      Hot, tangy blood exploded across my tongue, the taste spicy and pungent. One of my hands tangled in her hair to hold her in place even though she didn’t fight me. Her body went limp against me as I drank and drank, the pain in my chest dulling and fading. 

      Truly this was paradise—my mate in my arms, her blood flowing free and hot on its way into my veins. No, my soul. My free hand roamed over my abdomen and stomach, fingering the fresh pink scar that graced my chest. The ache was gone, leaving an energized buzz that demanded I get to work. I sat straight up, my fangs disengaging from her throat. Sakala sat up more slowly, a glazed look in her eyes as she panted to recover her breath. 

      “Sakala.”

      Her gaze snapped to mine, and heat flooded my body. This female had risked her life for mine. We’d both sacrificed for each other, but she had faced her worst fear and fallen over the wall after me, knowing she’d die as well. 

      How could you even express thanks for something of that magnitude?

      I had a few ideas. 

      “Sakala. Tell me now if you do not want this. I don’t care what my parents say. You have a choice. Do you wish to be my mate or not? I will end it all now. I owe you everything, so this is the least I could give you.” 

      I held my breath, keeping my face expressionless. This was the moment of truth.
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      SAKALA

      Fane looked ready to burst as we stared at each other, side by side, on his childhood bed. He splayed his wings out to the side to sit comfortably up in his cot. It was more than I could express how I appreciated he was giving me a choice, but I’d made my mind up well before I fell wingless over a mountain for him. 

      Plus, I was pretty sure we had already mated. Somehow. Without the whole … mating part. 

      Though I appreciated his willingness to give me a say, the tenseness of his body belied how he truly felt; he’d be devastated if I left. 

      Besides, I loved him. 

      I loved how he fought for me—the feral look in his eyes when I’d entered the room in cuffs. I loved how he’d chased my despair and hopelessness away with one glance in my direction. 

      Both of us had never been good with loud declarations of feelings. I stuck my nose in the air and gave him a superior smirk. “You’re tolerable. And ‘queen’ sounds nice.”

      He gave me a dubious look at the last one. 

      “I mean, we will enact change. We can work on finding out how we bonded without … you know, and help educate younger drakens as we look into how these bonds work.”

      There. That sounded reasonable and grown-up, right?

      His arm snaked around my waist and held me to him, his claws lightly digging into the flesh at my hip. 

      “Tolerable.”

      He put extra emphasis on the ‘T’ sound. I wasn’t sure why I winced when he said it. His face nuzzled into my neck, his voice nothing more than a growl in my ear. 

      “And do you normally risk your neck for people you find … tolerable?”

      I didn’t resist as his hands pushed me down onto his pelvis, making his need clear. 

      “Just for you,” I reassured him, trying to sound like a smart ass and failing spectacularly. It was getting more difficult to remember why I’d resisted mating with him for so long. 

      He was calm under pressure. He knew how to get what he wanted without bullying, and he’d stood up to his father for me. He’d nearly lost his ability to fly for me. 

      No one else in my life had ever shown up for me like that before. Not my mother or father, not my friends. 

      Only Fane. It had always been Fane. 

      The urge to sink my teeth into his neck stole my breath and lit a fire in my veins. My scent shifted in the surrounding air, and Fane’s nostrils flared as he caught it.

      “Sakala, don’t—”

      “Shut up. I’m nervous and don’t want to tear an artery.”

      Anyone else would have stiffened at the insult and gotten angry. Just a month ago, Fane probably would have to. But now his eyes sparked with mirth, his lips twitching as he suppressed a smile. In the blink of an eye, his wings disappeared into his back, and I pushed him all the way down on the cot. 

      Before I chickened out, I placed a hand on his face and pushed it to the side, baring his neck to me. He instantly went limp, submitting without a fight or a single tensed muscle. 

      I bit down, my fangs extending and plunging deep into his neck. 

      It was just as glorious as the first time. Hot and savory, his blood filled my soul first, well before I felt anything in my body. My embarrassment and anxiety melted away, replaced by such a strong sense of rightness and home that the moan that left my lips had nothing to do with lust. 

      And yet my own need was still there, vibrating just under the surface of my veins. 

      I was done waiting. 

      My fangs still embedded in his neck, one of my hands snuck down and yanked down Fane’s waistband. A rumble of confused need rumbled from his chest, but his draken instincts kept him still while I fed. 

      I wrapped one hand around his length and squeezed. His entire body jarred, dislodging my fangs from his throat. I licked the wound closed before my brain could catch up with my instincts, and I lined myself up with his cock. 

      I didn’t want to hesitate. I didn’t want to be scared. 

      Don’t think about it. Just do it.

      Slowly, I sat down on him, wincing as his hard length slowly eased its way into my center. The stretch was uncomfortable, but not unbearable. I didn’t stop until he was fully seated in me. 

      I breathed out, willing my body to relax. Impossibly, he sank deeper. 

      Fane made a choked sound. His claws dug into the mattress, torn shreds of it littering either side of me. His body shook, and I panicked. Had I done something wrong?

      “I’m sorry! I don’t know how to do this, I—”

      His hands went to my waist and squeezed in death grip, keeping me pinned on top of him. “If you stop now, at least I’ll die a happy draken. It’s taking everything in me to quell my instincts and not flip you over and fuck you so hard your silhouette leaves a permanent Sakala-shaped indent on my bed.” 

      I blinked at him. Oh. OH.

      The least I could do was move a little, right? Curious, I shifted my hips. The discomfort was fading the longer I had to adjust to him, and that deep itch I’d felt before was coming back. Yet this time, I had something to scratch it with. 

      “Gods above, you’re murdering me.…”

      It was my turn to smirk as I picked up my pace, undulating my hips and finding a rhythm that made my breath catch with his. He must have felt secure I wouldn’t stop because one hand wrapped my hair around his hand and pulled me toward him. A sharp sting of pain assaulted my shoulder as Fane bit down, but it only added to every sensation already flooding my body. 

      The raw feralness of it all broke something inside of me, unleashing a dam of emotions and aggression I hadn’t realized I’d been penning up. My hips snapped against his roughly, the ache deep in my core a pain I kept reaching for again and again. Because it wasn’t just pain—just beyond the precipice of discomfort lurked a spark of intangibles. I was determined to reach it. 

      “Sakala …”

      Fane uttered my name like a prayer, the rough pad of his tongue licking over the wound in my shoulder like a possessed animal. The hand in my hair yanked me down harder to him, and he held one breast in his teeth. As he bit and nipped, the edge of all reason stretched in front of me, just barely beyond my grasp. Sweat poured down my back, but I couldn’t stop now. I refused to stop. 

      I abandoned all pretenses and rode him hard, not stopping even when his bamboo bed snapped and dropped the few remaining inches to the floor. 

      A flurry of footsteps pounded down the corridor in our direction. Before I could even consider pausing, Fane pulled my hair hard and dragged my nipple across his teeth. 

      “Let them see.”

      The pride and awe in his eyes did it in the end. For all our foibles and fights, for all the harassment and hate, we respected each other. We cared for each other. We loved each other. 

      I came so hard that the room slid out of focus, my inner walls clenching and bearing down hard on his still rigid cock. His arms were the only thing holding me upright as every muscle in my body turned to liquid. 

      A feminine gasp from the door wasn’t even enough to snap me out of my warm, glorious, hazy stupor. 

      “Mother, unless you wish to see your heir mounted, get out of my room.”

      Her haughty reply was just as fast. “I was just ensuring your injuries—”

      I didn’t hear the rest. Or perhaps there was no more. Fane grabbed me and we rolled, my back hitting the floor just as I shifted to my human form. 

      Fane held one of my legs and tossed it over his shoulder like it was no more than a sack of wheat, and he sank into me before I realized what was happening. Slick and wet from my release, I could only groan as he began a brutal pace. 

      “Humans have a few good ideas,” he growled, snapping his hips as his claws dug into my ass and thighs. I could only hang onto the ride, enjoying every brutal minute. This was the same fierceness that led him to disobey his father for me and selflessly shield me in a fall while it nearly shredded his wings beyond repair. 

      And it was so sexy. 

      He didn’t last long, but I took it as a compliment. Fane came with a roar, shaking the walls around us as blood magick sparked and sizzled between us. A gentle hum filled my ears, and I felt the buzz under my veins. Was that the bond? Vasil seemed convinced it had already happened, but I was already more aware of Fane’s emotions as he slumped over me, completely spent. 

      He gathered me in his arms and kissed me everywhere—the top of my head, my lips, my nose, my cheeks. 

      “You will be the best queen. You will be the best … everything.”

      I laughed despite myself, gently pushing him away so we could get off the ground and the sharp shards that were the remains of his cot. 

      “You remain biased,” I said instead, brushing myself off and readjusting my breast band and my skirt. Perhaps I’d get new clothes if I was actually a queen now, and all of that hadn’t been a joke. 

      “I just want to sleep,” Fane grumbled, turning on his stomach and shifting so his wings stretched high above him. He glanced behind his shoulders at me and froze. 

      “What?” I asked, half in a panic. Was my clothing torn? Had he injured me? Was he realizing what he’d done and regretting everything now that we’d finally settled the harsh sexual tension that had dogged us for so long? 

      “Your—Look!”

      He pointed dumbly above me, and I twisted around in fear. A shock of bright turquoise caught the corner of my eye. I kept turning and turning, then realized it was my wing tips. Startled, I flared my wings high and studied them. 

      The very tips were bright turquoise, just like Fane’s main coloring. It quickly faded into a dark blue, which covered most of my wings. Toward the bottom of the joints, the wings turned so dark it looked almost black. Dark scales peppered my hands and shoulders, my arms and legs. 

      “I … Females take their mate’s colors,” I said dumbly, because what else was there to say? I’d completely forgotten about it, or just didn’t think of it at all. Of course my colors would change—that was the entire point of the mating. I didn’t even get to mourn the loss of my iridescent scales, though it wasn’t as big of a deal as I thought it would have been. I still had white spots here and there, so my original coloring wasn’t gone forever. My body just now reflected more of the journey—of how I’d changed so much in so little time. 

      With a jolt, another realization took place. 

      What if, even now, I had a drakling growing in my womb? 

      “It’s beautiful,” Fane choked out, scrambling to his feet and rushing to reassure me. 

      “Not that,” I protested, unable to express how I felt in words. Not that I never wanted draklings, it was just … there was so much to do. I had so much life to live.

      “Whatever your fear is, we will face it together, and conquer it just like you did with your fear of heights.”

      I paused, thinking about it. When he put it that way, it seemed foolish. How could having a drakling ever compare to the pure terror of jumping off a cliff with no wings? 

      It couldn’t. There was no comparison. And yet, I’d do it all again in a heartbeat for Fane. 

      My mate. 

      No matter what the future held in store, Fane would support me in whatever my goals were. I could just imagine him now—encouraging me from the sidelines while I sparred or trained with the other guards, holding a squealing little draken with turquoise coloring.

      Suddenly, it didn’t seem so terrifying. 

      “We need to see to your guests,” I said instead, pushing all my fears away. “If you are truly king, we need to deal with the war and the treaties, and find out what happened at the battle. That is first. Then we can delve into our bond if you wish, and figure out everything else from there. 

      His face beamed with pride. 

      “My strong, wise queen.”

      I blushed. 

      “Get your ass down to the throne room,” I muttered, following just behind him since I wasn’t entirely sure where it was, having only been in there once or twice in my life.
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      FANE

      I led the way to the throne room, Sakala nervously on my heels. I wanted to reassure her, but my own anxiety pounded in my veins. 

      At the threshold of the room, a wall of Elders met us—older drakens who served as an advisory council to my father. And now, me. 

      Vetus was the oldest: a draken with orange coloring that faded to a deep red below his waist, his hair and beard white with age. He reared back as we approached, nostrils flared wide as he took in our scent. 

      “If there was any doubt before, there is none now,” he declared to the rest, clearly disgruntled.

      My temper frayed as each older stepped forward to sniff me. As they pushed past me to get to Sakala, I lost it completely. “That is enough. Back away.”

      I reared myself up to my full height, my wings twitching with the urge to flare high over my head and shield Sakala from them. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. Sakala needed to stand on her own and be just as firm and strong as me. She had to be a queen.

      As though nearly taking out a quarter of the demon army by itself wouldn’t be enough.

      I shot her a reassuring look and slowly walked to my parents’ thrones, now ours. I watched Sakala uncomfortably lower herself into the throne on my right. I eyed it, my head tilted to the side. “My first act will be to get a new throne. This one is smaller than mine. They should be equal.”

      A small smirk graced the corner of my mouth as her jaw dropped in disbelief. She hurriedly masked her expression and stared ahead, her face serene. 

      Good girl.

      I took a deep breath, focusing on the biggest issues first. 

      “Tell me what happened in the battle and where things stand now.” 

      Leaning back in my chair, I challenged the advisors as they kept sneaking glances at my father, and then me. My gaze turned to Theo, who grinned and stepped forward along with the air witch and Astrid. 

      “The drakens charged first to protect you and your queen. The air witches fought with them, and—”

      “Are you seriously going to let this stand?” my father interrupted, a snarl on his face. He pointed one claw at Sakala, who flinched so subtly I was the only one who saw it. 

      “That female is dangerous! She took out hordes of demons on her own, and used her powers to usurp the crown! She must—”

      “Receive commendation for her achievements,” interrupted a cool voice before I could tear into my father. 

      General Legionna stepped forward and Sakala couldn’t contain her jump of surprise this time. It was impossible to overlook the purple eyes and the strength within both females. 

      Legionna bowed before me and offered a shorter one to Theo. “If I may?” 

      Theo gave her a roguish grin and nodded. 

      “The battle was one-sided. The draken and air witches ransacked the front lines, and Sakala took care of anyone trying to rush behind them. Combined with the longbows from the Aldurian soldiers on the walls, the demon commander withdrew his troops and took off west, back across the desert. But war is now imminent. Each side can claim the other struck first, but with such powerful allies the outlook is positive.” She shot me an appreciative look. 

      The air witch next to Astrid stepped forward. She did not bow, but that was fine. I didn’t need it. I needed her support, and the support of her coven. 

      “I am Ventus, leader of the air coven. Astrid has told of your kindness toward her, and as head of the air coven, I will attempt to persuade the others to join as well. With the combined powers of fire, air, sea, earth, and blood, we will stomp out the demon menace threatening our lands.”

      The draken warriors and Elders present murmured approvingly at this. 

      “Thank you,” I said to her. “We wish you well in your attempts. Please remind the other covens that we used to share a rich history of collaborating with our magicks in the past,” I added, remembering from my history lessons how closely we used to work with the covens to develop our blood magicks in the past. 

      “What do you offer?” she countered, a spark of challenge in her eyes. 

      My father growled at her impertinence, but I ignored him. “We offer wards,” I said. 

      There was much grumbling about this, but I put a hand out and it stopped. Immediately. 

      “Accepted,” Ventus agreed.

      Theo stepped forward again. “On behalf of Aldur, we thank you for your help in defending our borders. Too long have our soldiers fought and died to keep everyone on this side of the mountains safe.”

      Sakala shifted next to me. “Can we assume you will work to forge alliances with the other human kingdoms so that we can approach this threat as one united Dorea?”

      There were a few hisses as Sakala spoke out for the first time. I glared at anyone I could. 

      Theo smiled at her. “Of course.” 

      I stood. “A united Dorea would be something we have never seen. We must reach out to the lykos, and the unicorns. They—”

      An uproar exploded in the throne room as the Elders, warriors, and other members of court all began shouting and yelling overtop each other. 

      “Stop this,” I tried to command, but my father was already shouting louder than any of them, everyone bound and determined to make their displeasure heard about being allies with ‘dark’ creatures like the lykos. 

      “This isn’t helping!” I tried again, but no one was listening to me. It was just like being a child all over again—no one taking me seriously, and everyone dismissing me as a drakling prince who didn’t know what he was talking about. 

      I barely noticed Sakala standing at my side, but everyone noticed when a wave a magick sparked across the hall, her tattoo sparking gold against her body. 

      “The king and I decide alliances. Your input has value, but we will not hear it at all if you continue to squabble like draklings,” she said. “Now shut it.”

      The shock that settled over the hall was palpable, but no one spoke against her. The magick was heavy and tense in the air. I knew I needed to air everything if we were to continue forward. And we had to, for the sake of Dorea. 

      “Father, I’m sorry it happened this way. Sakala and I didn’t intend to mate. We hadn’t mated until just now. There was never any intention of dethroning you.”

      My mother clasped her hands together, her eyes wide with emotion. My father deflated, his face caught between misery and resignation. 

      “You can’t mate without … consummation,” he replied grumpily. 

      Vetus shuffled forward, his orange scales flickering against the sun that shone through the windows. “It is uncommon, but not unheard of,” he began tentatively. Sakala and I gestured for him to continue. 

      “Consummation is the quickest, but I have read accounts of mateships where the souls connect first. Rare, but possible. I think that’s what happened here.”

      I sat back on my throne, flummoxed. Soul bonds? Soul mates?

      Sakala flushed next to me. “Thank you for the explanation. If you don’t mind, I would like to come down to the library and see these texts sometime.”

      Vetus beamed, thrilled to have an earnest interest in his dusty library. “Yes, of course! Any time, Queen Sakala.” He bowed deeply, and the rest of the hall went hush. In the sudden silence, I could feel a shift. It was as though Vetus’s open acknowledgment of our transferred power had changed everything. 

      “Sakala and I both acknowledge her voice magicks need training,” I began with a nod to Legionna. “With my mate’s approval, I would like to assemble a team to assist her—headed by her mother and anyone else they both think could help. I would also like to remind this court she had sought assistance for them and was turned away by the sirens.”

      Many heads turned away from mine at that, staring at the floor with interest. I turned to Sakala, ignoring everyone else in the room. She beamed at me.

      “Would you like to work with your mother?” I asked softly. “If not, we can—”

      “That’s fine,” she said quickly, her eyes growing moist. “I just worry about my sister. I’ve been gone so long, and my father—”

      “We will visit her today,” I reassured her. Sakala nodded and relaxed in her throne. I cursed myself for not seeing to this sooner. My mate had many burdens on her shoulders I’d been blind to for so long. 

      “If my allies have nothing further to note, we can continue any correspondence as needed. Please join us for a feast tonight in the market.” I raised my voice. “Everyone in the kingdom is welcome to come and mingle with our new allies.” 

      I stood and held my hand out to Sakala. Gingerly, she took it, and we descended the steps so we were level with everyone. 

      “Mother, Father, if you would meet with us in our family room. We need to air a few things out.”

      My mother bit her lip but nodded, my father’s face still stubbornly set in a grimace. We left the advisors and others to themselves as we quickly made our way down the hall, our steps light but our hearts heavy. I held the door for my mother and Sakala, and my father paused at the archway. 

      “I’m sorry,” I burst out before I could help, emotion choking my throat. I wasn’t ready to be king. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. It was supposed to be a week of celebrations and happiness, and not end with my father hating me. 

      “I didn’t want this,” I stressed again. I was desperate to make him see this—desperate to repair what now lay broken between us. 

      One eyebrow rose. “But you don’t regret any of it?” he asked bluntly, our shared blue eyes matching each other’s determined gaze.

      “No. It took me a while to realize I’ve always loved Sakala. I am honored she will have me. She is a formidable female and will excel at anything she sets her mind to. I regret the hard feelings between us, but not her. Never her. Part of me will always be angry at you for how you’ve treated her.”

      I realized it the moment it came out of my lips; that was the reason my inner draken was upset. We were both mourning the loss of the head of my family while refusing to back down in protection of our mate. No wonder my emotions and instincts were out of control. 

      His hard expression faltered at seeing tears forming at the corners of my eyes. “You can be foolish and headstrong,” he said instead, trying to sound serious, but his voice wobbled a bit. “You will need a headstrong female like her. Even if I think you’re both too young, too powerful, and—”

      My mother appeared at the threshold, her arms crossed over her breasts as she glared at my father. The necklaces around her throat whispered at us as they shook and rattled against each other. 

      “Right.” He gestured for me to go first and followed behind me. Xan and Tarin leaped up from the table where they were eating their breakfast, delight and curiosity alight in their eyes. 

      “Fane! You’re back! Did you have a grand adventure? Who is she?” Xan pointed with all the rudeness and lack of subtlety a draken of twelve years possessed. Tarin chirruped happily next to him, then a look of deep concern twisted his tiny features as he glanced between Father and me. 

      “You’re in trouble.…” he whispered dramatically, and I laughed. 

      “This is Sakala,” I said, gently ushering her forward and placing a supportive hand on the small of her back. “She is my mate and my queen. Sakala, this is Xan and Tarin.”

      “She’s so pretty!”

      “Wow, look at the tattoos! You must be super good at magick!”

      My heart melted at how easily they accepted her, and the relief from Sakala was palpable as she kneeled in front of them, allowing them to run their small hands over her tattoos and face. Their draken instincts had them leaning into her neck, inhaling her scent and cataloging it forever as a marker of our family. 

      “I have a younger sister. I think she’s around your age,” Sakala said to Tarin. Her eyes were sad. I resolved to check in with her family immediately after this.

      Tarin’s face screwed in horror. “Females are gross!”

      I barked out a laugh, remembering how I’d felt the same way for so long. Xan turned to scold his younger brother immediately. “That’s rude! Mother and Sakala are females!”

      Tarin paused, obviously confused and unsure how to process two conflicting sources of information. 

      “It’s all right,” I said, patting him on the head. “Kavni is very nice, and if she’s anything like Sakala, you’ll be terrorizing the castle together in no time.” 

      Sakala shot me a look, but smiled. “If you like fighting, flying contests …”

      For a tense moment, no one spoke. My mother shot a glare at my father, who huffed. “People will say you used your magick to force him into this, in order to be queen. They will not be kind.” 

      “Perfect,” Sakala shot back. “I’m used to people not being kind.” 

      My mother frowned. “Stop this, Vasil. We are a family now. We will show a united front. We will be happy for both of them and show that enthusiastically in public spaces. If anyone has cast doubt on the legitimacy of the mateship, it was you with your demonstrative displays today.” 

      My father flushed, dark stains creeping up his neck and face. 

      My heart ached. Sakala was my mate, and my everything, but my family was important as well. And I didn’t understand it. 

      “Father,” I began tersely, “I can understand your reluctance in the beginning about Sakala, but she has proven herself worthy. Not that she even needed to, mind you. But if jumping off a mountain with bound wings after me won’t convince you, then I suppose nothing will.”

      There was a sharp intake of breath as my mother gasped, and my younger brother made sounds of awe as they gawked at my mate. 

      “Vasil!” my mother whispered loudly, her hands over her mouth. “Once again, I see you have been keeping information to yourself! I cannot believe you!” My mother shot forward and seized Sakala in a hug, shocking both of us. 

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” my mother cried, tears streaming down her cheeks. 

      Sakala’s wings fluttered helplessly behind her. 

      “Wicked,” Xan said lowly, drawing a snarl from my father. 

      My mother drew back, wiping her face, then smacked my father upside his head with the edge of her wing joint. “Enough of this nonsense. I’ve always said you worked so hard that sometimes you couldn’t see the end of your fangs from your gums! Perhaps it’s good that Fane is king now; you promised me a vacation, and what better use of our time than to continue negotiating alliances while on a beach in Dorea?”

      Xan and Tarin perked up at the lingering promise of a vacation. 

      “Baliana …” my father whined, only to have her pinch the top of his wing between her fingers like a naughty drakling. My younger brothers stared. 

      “Come. We will begin planning our diplomatic trip.” She tugged my father after her, his body bent awkwardly to relieve the pressure on his wings. My mother paused by Sakala, smiling brightly. “And welcome to the family, dear. We will have a ceremony to celebrate your sacrifice and courage, of course. Your family can come and perhaps your mother can design your medal. Would you like that?”

      Sakala stared dumbly at my mother for a moment before nodding wordlessly. 

      My mother flashed her fangs. “Lovely!” Without another word, she pulled my father, the former king, out of the room, throwing wide the open doors. “You can come in now! She’s ready!”

      Sakala gasped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      SAKALA

      I turned, scenting them before I saw them.

      “KALA!”

      I bent down to the ground, tears already falling as Kavni ran toward me, my mother and dad following behind at a much more sedate pace. Mother looked unflappable as always. Or, she was at least trying very hard to appear that way. My father gawked at everything around him, his eyes wide.

      I focused on my sister, warm and alive and plump and healthy in my arms.

      “I missed you so much,” I cried into her hair, smoothing it down with my hands. “Were you all right? Were you good? I was so worried you weren’t eating and—”

      “I made sure she ate.”

      I glanced up as Tekka stepped in behind my parents, blushing the moment I met her eyes. “And also … I might have yelled at your dad. And the captain. Shit. I’m sorry. Please don’t make my betrothal—” she pleaded to my mother, who held up a weary hand and sighed.

      “No. You have my thanks. I hadn’t realized there were … issues back home.” She raised an eyebrow at my dad, who blushed.

      “I—” he began.

      “Later,” my mother purred, one wing tip trailing along his.

      I blinked, unused to seeing them together, let alone show affection. Kavni squirmed in my arms, and I backed away.

      “This is Fane, my—”

      “Uh huh. Who are they?”

      Fane choked as Kavni immediately dismissed him in favor of his younger brothers, her eyes on fire at the sight of two new, prospective playmates.

      “That’s—”

      “CAN’T CATCH ME!” Kavni dove off my lap and pushed Xan hard. My face twisted in horror, but Fane only laughed as Tarin growled and shot after her. Xan joined once he caught himself.

      “Let’s go before they start mating—” Fane chuckled darkly into my hair.

      They disappeared into the hallway and ran off, oblivious to everyone and everything.

      I groaned and rubbed my face with my hands. “What have we done?”

      Fane laughed, pulling me in close to his side. “Created a monster. Several, in fact. The guards will regret every complaint about me.”

      “Well, I suppose we can skip lessons for today,” Fane’s mother said, giving us all a warm smile. “Dinner?”

      Fane offered his elbow as his parents and mine were ushered down to the grand hall. The feast would be large with so many guests! More guests than Lyoness had seen in decades, and all because of Fane. Because of us.

      I squeezed his hand. At least I knew the easiest way to get his brothers to move along. I had so many plans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The story continues …
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      Cast aside since birth and denied my true heritage, they know me as the bastard prince. For years I played their game, doing all I could to assist my half-brothers shuffle refugees from the castle, while keeping them and the dying Nobles safe in the old mine tunnels. 

      

      The Prince of Rats, one girl called me. 

      

      The others view the curse as their doom, but they don't realize the golden opportunity it presents. With magick coursing through my blood, I've greedily hoarded all the knowledge I could. They left us all for dead, and once I'm through with them, they'll wish they'd stuck around to finish the job. 

      

      All of Dorea will tremble under the might of their new Overlord. 

      

      GET IT HERE.
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