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PROLOGUE II
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TALON



I gripped the sword by the pommel, doing my best to focus with the audience sitting in the stands. In the center was my father, King Bolton, surrounded on either side by his advisers and guards. Behind him was the view of the sea over the terrace, red flowers growing along the trellis, birds chirping in the sunshine.

It was a beautiful day, but I was coated in sweat like a pig in a sty.

The soldier spun his sword around his wrist then rushed me, trying to throw me off balance by using different tactics every time he came at me, desperate to get me to drop my sword and lose the fight.

His steel was met with mine, and we locked in a battle of flashing swords, moving back and forth, ducking blows and blocking others. He was one of the best soldiers in the army, already selected to be the next general when the current one was killed or retired. There was no one more suited to test me than the best.

He came at me again, and I lunged aside, ducking again when another blow was aimed at my head. I somehow danced out of the way before I blocked the next deadly hit. I pushed against his steel as he pushed into me, and then I finally shoved him off and stepped back.

My father’s opinion meant the world to me, so having his attention caused distress. I wasn’t as confident as I normally would be. I was too distracted to truly focus, not the way I would if I stood there alone. My father showed his love for me every day, but that affection had become an addiction, and I was desperate to earn more and more.

We came together again, exchanging a flurry of blows and the clash of steel. My opponent was covered in sweat too, and his frustration was evident. He didn’t just want to win, but he wanted this to end.

My father raised his hand and made a slight gesture with his fingers.

Another fighter stepped into the arena.

I looked at him, my eyebrows raised.

“You’re capable of more than you realize, son.”

The soldier rushed me again, and this time, I had to watch out for the other soldier who’d joined the fray. I had to battle both men, move around the arena with greater strides, to put distance between one while I engaged with the other.

I was able to keep them at bay, but I was fucking exhausted.

My father raised his hand and beckoned again.

“For fuck’s sake,” I said under my breath.

His regal voice reached me on the stage. “Focus, son.”

Another soldier joined the battle, and it was almost too much. It was hard to strike an offensive blow when I was too busy blocking, when I was too busy moving from one opponent to the other. I couldn’t strike to kill, so I couldn’t eliminate them one by one. I had to continue to divide my attention three ways, to exhaust my body with the fight.

My father raised his hand again.

“Father, I can’t kill them.”

“That’s not the test.”

“Then what is the test?” I snapped.

“See how long you last. Now focus.”

Another soldier joined the arena, and I was butter scraped over too much bread. I couldn’t keep up with four blades, not when I couldn’t slice heads from shoulders. The sweat loosened my grip on the sword, and I nearly let it slip out of my grasp.

Then a blade ended up at my throat, just an inch from contacting the skin.

I let my sword fall to the ground, overpowered.

The soldier removed his blade and stepped away.

Embarrassed by my defeat, I could barely look at my father.

But he clapped. “Excellent work, son.”

I grabbed the sword off the ground and hooked it across my back, my muscles strained in fatigue, the sweat pouring into my eyes and making them burn. It was my opportunity to demonstrate my skills, to show how hard I worked to master the sword as I had. But now I felt humiliated.

I turned away and took a clean rag from the servant to wipe my forehead. I dabbed at the sweat and approached the shade of the trellis, seeing a hummingbird exploring a red flower.

Footsteps sounded behind me before a strong hand gripped my shoulder.

I dabbed at my face again before I tossed the soiled towel onto the nearby table.

“You did well.” It was my father’s voice, possessing strength and affection simultaneously.

“I lost.”

“You were always going to lose, son. That’s the game.”

I turned to look at him, our eyes at the same level because we stood at the same height. He had dark hair the way I did, even the same eyes. I was the perfect image of my father—with a hint of softness from my mother.

His hand remained on my shoulder. “The goal is not to win—but endure. And you endured a great deal, survived some of our finest soldiers for a great deal of time. You should be proud.” He squeezed me. “I know I am.”

I continued to stare into the distance, another wave of sweat dripping down my forehead.

“You act as if you failed.”

“Because I did fail.”

He pulled his hand away. “You’ve endured longer than any other soldier in the ring. Push yourself to greatness, but don’t set expectations that can’t be reached. I’ve enjoyed watching you fight, and it brings me great comfort knowing you’ll lead our people when my time comes.”

I finally turned to look at him.

His eyes softened slightly once our eyes made contact. “I’m proud of you, son.”

“Thank you, Father.”

He grabbed my shoulder and pulled me close, pressing a kiss to my brow. “Now wash up. You look like hell.”
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I sat on the terrace and looked over the edge, seeing the lights from the village as it hugged the shore. Night had descended, and there was still a humid warmth in the air. The breeze moved through my hair as I sipped my wine.

“There you are.” Silas emerged onto the terrace, wearing a linen shirt and trousers, his signature grin on his face. He pulled out the chair and helped himself to the spot beside me. He grabbed the wine bottle next and filled his glass before he grabbed a few olives from the center of the table. “Bad day?”

“You could say that.”

He continued to eat, helping himself to the food the servants had prepared for me. “What happened?”

I drank my wine and didn’t answer the question.

Silas didn’t push it. He looked over the edge at the dark ocean we could no longer see. “Vivian is looking for you.”

Guilt squeezed my heart.

“It’s not like you not to come home.”

I continued to look at the ocean.

“Father said you did well today.”

“I could have done better.”

“You hold the record for the longest endurance, so I doubt that. You’re just a dramatic overachiever.”

“No. Father holds the record for the longest endurance.”

“But that was like twenty years ago. Old news.”

“I still haven’t broken it.”

Silas drank from his wine and crossed his arms over his chest. “You know you’re the favorite.”

“Father doesn’t have favorites.”

“Bullshit. Yes, he does. And he got lucky that his favorite happens to be his eldest.” He grabbed the glass by the stem and swirled it. “What are you hiding from, exactly?”

“I’m not hiding from anything.”

“You’re literally hiding from everyone.”

“Because this is a secret terrace no one knows about?” I snapped.

He rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean.”

I stared over the edge, a white candle burning on the table in front of me, withstanding that ocean breeze as it moved up the cliffs to meet us. “I know when the time comes…I’ll never compare to the king that he was.”

“You’re right,” he said. “You won’t.”

I turned slightly to look at him.

“Because you aren’t Father. You aren’t me. You aren’t anybody but you. Why try to emulate someone you’ll never be, when you can be the best version of you? Be a better king, how about that?”

A gentle smile tugged at my lips. “For being such an idiot, you sure know what to say.”

“I let people think I’m an idiot because I like to lower their expectations. So whenever I do something noble or intelligent, they’re impressed. It’s all about perception.” He tapped his fingers against his temple and gave a wink.

“Very wise.”

“I know.” He sank into his chair with his arms crossed, enjoying the warm sea air as it ruffled through his short hair.

“I appreciate that there’s no animosity between us.”

He turned to look at me.

“I feel the hostility, entitlement, and envy from Uncle Barron and that side of the family, and I’m glad I don’t feel it with you and Rosella. Whenever there’s great power, there’s great envy and, therefore, great anger. I’m thankful we don’t fight among ourselves, that you and Rosella have always supported my inheritance of the crown.”

“You don’t need to get sappy on me.”

“I just wanted you to know that.”

“Truth be told, even if it were offered to me, I wouldn’t take it.”

“Why?” Did he mean that, or was that a lie he told himself?

“Come on.” He looked at me. “My spine isn’t hard enough. Father makes the job look easy, but I know it’s nothing of the sort. You seem like someone who would make the job look easy.”

“You just called me dramatic a minute ago.”

He smirked. “I did, didn’t I?”

[image: ]


I approached the two-story home on the royal grounds, light visible in the windows from the chandeliers. When I tried the door, it was unlocked, so I let myself inside, immediately noticing the smell of a dinner I hadn’t eaten.

I entered the living room and found her.

She was asleep on her side, the blanket pulled to her shoulder, the window cracked open to let the cool air into the room.

I stared at her for a while, seeing the way she’d tried to stay up and wait for me to come home. Her dark hair was all over the pillow, a couple strands right at the corner of her mouth. She slept so soundly I didn’t want to wake her, but I also didn’t want her to sleep there and hurt her back on the thin cushions.

I kneeled down in front of her, gently scooped my arms underneath her, and lifted her with me, the blanket slowly sliding off and hitting the rug.

She stirred slightly, her cheek resting against my chest.

I carried her upstairs, and by the time I got her on the bed, she was awake.

Her eyes were open but sleepy, and her nightdress had shifted up above her belly. “I was worried…” Her voice was raspy because she must have been asleep for hours.

I lay on the bed beside her and placed my hand over her stomach, feeling the bump she couldn’t hide anymore. It was warm to the touch, full of the life we’d made together, her skin so soft. “It was a rough day.”

Her hand moved over mine as her sleepy eyes continued to look at me. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.” My eyes moved to her stomach, where my son or daughter continued to grow in the safety of her perfect belly. I could feel her stare hard on my face, feel it pierce my cheek. But I knew she wouldn’t ask me again. “How’s our love?”

“She’s good.” Her mouth stretched into a soft smile.

“Still think it’s a girl?”

“I know she is.” Her hand remained on mine, her fingertips soft where mine were hard and calloused.

“How?”

“I can’t explain it…I just know. We’ll keep trying until I give you a son.”

I smirked. “I’d want to keep trying even if we had a son.”

Her smile widened, and her eyes lit up as she stared at me, the way they always lit up for me and no one else. “One day, I’ll give you an heir. A beautiful boy to take your place when your time comes…and to care for me as I grow into old age.”

My fingers spanned her entire stomach. “I don’t care about that.”

“Yes, you do,” she whispered.

“My father has never treated my sister differently because she’s a girl. And if Silas and I had never been born, I think the crown would be hers. My father would change tradition for her, so I would do the same for our little girl.”

Love burned in her eyes. “I love you.”

My eyes struggled to meet hers because I felt like I didn’t deserve her, even though I busted my ass to deserve her every day. “I love you too.” I leaned down and pressed a kiss to her swollen belly, cupping it with my hand as I loved my child I hadn’t met yet. “With all my heart.”
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It was almost dusk, the warm sun setting over the horizon, the ocean deep blue and still. We stood on the royal terrace, clay pots with olive trees placed near tables, colorful flowers pouring over trellises. Torches burned on their pillars, becoming brighter as the day passed into night.

My father sat at the head table, my mother on his right wearing a deep blue satin gown that exposed one shoulder. His brother sat on his left, the two of them locked in deep conversation until they both burst into laughter. The rest of the terrace was full of friends and acquaintances from our other lands, family members we liked and hated. My father insisted on inviting everyone because he preferred to bring everyone together rather than divide them into cliques. Some people thought those moves were about political influence, but I knew his gesture was genuine.

My arms rested over the back of Vivian’s chair, her soft strands coming into contact with my skin when the breeze moved through her hair.

Her hand rested on her swollen belly over her dress as she stared at my father across the terrace. “He looks happy.”

“My father has told me stories about him and his brother. Quite the troublemakers.”

She smirked. “I can see that.”

“Drove my grandmother crazy.”

“Well, I know you and Silas did the same to him.”

“And still do.” I spotted Silas across the terrace, a glass of wine in his hand, mingling with the Earl of Dena.

My brother caught my stare then gave a nod, telling me to meet him on the opposite side of the terrace.

“Speaking of trouble…” I turned to her and kissed her on the temple as I placed my hand over hers on her stomach.

She closed her eyes at my touch like she always did, a warm smile on her face. “Don’t expect me to wait to eat until you get back.”

“I already assumed.” I left the chair and walked through the crowd of people, their voices boisterous as the wine flooded their systems. The musicians played their drums and guitars in the corner, adding another layer of energy to the festivities.

I took the stairs and made my way down, stepping into the empty hallway with my brother nowhere in sight. “Silas?”

“Down here.”

I turned to the left, seeing the staircase that led underground to the storage room, a place we had no business visiting. But instead of shouting back and forth, I decided to descend the stairs, circling the round staircase until I entered the dusty storage space. The lamps burned low in the corners, casting an orange hue against the stone. Large wine barrels were stored there, along with bottles of rich liquor and aged cheeses. The last time I’d been down here was when Vivian and I were sneaking around, having late-night hookups behind the wine barrels. She was of ordinary birth, so we could never be anything more than clandestine lovers. When things got too serious and complicated, I broke it off. But the agony I felt didn’t last a few days or a few weeks. It was the kind of pain that would always last. I told my father I would marry her with or without his approval—and I’d never forget the look on his face.

He was proud.

I married her shortly afterward, and now we expected our first child.

“What are you up to, Silas?” I surveyed the wine barrels stacked throughout the room, a disorganized mess because there was too much for the space to hold. All the members of my family were heavy drinkers, and we were depleting everything in storage as soon as it came in so there was no time to organize it.

“Back here.”

I squeezed through the wine barrels and inched farther into the back of the room, following the maze of containers and then getting a waft of the cheese that was still aging. Vivian and I had stayed away from this section during our midnight rendezvous. “What is it, Silas? My pregnant wife is sitting up there alone.”

He rolled his eyes. “She grew up a commoner. She can handle herself.” He opened one of the cupboards and pulled out a single wine bottle, covered in dust. “I was down here the other day trying to figure out what to get Dad for his birthday, and I found this.” He held up the bottle to me and turned it so the label could catch the light.

I stared at it, my eyes narrowed to read the old script.

“Look at the year.” Silas pointed to the label. “It’s over one hundred years old. I looked at the records, and this is from our great-grandfather’s time. With the way we drink, I’m not sure how we missed this. It must have been hidden in the back all this time. I was thinking of giving it to Father for his birthday gift.”

I held it up higher and turned the bottle, looking at the color of the contents. “The color is off, too bright for a red wine. I wonder if it’s gone bad.”

“Wine doesn’t go bad, idiot.” Silas snatched the bottle back. “You’re just jealous that I have a great gift.”

“I’m giving Father a grandchild. I win.”

He rolled his eyes. “Asshole.”

“I really do think something is wrong with that wine, Silas.”

“You’re an expert now?”

“I’ve overseen wine production in the past. I’m not an expert, but I can spot the difference between wine and piss. It must have spoiled. Perhaps the cork wasn’t sealed properly. You can still present it to him, but I wouldn’t have him drink it. It can be a novelty item, something to put on display in his study.”

“Fine,” he snapped. “Wouldn’t want to make Father sick on his birthday⁠—”

“No, that one.” A deep voice came from the other side of the wine barrels and storage containers. “Switch those two out, Jairo.”

My eyebrows furrowed as I looked at Silas. “Jairo?” I mouthed.

Silas gave a shrug.

Jairo was a cousin, distantly removed on my father’s side. There was also tension with his side of the family, a quiet hostility that was so palpable it didn’t require words. But my father insisted on inviting them to things, as if that would somehow seal the rift between us.

I moved through the maze of barrels and reached the other side of the storage unit, finding Uncle Barron’s two sons, Jairo and Kael. They seemed to have rolled a wine barrel all the way down the stairs without breaking it. “What are you guys doing?”

They both froze on the spot, giving a slight jerk when they were caught by surprise. Jairo immediately looked at Kael, who had his eyes wide as he stared back. A second passed, a silent conversation between them.

Kael, the older brother, was the one to speak. “What are you doing?”

Silas continued to hold the dusty wine bottle he’d found in the back. “We don’t have to explain what we’re doing in our wine cellar. You, however, have no business being here, so I’ll ask again, what the fuck are you doing here?”

My eyes shifted back and forth between them, the animosity so strong between us, it was hard to believe we were related, however distantly. It was a smell in the air, like a rotting corpse. It was repugnant and unmistakable. That was how it always felt in their presence—and it was the worst when Uncle Barron was around. He was no uncle to me, but Father insisted that we call him that.

Kael exchanged another look with Jairo. “We brought our gift to King Bolton. Here’s to many more years.” He nodded to Jairo, and the two brothers took the circular staircase back to the main floor.

I looked at Silas.

He looked at me.

“I don’t like them.”

“No shit.”

I looked at the new wine barrel that had been placed there, looking undistinguishable from the rest that were around. The name of the wine and vintage were written on the wood, coming from the Barsetti Vineyards to the north. The soil was rich in those areas, so their harvests were some of the best. “We should tell Father about this.”

“Tomorrow,” Silas said. “Would hate to ruin his birthday.”
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I stood in the great hall, the walls painted with murals of our history, of a great line of kings that had endured for hundreds of years. In my uniform with my sword across my back, I stared at the images of our rich lands, the beautiful sea, the portraits of the kings that came before me, whose ranks I would join once I was dead.

His footsteps were audible against the tile as he approached. “Did you have fun last night?” He was regal in his uniform, the symbol of the black crown woven into it because he refused to wear a crown upon his brow. He called it a tiara.

I turned to him. “I did. What about you?”

“I woke up just an hour ago. That should answer your question.” He came to my side then looked at the mural I had admired a moment ago. “Time passes so quickly, doesn’t it? By the time you understand your own mortality, you’re already so close to death, so close to joining the ranks of those whose time has already passed.”

“Father, you aren’t close to death.”

“I’m closer to death than to birth.” He pulled his eyes from the mural and looked at me. “But enough of that. What brings you here?”

I’d become so absorbed in my conversation with him I’d forgotten the reason for my visit. He had a magnetic presence, something that just sucked you in to the exclusion of everything else. “I have something to tell you.”

“Yes?”

“Silas and I were in the wine cellar last night⁠—”

“Yes, he gifted me the wine. It looks like piss, but it’s still quite the souvenir.”

“I’m glad you don’t plan on drinking it.”

“I know my wine, son.” He patted my shoulder. “What were you saying?”

“While we were down there, Jairo and Kael delivered a wine barrel.”

Father stared, as if waiting for the rest of the sentence. “Yes?”

“Said it was a gift for you, but it felt sinister.”

“Sinister, how?”

“By the way they were acting, they knew they shouldn’t be there. Makes me think they were there for nefarious purposes.”

He started to step away, to look at the mural that stretched from the ceiling to the floor. “Why do you assume the worst of people?”

“I don’t assume the worst. Something about that moment unsettled me, and I’m passing that information on to you.”

He stared at the mural. “Well, thank you for letting me know.”

I stared at the side of his face, feeling the annoyance spread from my chest to my gut. “Why do you assume the best of people?”

He stared a moment longer before he turned back to me. “Because that’s the only way life is worth living. I know my heart, and I like to think others share the same sentiment. There may be some bad apples in this world, but most of them are golden.”

I stared at him.

He stared back.

“I admire your optimism, Father. But I don’t agree with it.”

He looked at the mural again.

“Any time I’m in their presence, it’s like facing an enemy on the battlefield. I feel the hair on the nape of my neck stand on end. I inhale a breath and hold it—like I’m about to take a knife to the back. Whenever my wife is in their presence, I feel abject terror. Silas shares my sentiment—and I know you do as well—even if you refuse to admit it.”

He didn’t take his eyes off the mural, like he hadn’t listened to a word I said. “They think they’re the rightful heirs to the throne upon which I sit. Of course they’re envious of my power, my wealth, of the admiration the people feel for me. It should all belong to them—in their eyes. What am I supposed to do about that, Talon?” He turned to look at me. “This seed of resentment was planted generations ago, and that weed continues to grow. The tale has become their family legacy, the throne stolen by the power of dragons. The best way to kill something is to let it starve—and I refuse to feed it.”

My eyes were locked on his as I absorbed his words. “You’ve ignored it your whole life, and it continues to grow—so letting it starve isn’t the solution.”

“Then what is the solution?” His voice rose slightly as he stepped closer. “What would you have me do? Behead them? Annihilate their entire line to end the contempt? Anger, frustration, and envy are not good enough reasons to put their necks to the blade.”

“But what if anger, frustration, and envy turn into something more malevolent?”

My father stared, his eyes shifting back and forth between mine. “Kill my own kin for a mere chance?”

“I think they’re planning something. I’ve had my suspicions for some time.”

“And delivering a wine barrel is suspicious?” he asked incredulously.

“Perhaps there was more than wine in that barrel.”

All he did was stare.

Hurried footsteps sounded in the distance, and then Silas joined our conversation. “The wine barrel is gone.” He breathed hard, panting as he caught his breath. “I just checked. It’s not there anymore.”

I looked at Father. “There’s your proof.”

“Looks like the absence of proof if you ask me,” he said calmly.

When Silas caught his breath, he spoke. “Since they were caught, they came back and removed the wine barrel, knowing it could be traced to them. It was probably full of poison. Poison meant for you, Father. For all of us.”

Father looked at the mural again.

Silas looked at me, eyebrows raised. “Shouldn’t you be more upset about this?”

“I never saw the wine barrel,” Father said quietly. “All I have is your perception.”

“You have our facts,” I snapped. “We saw them put the wine barrel in there. Silas just confirmed it’s been removed.”

“Perhaps one of the servants moved it up above,” Father said. “Perhaps it was already served at the party last night. There are several different possibilities, but you assume the absolute worst—that they would try to kill me.”

“Father.” I was losing my temper, but I had to keep it under control. “Our lands may have been at peace for generations, but peace is not a state of permanence, and it will be disrupted at some point. We know Uncle Barron and his kin believe they’re rightful heirs to the throne. We’ve seen proof of that. I admire your commitment to optimism, to seeing everyone in a good light, but that’s simply unrealistic. I will not watch my father get a knife in the back because he refused to look over his shoulder. I want to be king—but only when you’re old and gray and pass in your sleep.”

He looked at the mural again.

“Father, please.” I stared at the side of his face, desperate for him to see reason.

When he spoke, it was with defeat. “What will you have me do? I will not strike them down.”

“You could threaten them,” I said. “Let them know you’re onto their scheme. If their intentions have been treasonous, they’ll back off once they realize we suspect them. That’s the least confrontational and violent way to do it.”

“Threats are just as sharp as the tip of a blade.”

“Then what is our plan?” Silas asked. “Nothing? We just wait for them to make their move?”

Father turned back to us. “I’ve been the recipient of Uncle Barron’s resentment. It started a long time ago, when we were teenagers, and despite my kindness, it’s continued to grow. If he hasn’t moved against me in all these decades, I doubt he ever will.”

“That’s a dangerous assumption to make.” I respected my father, admired his intelligence and strategy, but this was something that divided us. And it would always divide us.

He looked at us both head on. “I appreciate your concern, boys. I know you’re always watching my back and protecting our kingdom.” He gave a nod then turned to walk away, to return to his royal chambers deeper inside the castle.

We stood there together, struggling in silence long after he was gone.

Silas was the one to speak first. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know if there’s much we can do.”

“We can confront them ourselves.” He looked to me, his eyes hesitant.

I held his stare and felt the tightness in my stomach. “Father would be livid.”

“Well, Father is being a pussy right now.”

I wanted to defend him like always, but I couldn’t do it this time.

“I understand he wants to be a king who rules without fear, who earns the loyalty of those who follow him, but we all know Uncle Barron and the others are a threat to us all. Doing nothing is the wrong decision.”

I stepped away and crossed my arms over my chest, looking at the painting on the wall that must have taken years to complete. Everything about the castle and the royal grounds was steeped in art and luxury. Vivian and I occupied a home outside the castle now, and one day, we would move in to the castle and call it home.

“I think you should be the one to talk to him.”

I turned to look at my younger brother.

“You’re better at that shit.”

“Only because I don’t cuss every few words.”

“I’m serious.”

I looked at the painting again and gave a sigh.

“It must be done, Talon. I won’t let our family look like a bunch of fools—dead fools.”

“What if it provokes a retaliation?”

“Retaliation?” he asked incredulously. “You speaking to him is the retaliation.”

“It could provoke him to make a bigger move.”

“If he makes a bigger move, then Father will be able to see it.” My brother continued to stare at me. “It must be done—and it must be you.”
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Uncle Barron and his relations were distant connections to the throne, so they weren’t permitted residence on the royal grounds at the top of the cliff with a breathtaking view of the Northern Sea. But my father was generous and granted them handsome accommodations in the city, palaces with gates, higher up the hill than the commoners, with views of the vineyards, and food and goods that were paid for by the castle.

It was more than they deserved.

I rode my horse all the way down the cliffs then took the road along the side of the mountain, entering the rich hillsides full of olive trees and grapes fresh on the vine. The hooves of my horse kicked up dirt along the way, the summer air dry.

I approached the gate to Uncle Barron’s property, and his guards granted me entry. I rode to the double doors of his villa, and one of his servants took my horse and escorted him to the stables where he could have a drink from the trough.

I was escorted inside the parlor, offered a refreshment, and then I sat there alone as I waited for my hosts. There was a stone fireplace against one wall, more for ornamentation than actual use because it was hardly ever cold here. The arms of the furniture had a golden veneer, and the wallpaper was the color of blush. It wasn’t a castle—but it was still more wealth than the villagers could ever imagine.

Moments later, Uncle Barron entered, eyes and hair dark like my father’s. There were distinct differences to his facial features that noted the divide in our family tree, but the relation was still undeniable. The second he looked at me, it was there—the hostility. He approached me slowly, sizing me up like a rat found in his cupboard. He moved to the couch across from me and didn’t bother to bow or shake my hand…or offer any kind of gesture whatsoever.

It was rude and disrespectful—and worthy of a beheading.

But I kept my mouth shut.

He sat across from me. “This is a first. What brings you all the way down from your palace of riches?”

“I don’t live in a palace.”

“But you live on the palace grounds, do you not?”

I could see the glint of greed in his eye, the obsession. “My furniture isn’t covered in gold.”

His eyebrows furrowed at the comeback.

“My wife and I live in humble accommodations, a fraction of this size, and we’re perfectly happy. Perhaps you should appreciate what you have instead of always wanting more.”

“Easy for you to say…heir to the throne.”

We exchanged verbal blows back and forth and dug the trench of resentment even deeper. Now I seemed to be in a worse position than when I started. “I’m sure Jairo and Kael mentioned our encounter in the wine cellar.”

Uncle Barron stared at me so hard, with the visage of a stone statue whose features had been worn down by time.

“When Silas returned to inspect the wine barrel that was supposed to be a gift for my father, it was gone.”

He gave me nothing. Fought as hard as he could to feign complete indifference.

“A bit peculiar, to take back a gift.”

“I was unaware that my sons had a gift for the king.”

I gave a slow nod. “Oh, I’m sure.”

“Perhaps there was some kind of defect with the barrel, and they’ll extend their gift once it’s ready.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe it was full of poison.”

There was a subtle narrowing of his eyes, but the rest of his face remained blank.

“I just suggested there was poison in the barrel, and you have no reaction. That’s a bit peculiar.”

“It’s a ridiculous accusation, m’lord.”

“But you seemed prepared for the accusation. Rehearsed, even.”

His eyes narrowed a bit more.

“I did some research in the royal library. It’s never been confirmed, but scholars believe that Haitus Volietum, my great-uncle, poisoned my grandfather in an attempt to jump the line and receive the crown. Find it hard to believe a man would do that to his own brother… But to some people, blood is as thick as water.”

His eyes remained glued to mine, refusing to give away even an ounce of emotion.

“Poisoning my father would be a bit poetic, wouldn’t it? It didn’t correct the royal line the first time, but perhaps it could work the second time.”

He gave me nothing. Nothing at all.

“So a dragon’s magic didn’t save my grandfather. It righted the wrongs of a murderer.”

He was trim with cords up his neck, his face inherently unkind, even when he was spotted chuckling across the room. He had a darkness in his gaze that was unmistakable, a lack of the brightness my father possessed. Somehow he conveyed nothing in that moment—but still showed how much he despised me.

I spoke again. “I’m happy to forget this conversation ever took place. I’m happy to move forward and leave the past in the dirt with our ancestors, to live in the moment and appreciate what we have. I’ve extended my olive branch—and I hope you take it.”
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CALISTA


We hid in the trees in the mountains, waiting for the sun to pass overhead and dip behind the land. The cold was suddenly inconsequential when it had ravaged my body before. It was either the fire in my blood or the adrenaline.

ARE YOU ALRIGHT, CALISTA? YOU HAVEN’T SPOKEN.

I sat against the log in front of the campfire that Talon taught me how to build. There were no more matches in my pack, but Inferno engulfed the wood in flames with his fire. We were leagues outside of Scorpion Valley, the mountains acting as a wall around the territory. Our lands didn’t extend beyond those borders because there was no passage to the other side—unless you had a dragon.

CALISTA?

My eyes shifted to the red dragon across the campfire.

YOU WORRY ME.

“I’m okay.” Several days had passed since the dead had surrounded me on all sides and Talon had pressed his blade into my neck. I’d vowed to be his enemy forevermore, but he’d still let me go. I’d spent that time in quiet reflection, free for the first time in my adult life but with no idea how to use that freedom. A heavy pain settled on my chest and made it hard to breathe. I stood by my decision—but it fucking hurt.

YOU MADE THE RIGHT DECISION.

I stared into the tree line and ignored his red eyes.

DON’T FEEL GUILTY.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” It hurt to talk about it. It hurt to think about it. When I slept, I saw his black eyes and the rage that burned hotter than a dragon’s flames. I saw the hurt of betrayal, the hatred.

Inferno continued his stare, like he wanted to push the topic forward but refrained from doing so.

“You’ll wait here. I’ll start the journey to Scorpion Valley.”

THAT’LL TAKE DAYS.

“We have no other choice.”

WE CAN FLY UNDER THE COVER OF DARKNESS.

“That would work if your scales were black instead of red.”

I’M PROUD OF MY SCALES. THEY MATCH THE FIRE IN MY SOUL.

“I didn’t mean that as an insult.”

I CAN GET YOU THERE WITHOUT BEING SEEN. IT’S UNWISE TO TREK THROUGH FOREIGN TERRITORY ALONE.

“I don’t want Talon to find us.”

WE CAN’T STOP THAT FROM HAPPENING. WHEN KHAZMUDA IS CLOSE ENOUGH, HE CAN FEEL MY MIND. AND TALON CAN PROBABLY DEDUCE THAT IS THE FIRST PLACE YOU WILL GO SINCE IT WAS YOUR NEST. BUT HE CHOSE TO LET YOU GO, SO I WOULDN’T WORRY ABOUT HIM.

I shifted my gaze back to him.

I MAY NOT LIKE TALON, BUT I BELIEVE IN HIS INTEGRITY. HE DIDN’T FORCE ME INTO SERVITUDE THE FIRST TIME HE PROPOSITIONED ME. HE DIDN’T THE SECOND TIME. WE HAVE NOTHING TO FEAR IN BEING SPOTTED BY ANYONE.

“Do you think he has the power to force you?”

IF HE CAN COMMAND THE DEAD, HE CAN COMMAND THE LIVING.

I looked away, remembering the way he gave me a choice when he didn’t have to. I’d witnessed cruel men do cruel things, but he’d never used that cruelty against me. Then let’s go. I rose to my feet and kicked dirt into the fire.

WHAT DO YOU INTEND TO DO THERE?

“My father knew the location of the dragons. I’m certain of it.”

BUT HE’S GONE.

“The castle is in ruins, but it still stands. I wonder if I can find something in his study.”

WOULDN’T TALON HAVE PICKED THAT CLEAN?

“My father hid things. He showed me his hiding places, where to look if something happened to him.”

I SEE.

“Talon must not have found it…or it’s not there at all.”
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We flew over the trees and approached the valley I once called home. The castle was in the distance, half of it still standing, while the rubble remained at the base. It used to be a pinnacle of power at the top of the hill, a shining beacon of hope to the village below, but now, it was a sign of our destruction.

I held on to the spike as we soared over the village, Inferno’s bright-red scales visible to everyone below. The wind blew through my hair, and I felt power like I’d never known, riding upon the back of a dragon, the fire burning in my veins. I’d returned to my home much stronger than when I’d left it. I would carry the scars for the rest of my life, but only I could see them.

Inferno landed on the open field outside the castle, his heavy body creating a thud that caused a tremor to travel through my entire body. I looked at the castle, moss growing over the outside and wrapping around the stone to the inside. It looked weak, like too much weight in one place would send the whole thing toppling down.

I slid down Inferno’s side and felt my boots hit the earth for the first time in ten years.

I WILL WAIT FOR YOU HERE.

I nodded with my back to him then moved forward, walking through the gardens that had fallen into disarray without the servants to attend to them. Weeds had grown through the cobblestone. It was overgrown, only a few rose bushes still alive.

The door to the rear was missing, so I stepped inside, my eyes needing a moment to adjust to the darkness of the interior. I was near the servants’ corridors and the kitchens. For a moment, I got a waft of pot roast and fresh bread, one of my father’s favorite meals. It disappeared the moment I sensed it, just a trick of my brain.

I moved down the hallways, passing old bedchambers and stepping over fallen chandeliers. There was debris everywhere, wooden clocks knocked over, sculptures smashed upon the floor, paintings with ripped canvasses upon the floor.

The aftermath of the massacre, of when Khazmuda ripped the castle apart as Talon stormed it.

I made it to the grand entrance, one of the heavy doors on the ground from where Khazmuda had kicked it in. The other was hanging off its hinges. The stairs that led beneath the castle to the secret tunnel were still collapsed, the rubble stacked on top.

I looked down at it, still seeing the small hole in the rock where I’d crawled to safety. The commander’s corpse was still buried in there, his family probably never finding it. So much time had passed, it would just be bones now.

I continued through the castle, feeling the ghosts of those who’d passed, feeling a heavy weight on my shoulders even though chunks of the castle were missing and spots of sky were visible.

I had to take the stairs to a higher floor to make it to my father’s study. Sections of the hall were missing, so I had to jump and climb, afraid that the wrong landing would send the castle crumbling.

But I made it to the door—and then stopped.

Because the last time I saw my father, he was slumped over his desk, the vial of poison in his hand, and if he was still inside…he was a skeleton.

Tears started to form in my eyes.

WHAT IS IT?

I’m outside his office.

YOU CAN DO IT, CALISTA.

I’m afraid he’s still in there.

I’M SORRY. I WISH I COULD DO THIS FOR YOU.

I know.

HIS BODY MAY REST THERE, BUT HIS SOUL RESTS IN PEACE.

I stayed in front of the door a moment longer before I took a breath and stepped inside. The smell hit me first, the stale air, the dust that collected on the rug and the curtains. My eyes remained on the floor, looking at the corner where I’d tried to hide from the guards. I couldn’t bring myself to look at the desk, to see his dusty bones.

If I wanted to look through the desk and the hiding spot underneath, I would have to move his body, and the very idea made me sick. Tears pooled in my eyes at the thought because it was far more traumatic than anything else I’d endured. I would take a night with General Titan over this prospect.

I looked at the desk, but he wasn’t there.

I inhaled a breath that came out as a gasp, and the tears spilled down my cheeks in relief. If he wasn’t there, then I didn’t know where he was, but at least he wasn’t in front of me.

ARMED MEN APPROACH THE CASTLE.

How many?

TWO.

I got to work and moved behind my father’s desk. The window was still intact, the curtains still secured apart to let the sunshine spill onto the rug. The dust was visible as particles in the air, floating in suspension.

I crawled under the desk and lay on my back, seeing the panels of the wood above me. My father had shown me where he hid his private things, showed me if I ever needed something. He’d designed the desk with the carpenter to make it undetectable, and the craftsmanship was solid because it took me several moments to remember how to make it come apart. It had to be done in a specific order, with three different steps. I slid one panel down, which released a hook on the other side, underneath the wood. Then I turned the panel clockwise, which released another hook. Then the panel suddenly came loose and was able to be slid sideways. I pushed it aside and saw the box secured underneath.

“It’s still there…”

I pulled the box free then crawled out from underneath the desk so I could open it on the rug. I removed the top and saw the parchment inside, just a couple of sheets, and a gold necklace.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and I clenched my jaw in frustration because I desperately wanted to see what my father had left behind. But I was forced to shove the papers and the necklace into my pocket and right myself, unsheathing my blade and gripping it in my hand.

The first soldier rounded the corner and stilled when he saw me, dressed in armor with my sword drawn.

I stared.

He stared back.

“I don’t want to hurt you.” I was the one who spoke the words, but Talon’s voice said them in my mind. I got a flash of his stare, of the way he said it with such anger and sincerity at the same time. These were still my people, even if they served a new king.

The soldier didn’t reach for his sword. He was older, my father’s age when he passed, and his eyes seemed kind rather than hostile. “Princess Calista…?” His eyes narrowed in disbelief, like he couldn’t believe the sight.

My grip loosened on the sword. “Yes.” I said it proudly, unashamed of my identity, of the blood in my veins that was mixed with fire.

“I don’t expect you to remember me, but I served your father. My name is Ronan.”

“As did I. Arthur.” The other soldier stepped in the doorway. “Is that your dragon?”

“He doesn’t belong to me, but yes, we came here together.”

“King Talon isn’t here, then?” Ronan asked.

“Just me.”

“Have you come to take back the throne?” Arthur asked with hope in his eyes, like they hadn’t forgotten what had happened to this castle either, like they would never forget how our king had been stolen from us.

“Yes—but not today. I was looking for something.”

“If it’s your father, we buried him in the cemetery,” Ronan said. “You can see his headstone.”

Tears welled in my eyes and blurred my vision. My father had claimed his own life, but his people still honored him. They buried my father when I couldn’t, and that gesture meant the world to me. “Thank you.”

“He’ll always be our king,” Ronan said. “And you’ll be our queen…when it’s time.”
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He had been laid to rest with his forefathers, in the royal cemetery reserved for my ancestors. Generations of kings and queens were at peace in the soil, the tombstone the only marker of the lives they had lived.

He had been placed beside my mother.

The tombstone was engraved with a sword and a crown, my family’s royal crest. His name was easy to make out because it was only ten years old, while the other tombstones were almost so degraded they couldn’t be read.

I didn’t want to cry, but it was hard not to.

I’d never really had a chance to grieve. After my father died and Talon let me go, I ran for my life…and I’d never stopped running. This was the first time I’d finally gotten to stop, knowing no one was behind me, that I was a free woman under a tyrant’s reign.

Everything hit me at once, my father’s suicide, my torture by General Titan, the loss of my kingdom…the final words I exchanged with Talon. It collapsed on top of me like the rest of the castle had fallen onto my shoulders.

I cried in a way I’d never allowed myself to cry. Just let it all out.

I sat on the ground and leaned against his tombstone, feeling my father hold me up just the way he did in life. The loss of my mother had been hard because I’d had to watch her slowly wither away and succumb to an illness no one could stop. But the loss of my father had been so quick and unexpected, and that was somehow harder. I’d had no time to prepare for his death. Had no warning what he was about to do. How had he said goodbye to me, knowing that he would be dead just minutes afterward?

He wasn’t a coward.

The soldiers stood by the entrance to the cemetery, keeping their distance as I grieved, looking away so they wouldn’t stare. But then Ronan walked toward me and stopped a few feet away. “I’m sorry to interrupt…but they’re coming.”

“Who?”

“The Death King has lieutenants stationed at each city. The one here sent us to investigate the dragon, assuming it was King Talon, but now that we haven’t reported back, he’s sent more men. You have to go.”

My grief had been cut short, and now I was being driven from my homeland once again. “I understand.” I got to my feet and looked at my father’s gravestone one last time.

“What should we tell the lieutenant?”

I was tired of hiding. Tired of running. “The truth.”

“We can lie and say it was King Talon⁠—”

“King Talon will eventually confirm that’s a lie, and he’ll have your heads for it. You’ve already shown me great kindness by burying my father, and you owe me nothing else.” I placed my palm on my father’s tombstone before I turned away. “One day, I’ll reclaim these lands in the name of my father…and exile King Talon.”
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Inferno landed in the forest, finding an empty clearing just before sunset. Now that people had spotted the mighty red dragon, newfound attention would be on us both, and it was best to stay out of sight when we could.

Once I dismounted, I built a campfire, making the pile of rocks before collecting dead tree branches found on the forest floor. Inferno added his fire to the logs—and then the clearing was illuminated.

I sat on the log that Inferno had retrieved for me, my shoulders heavy from the emotional day. I got to say goodbye to my father, but I also had to confront the Talon I’d first met. My perception of him had changed during our time together, so much that they felt like two different people.

But I was painfully reminded that the two men were one and the same.

Inferno was quiet for a long time. I WISH I COULD SET YOUR PAIN ON FIRE…AND LET IT BURN AWAY.

My eyes lifted to him. “I know.”

I’VE NEVER BEEN FUSED BEFORE—SO FEELING ANOTHER’S EMOTIONS AT THIS INTENSITY IS HARD TO TOLERATE.

“I’m sorry.”

DON’T APOLOGIZE. I’M GLAD WE’RE ONE.

“Soldiers came to the castle while I was in my father’s study, told me they buried my father in the cemetery. I got to visit his tombstone…my mother’s too.”

KING TALON MAY RULE THESE LANDS—BUT YOUR FATHER STILL RULES THEIR HEARTS.

“Yes.”

DID YOU FIND ANYTHING?

After I’d shoved everything into my pocket, I’d forgotten about it, thinking only of my father’s cold tombstone. “I did.” My hand moved into my pocket and pulled out the folded parchment, hastily crinkled in the depths of my pants. I unfolded it, and the necklace fell into my lap. I looked at the first sheet of parchment and recognized my father’s handwriting. It was addressed to me, and that made me swallow. I started to read in my mind, knowing Inferno could hear my thoughts.

My daughter, if you’re reading this, that means I’m no longer with you. I’m sorry that we’ve parted ways, but I know we’ll be reunited once it’s your time to join me. Whether it’s war or illness that’s brought the end of my life, just know that every moment prior has been spent in joy—and that’s because of you. Even the years after I lost your mother were good because I always had you. I know that you’re alone in the world now, but I hope you find the love that I found with your mother, that you have children of your own and know the same happiness that I felt the moment I held you in my arms.

There’s something I need to share with you. I intended to hand you this information once you took the crown and I stepped aside, but that obviously didn’t come to pass. This may come as a shock to you…and I know you’ll have questions that I can never answer. But many generations ago, buried deep in our history, dragons roamed free here…until our kind tried to enslave them. This happened so long ago that this knowledge has been lost—and purposely destroyed. But our bloodline is directly descended from dragons, and it’s been our moral responsibility to protect them. This secret was passed to me from my father, and his father before him, and so on. Now, I pass it to you. As Queen of Scorpion Valley, it’s your job to carry this secret in silence, to ensure that the free people of this world never grow obsessed with dragons and their powers again. You’re the first line of defense—and hopefully the only one you need.

The Guardians of Thalian are located to the north, in Riviana Star, a place you’ve never heard of because anything north of the White Mountains has never been plotted on any map—except the one that I’ve enclosed. If you ever need to travel there, there’s a secret path through the mountains, but the road is long and dangerous. I don’t advise you to go there unless it’s absolutely necessary. It’s marked on your map.

Riviana Star is home to the elves, beings as old and wise as the dragons we serve. They’re generous and kind, but distrustful toward those who aren’t their own. They say more in the words they don’t speak than the ones they do. If you find yourself in their presence, be careful.

And one other thing—my brother Ezra lives in Riviana Star. You may remember him from when you were a child. He chose a life alongside the elves rather than his own kind. I didn’t ask him to stay because it was clear that his heart was set on a different path.

I know you will be a beloved queen—and the man you choose as your husband will be a revered king. I’m sorry that I won’t be there for the special moments of your life, your wedding day, the birth of your first child, for a family dinner on a cold winter night. But now my heart is with you…wherever you go.

Love,

Your Father.

I turned over the page, hoping for the letter to continue, hoping that my last connection with him wasn’t over. As I read the words, I heard his voice clear in my head, a voice I hadn’t heard in a decade. I wanted to believe he was with me, but I also hoped that wasn’t true…because he would see how much I’d suffered since his death.

I suddenly felt a surge of longing, a desperation to tell Khazmuda and Talon what I’d just read, to share with them like I’d shared everything else about my life. But then there was a flood of acid in my mouth, a twinge of pain and self-loathing.

SO THERE ARE FREE DRAGONS IN THIS LAND…

I folded the parchment then grabbed the other sheet, seeing the detailed map of the north, the lands beyond the impassable peaks. The tops were covered with snow all year-round, the elevation so high that it remained a constant frozen wasteland. There was no way through, and after many attempts by many explorers, it had been abandoned.

I stared at the map, seeing a world bigger than the one I’d known my entire life. Riviana Star was marked in bold, a thick forest away from the coast and the mountains. There were other places marked in ink, a place called the Wastelands. It seemed to be a desert like the Arid Sands, just on the opposite side of the mountain range. The secret passage was marked in red, a line that crossed farther west. “We can’t see them in the skies because they’re beyond the White Mountains.”

I’M SURE KING TALON HAS EXPLORED THOSE LANDS WITH KHAZMUDA.

“Yes, you’re probably right.”

THIS HAS BEEN A LONG-KEPT SECRET. I’M NOT SURE HOW THEY’VE MAINTAINED IT.

“I wonder if they’re the same dragons my ancestors tried to enslave…and they flew over the mountains.”

PERHAPS.

“I guess we should travel to Riviana Star. Ask the dragons to help us exile King Talon from our lands.”

I DON’T THINK THEY CARE FOR THE AFFAIRS OF THE LAND THEY ABANDONED.

“Do you think they’ll care about the enslavement of your kin across the sea?”

THEY MAY. THEY MAY NOT. SINCE THEY UNDERSTAND HOW IT FEELS TO BE OPPRESSED, THEY MAY. BUT SINCE THEY UNDERSTAND OPPRESSION AND ARE NOW FREE, THEY MAY NOT WANT TO RISK THEIR SCALES AGAIN.

“Yeah.”

ALL WE CAN DO IS PLEAD OUR CASE AND HOPE THEY LISTEN.

My thoughts drifted back to the black eyes that had pierced into my soul on dark nights, across the campfire in the cold, across private bedchambers. “I’m not sure what to do about Talon.”

MEANING?

“If the dragons agree to help us, then that means we’re on the same side…technically.”

BUT WE DON’T HAVE THE SAME OBJECTIVES.

“We don’t?”

YOU WANT REVENGE FOR WHAT HE’S DONE TO YOU, SO YOU WANT HIM DEAD. YOU ALSO WANT TO SAVE THE DRAGONS BECAUSE IT’S THE RIGHT THING TO DO. HE, ON THE OTHER HAND, ONLY DESIRES TO AVENGE HIS FAMILY.

“I don’t think that’s true. Despite the anger I feel toward him, I can’t deny that he and Khazmuda have deep love for each other. I know he wants to avenge his family, but he wants to help Khazmuda too. And I don’t want him dead.”

YOU’RE GOING TO HAVE TO. BECAUSE DICTATORS LIKE HIM DON’T STOP UNTIL THEY’RE SLAIN. ONCE THEY HAVE POWER, THEY NEVER LET GO. Inferno stared at me, his eyes locked on my face.

When the stare was too much, I looked away.

I UNDERSTAND YOUR FEELINGS FOR HIM ARE COMPLICATED, BUT IF YOU DON’T KILL HIM, HE’LL KILL YOU.

“He could have killed me, but he let me go.”

HE LET YOU GO THIS TIME. BUT THAT WON’T HAPPEN AGAIN. HIS ANGER WILL FESTER IN YOUR SEPARATION. THEY SAY DISTANCE MAKES THE HEART GROW FONDER. IT ALSO MAKES THE ANGER GROW DEEPER. YOU BETRAYED HIM, AND AS THAT BETRAYAL SETTLES MORE COMPLETELY INTO HIS BONES, HIS RAGE WILL GROW LIKE AN UNSTOPPABLE WEED. WHETHER YOU WANT TO ADMIT IT OR NOT, YOU’RE OFFICIALLY ENEMIES.

I stared at the fire, remembering how palpable that rage was, the way it heated my face just like real flames.

A long stretch of silence passed. LET’S LEAVE FOR RIVIANA STAR IN THE MORNING. I’M EXCITED TO SEE DRAGONS IN THE SKIES ONCE AGAIN.

“Yeah…me too.”
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TALON


Khazmuda and I returned to the castle.

Days had passed, and we didn’t speak. Not that he didn’t try to address me, but I blocked my mind from his with a wall so thick that it rivaled the rocky mountains that bordered this land.

My time had been spent alone, either gazing into the depths of the fire in the hearth or staring at the ceiling in bed. My time in the wild made me crave the luxuries of home, but after what happened, I lacked an appetite.

All I did was drink.

When enough time had passed, I finally lowered the defense around my mind so Khazmuda could approach if he wished.

It took him less than a minute to feel my mind. Are you ready to talk?

No. But I’m ready to listen to all the shit I already know you’ll say. I sat in front of the fire with a drink in my hand, wearing my trousers and nothing else, the ghost of my lover still in the room with me.

I tried to warn you—but you didn’t listen.

Then go ahead and say it. I told you so.

He was quiet.

Say it.

Khazmuda let the silence pass.

I took a drink from my glass.

More silence passed.

Why did you let her go?

Because I had to.

Why? You were the one with the blade to her neck.

But she was the one with the power.

How so?

Because she would rather die than come back with me—and she meant it. The determination in her eyes was like a beacon of truth. She’d submitted in the past, to men unworthy of her obedience, and now she was done. I could see it in her eyes, the calm defeat, the acceptance. I couldn’t kill her.

She betrayed you.

I know.

She betrayed me.

She has no issue with you, Khazmuda. Only me.

I was the one who helped you take these lands. I’m equally responsible.

That’s not how she sees it. Her hatred was reserved only for me.

She planned this from the beginning. Was just waiting to make her move, waiting until we gave her a dragon before she backstabbed us. The betrayal is unforgivable after everything we’ve done for her, after everything you shared with her.

I watched the flames in silence, my fingers wrapped around the cool glass. I don’t like what she did, but I respect it.

Khazmuda turned quiet, his shock evident.

She’s right. What I did to her is exactly what Barron did to me.

He remained quiet.

I didn’t kill her father, but I would have…and she knows it. I told my lieutenants to harvest slaves to work in the Arid Sands, and that was how she ended up a prisoner under General Titan’s regime. She lost her innocence and her dignity…because of me. If I hadn’t come to these lands, she would be happy and unscarred. She would be queen of her people when her father reached old age, but I destroyed her castle with fire and the army of the dead. I’d be a fucking hypocrite if I said I didn’t understand.

Khazmuda seemed lured into silence.

I understand better than anyone.

I can tell she hurt you.

My eyes dropped down to my glass.

I can feel it.

I learned not to trust anyone a long time ago, and I forgot that lesson. That’s my own fault. I knew she was hiding something from me, but I chose to ignore it. I learned my lesson again—and this time, I won’t forget it.

A stretch of silence passed.

The conversation seemed over.

But then Khazmuda spoke again. What do we do now?

Lieutenant Abernathy reported her appearance in Scorpion Valley. I knew that was where she would go first. But I think it was for more than to visit her old home and her father’s grave. Now that she knows her father was connected to the dragons, she probably returned to search for information…because she knows where to look.

You think so? She gave no indication she knew anything of dragons when we met, not even the gift.

She was sincere. I doubt her father ever shared that information with her because she was too young. But I’m sure he shared his secret hiding places with her…

Then we need to follow her…but she’s probably already left Scorpion Valley by now.

We don’t need to follow her to know where she is.

We don’t?

No. I have another idea.
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Bahamut. I sat in the armchair in front of the fire, waiting for his apparition to come from the air itself. The only answer to my command was the crackling flames and the silence that surrounded it. Minutes passed, and nothing happened.

Then I blinked—and there he was.

Sitting in the other armchair, one ankle resting on the opposite knee, making himself comfortable like it was his own bedchambers. “The prisoner you bedded betrayed you the first chance she got…what a surprise.” He stared at the flames for a moment before he turned to look at me, a knowing stare on his face.

“You knew who she was.”

“Of course. I know everything.”

“This could have been prevented if you had enlightened me.”

His eyes remained locked on mine. “It would have changed nothing, and you know it. And like I’ve already told you, I don’t interfere with the lives of the living.”

“You interfered with mine.”

“No. You interfered with mine when you came to me. Let’s not rewrite history.” He looked at the fire again. “What do you seek?”

“I need something from you.”

He turned to look at me again. “Haven’t I already given you everything?”

“To give suggests you get nothing in return, and we both know it came at a hefty cost.”

“I told you I can’t interfere with the living.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

“Then what do you seek?”

My arms rested over the edge of the armrests, the fire hot on my bare chest. To anyone watching the scene unfold, they would see me speaking to the fire, not the god beside me. “I need to be the god of the underworld—temporarily.”
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CALISTA


Inferno flew over the White Mountains—and then I was farther away from home than I’d ever been. The mountains were as perilous as they claimed. Not only were they high, but they were deep, the mountain ranges stretching for leagues to the north, the peaks covered with snow, the air cold and painful on the lungs.

But it was beautiful.

The sun was shining on the clear day, the snow beneath reflecting the bright sunlight like stars in the sky. The wind whipped through my hair and stung my eyes, but I would never get tired of the exhilaration of being on the back of a dragon.

I held on to the spike in front of me, but any time Inferno shifted or slowed, I felt my body lean forward, and if the jerk was too profound, I could easily stab myself through the neck or the face. We need to make a saddle soon.

THE ELVES WILL KNOW.

Khazmuda doesn’t have spikes like this.

EVERY DRAGON IS DIFFERENT. NO TWO SCALES ARE THE SAME.

I love the color of your scales. Such a pretty color.

PRETTY?

I mean…vibrant and distinctive.

THAT’S BETTER.

We traveled across the mountains and saw the world grow flat, the ground green and lush. To the east, I could see how the terrain changed, how the green faded and turned into a yellowish-brown. That must be the Wastelands.

YES. IT MATCHES THE MAP.

That means we’re close to Riviana Star. All I’ve ever known is our lands, and now I realize how small it really is. This place seems uninhabited by humans…but so much bigger. I wonder how different our lives would be if humans could scale the mountain.

THEY WOULD BE RULED BY ELVES, OR ELVES WOULD BE RULED BY THEM.

You think?

I KNOW. IT’S NOT POSSIBLE FOR TWO RACES TO EXIST PEACEFULLY.

Talon said his people and yours lived peacefully together.

UNTIL WE DIDN’T.

We flew for hours, the air warmer now that the mountains were behind us, but it still made my eyes smart.

I think that’s it. A forest became visible, dense with trees, nothing visible beyond the lush canopy. I just realized we haven’t seen a single dragon in the sky. I expected it to be full of Khazmuda’s kind, brilliant scales gleaming in the daylight. Mighty roars carrying on the wind. Dragons sleeping on rocks and absorbing the sun’s rays.

YOU’RE RIGHT. AND THAT FOREST IS FAR TOO DENSE FOR MY KIND.

Do you think my father was wrong?

PERHAPS THINGS HAVE CHANGED SINCE THAT LETTER WAS WRITTEN.

Like what?

SOMEONE ELSE CONQUERED THE ELVES AND THE DRAGONS.

That seems impossible.

I’VE SEEN IT HAPPEN BEFORE. AND IT’LL HAPPEN AGAIN.

I’m not sure what to do. I can’t risk anything happening to you.

I DON’T WANT TO RISK YOU EITHER, CALISTA.

We came down for a landing, several leagues away from the forest that was marked on the map. I climbed off the dragon and finally stood on my own two feet after several hours of sitting still. I paced for a while, letting all the tight muscles loosen. “Relatively speaking, the distance isn’t that great between here and Scorpion Valley…at least as the crow flies.”

IT’S NOT.

The forest was visible in the distance, and I stared at the tree line, wondering if someone was staring back. It looked quiet from where I stood, no guard posts visible. If I didn’t know that the elves lived there, I would assume it was just an uninhabited forest. “I’ll go alone…and let you know what I find.”

Inferno turned his enormous head to look at me. IF ANYONE IS WATCHING, THEY ALREADY KNOW I’M HERE.

“But they can’t capture you from this distance. You’re a lot more valuable than I am, Inferno.”

I DISAGREE, CALISTA. YOU WANT TO HELP ME OUT OF THE GOODNESS OF YOUR HEART, NOT FOR A SELFISH ULTERIOR MOTIVE LIKE THE OTHER TWO.

“Honestly, I’m just as selfish as they are.”

Inferno stared at me for a long time, his red eyes considering. HOW SO?

I almost couldn’t bring myself to say it, not wanting to admit it to myself. “For the first time in ten years, I’m free. But I have nowhere to go, and no one to see.” My family was dead. My home was destroyed. “I have no other purpose.”

I KNOW YOUR HEART—AND KNOW IT’S IN THE RIGHT PLACE.

“I want to reclaim my kingdom and drive out the man who destroyed it. And I need the dragons to do that, so I’m just as bad as he is. I thought we were different, but I’m realizing we’re the same person.”

He continued to watch me, sympathy in his eyes.

“You can’t tell me I’m good and he’s evil, because we’re one and the same.”

Inferno said nothing.

I didn’t expect him to argue with me, not when there was no foundation to stand on. I did care for the dragons, cared for Khazmuda and Inferno and wanted them to be free in all the skies, but I did want my crown. I did want my revenge against Talon. “I’ll enter the forest and report back what I find. If it’s safe, I’ll let you know. And if it’s not…”

I’LL BURN IT TO THE GROUND.
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I walked across the land that seemed untouched by humans. There were no trails for horses and carts, no footprints of passersby in the soil, no sign that the land was inhabited at all. It wasn’t cold the way it was on the other side of the mountains, welcoming rather than harsh, slightly humid.

The closer I came to the forest, the more I realized its size. Not just in leagues, but in height. The trees were taller than the ones I knew back at home, much taller. The canopy was so high in the air it was hard to see the top. Consolidated and dense, it seemed unlikely that sunshine could touch the forest floor.

The closer I came, the open ground was replaced by trees, and they became denser as I approached the tree line. The sounds of the birds became louder, thousands of them chirping in the branches of the trees, all singing different songs, so it was a cacophony of music.

I peered past the trees into the shade, seeing the white flowers on the forest floor. There were wildlands back home with forests and trees, but they were different from these. There were pines with moss growing on the north side, with pinecones and rocks on the ground. But here, the leaves were a lighter green, the trunks paler in color. Flowers were everywhere, birds praising their beautiful world.

I’d never seen anything like it.

I stepped into the forest and that music continued, the birds everywhere, high into the trees, so far toward the canopy that I couldn’t distinguish their features. I moved forward, through the bushes and the flowers, and then a bird swooped down in front of me.

It landed twenty feet away, having an enormous beak that was orange and yellow, its body black, its eyes intelligent. He cocked his head left and right as he looked at me, sizing me up like he knew I didn’t belong there. Then he hopped and released a loud call from his enormous beak before he took flight.

I watched him go before I proceeded forward, farther into the forest.

WHAT DO YOU SEE?

It’s beautiful. Lush and green, lots of birds.

YOU DON’T SEE ANYONE?

A cute bird said hello, but that was it.

PROCEED WITH CAUTION.

I will. I continued my journey deeper into the forest, seeing patches of sunlight on the forest floor coming from the small openings in the canopy. It was cooler in the shade, but it was a nice reprieve from the hot sun.

I walked for a long time, heading deeper into the forest and seeing the same trees and flowers over and over. The birds remained constant, claiming the canopy for their homes. The place was so big that I wondered if I would find anyone inside, even if the elves lived here. It would be easy to get lost if I couldn’t feel Inferno’s mind and know the trail back to the tree line.

I’d just been appreciating the tranquility of the forest when I blinked, and everything changed.

“Halt.”

I was surrounded on all sides, soldiers appearing from their hidden spots behind trees and rocks. Dressed in dark green armor with black capes, some had their swords at the ready, but most of them had arrows aimed at my exposed neck.

I stopped and felt my lungs freeze. I had a sword at my hip, but I didn’t reach for it. Instead, I raised my hands slightly, away from the hilt of my sword, to show my peaceful intention. “My name is Calista Laurier. My father was King Laurier of Scorpion Valley. He was killed ten years ago when the Death King claimed our lands for his own. My father left me a letter and a map directing me to Riviana Star, and that’s why I’m here.” My hands remained in the air, looking at the soldier who seemed to be in charge because he was the only one who didn’t point an arrow at me or grip his sword in his hand. His armor was different from the rest, heavier with medals pinned to his chest that looked like flowers. He had dark hair, wrinkles in the corners of his eyes like he was several decades older than me, but he was muscular, cords running up his neck, and his eyes had that same authority that Talon’s did.

He continued to size me up, his green eyes piercing into my face.

I stared back, waiting for him to say something. “Who are you?”

He raised one hand slightly, and the soldiers immediately lowered their bows and returned their swords to their scabbards.

“Are you the king?”

He came closer until we were just feet apart. “There is no king in Riviana Star. We serve Queen Eldinar, who has sat upon the throne the last fifteen hundred years, the most powerful and beautiful queen who’s ever lived. It’s an honor to serve her.”

“I would love to meet her, if I’m welcome.”

“Are you alone?” His eyes remained sharp like the edge of the sword he didn’t draw.

“Yes, I’m alone.” Inferno was leagues away from the forest, so I considered myself alone.

He watched me for another moment before he turned away. “Follow me. It’s a long journey.”
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We walked in silence for hours, the muscular human in the lead, while the other elves flanked me from behind. Elves and humans were hardly distinguishable. The only real difference I could see was in their complexion. The elves had a glow to their skin, so unblemished it looked like glass, forever youthful. The human, however, looked like time had slowly ravaged his appearance. There were lines around his eyes, a hollowness to his cheeks, spots of gray in his hair.

ARE YOU SAFE?

Yes. I ran into soldiers, and now they’re escorting me to Riviana Star.

DID THEY HURT YOU?

They haven’t touched me. They didn’t try to restrain me or grab me by the elbow. I was already treated with more respect than I’d ever had in someone else’s lands. They’re taking me to their queen, Queen Eldinar.

DID THEY MENTION ME?

No. They asked if I was alone, and I said yes.

REMAIN VIGILANT.

Always. “Your forest is beautiful.”

He didn’t turn around. “The forest is not ours. We don’t believe in ownership the way humans do.”

“You’re a human.” I cocked an eyebrow.

He came to a sudden halt and looked at me over his shoulder.

Everyone else halted too, in sync with his movements.

I glanced around me before I looked at him again. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Then perhaps you shouldn’t speak.” He moved forward again, his cape billowing behind him, his presence so distinguished that it reminded me of Talon, the way he changed the atmosphere of a room just by being in it.

We continued our walk, several more hours passing. We stopped for short breaks, and I drank water from my canteen, but I didn’t have any food. There seemed to be berries in the nearby bushes, but I didn’t dare take anything from their forest without their permission. And I didn’t want to ask for permission, because that might offend them too.

I knew when we were close to the Riviana Star because the sound changed. Instead of hearing the birds chirp at the tops of the trees, I heard music. A light, ethereal sound with harps and stringed instruments. It grew louder the closer I came, and then there was a hum, a hum that felt audible or vibrational, I couldn’t tell which. “That music…where is it coming from?”

“Riviana—the heart of the forest.”

“I assumed it was coming from your city. I meant, is it coming from the elves? Because it seems to be everywhere all at once⁠—”

He halted and turned back to me, the annoyance in his eyes. “Riviana is the great tree at the center of our forest. The source of our power, of our longevity, of our purity. The music you hear is coming from her—not from us.” He turned forward again and continued.

That music came from a tree? I had questions, but I was smart enough not to ask them. The trees started to thin once we reached the center, more space between the trunks, less of a forest and more of a clearing. Then we reached the main path, and the city of Riviana Star appeared—tree houses in the boughs, glowing lanterns hanging from branches, a royal structure that rose high into the trees with statues erected in the front, of a female elf with long hair as she held a butterfly in her open palm, of a man in the armor of a king, standing tall and proud with one hand upon the hilt of his sword, one of the birds I’d seen earlier perched on his shoulder.

The music was louder now, but not so loud it was overwhelming.

My eyes took in the sight of a place I couldn’t have imagined before I saw it. I looked down the paths and saw the city branch farther into the distance, seeing a market where elves gathered to buy their produce and essentials. The women all wore dresses in a deep, olive green with different flower arrangements in their hair. The men wore dark trousers and dark shirts, tall and lean.

I looked elsewhere so long that I lost my trail and felt an arm grab me to bring me back in line. When I looked forward again, I was behind the human, heading to the royal structure with the statues, the walls covered with ivy and flowers. “It’s so beautiful.” I’d seen the beauty of the wildlands, even appreciated the isolation of the Arid Sands, had seen the mighty scales of a powerful dragon, but I’d never seen anything like this. The peace…I could feel it like raindrops on my skin.

The man ignored me as he led the way to the staircase. The elves who had escorted me there remained outside near the statues so we could make our way alone.

This time, he waited for me to join his side before we proceeded forward. He had a heavy sword across his back, just the way Talon did, and he also had a bow and a quiver of arrows. There was another blade along his hip, a man outfitted for war in a place of peace.

We entered the building and moved past the guards positioned on either side into a hall with another staircase—the throne placed at the top. There were open windows along the wall, no glass separating the exterior from the interior so the ivy could grow inside as well as the outside. It brought natural light to the room, natural light that blanketed the queen in an ethereal glow.

I stared at her and was immediately at a loss for words.

She really was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, with long blond hair woven into a crown of white flowers, skin the color of snow and eyes the color of the ocean and ice. She wore a white dress, flowers stitched into the fabric, the sleeves reaching down her arms to her wrists. She sat with a perfectly straight spine that didn’t touch the back of the chair, and her ankles were crossed as they rested on the floor, the beautiful gown spilling out around her.

I rarely grew nervous, but she made me lose my voice.

The man who escorted me there stepped forward and looked upon his queen. “I present to you Queen Eldinar, Queen of Riviana Star.” His stare lingered for seconds before he turned to me. “Bow.”

“Of course.” I’d never been asked to bow in my life. I didn’t bow for King Theodore in the capital, and no one ever bowed to my father. I bowed to Talon…but in a different way. I bowed to Queen Eldinar, holding the position for seconds before I righted myself once again. “Your forest is beautiful…as are you.”

Her hands were positioned on the armrests, and she watched me with the same hardness, regarding me as an enemy rather than a friend.

I tried to remember that I’d shown up at their borders uninvited, and anyone would be uneasy.

The man spoke again. “This is Calista Laurier, daughter of King Laurier from Scorpion Valley. He disclosed the location of our forest, so she made the journey here. Although, I’m not sure why.” His hands moved behind his back, and he turned his stare back to me. “I asked if she came alone, and she said yes—but we saw her emerge from the back of a red dragon. So take her words with caution.”

My eyes snapped back at him. “Do you see a red dragon standing next to me? Then yes, I’m alone.”

“You could have disclosed that, nonetheless.”

“You didn’t even tell me your name, so why am I obligated to tell you my life story?” I snapped.

“If you want to be recognized as an ally rather than a foe in a foreign land, it’s wise to be transparent.” This time, the queen spoke, and her voice was strong and authoritative, but it was also soft like the flowers in her hair.

“I’ve proven I’m your ally,” I said. “I told you my father died and gave me this information.”

“That proves nothing,” the man said. “You’ve been gone from Scorpion Valley for ten years, so your allegiances are unknown.”

“How did you know I was gone for ten years?” I sized up the man beside me, realizing he was more than just a soldier to the queen.

“We have our spies in your lands,” Queen Eldinar said.

“Then you know that the Death King conquered our lands in his name, and you did nothing.” I looked at her, holding her personally responsible. “My father died to keep your location a secret, and you did nothing. You question my allyship—but now I question yours.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly.

When the man spoke to me again, his anger was irrepressible. “Speak to my queen like that again, and I’ll personally escort you from these lands.”

The queen didn’t look at him, eyes still on me. “Your father fulfilled his obligation, and for that, we’re eternally grateful. He believed in our cause, that the dragons must be protected from the greed of men. To challenge the Death King, we would have to expose ourselves—and put our secret at risk. I’m sorry for what happened to your father and your people, but there was nothing we could do.”

“So you’ve just been sitting here for ten years?” I asked. “Going about your daily lives? Because I was a slave in the Arid Sands for that time, under the thumb of a corrupt general and then a prisoner to the Death King himself. While you’ve sat here and done nothing, I’ve been subjected to unspeakable cruelty.”

The queen turned quiet.

The man said nothing.

Silence hung heavy between us, so heavy it felt like the sun had disappeared even though it was barely dusk.

The queen found her bearings. “You escaped the Death King?”

“Yes.”

“How?” Her voice was stronger now, her spine straighter.

It was far too complicated for a couple of sentences. “I fled.”

“You don’t flee the Death King when you command a powerful red dragon,” she said. “He will hunt you upon the back of Khazmuda—and that will lead him straight here. You exposed the very thing that your father tried to protect. You must leave.”

“He won’t come for me⁠—”

“He will not stop until he has that dragon in his possession,” the queen said.

Now, I wished I hadn’t shared any of this. “I said he won’t come for me.”

“Why?” Now, the man spoke. “Why are you so certain?”

“Because…” What words could I ever find to describe our relationship? “Because he let me go.”

“He let you go.” The queen repeated the words slowly, like saying the sentence aloud would make it make sense.

“And why would he do such a thing?” she asked. “When you’re in possession of something that would make him even more powerful?”

I didn’t have the answer she sought. Truth be told, even I didn’t know why he let me go. He had the sword to my neck and could have swiped it clean from my shoulders, but he’d mounted Khazmuda and left. “I told him I would rather die than submit, so he had no other choice.”

“That did not answer the question,” the man said. “He could have killed you and taken the dragon. Why would he show such mercy?”

I was backed into a corner, with nowhere to run except the truth.

But the queen figured it out first. “Because you were more than his prisoner.” It was a simple statement, no longer an interrogation, and her stare burned right through me. “I understand now.”

The man stared up at his queen, his hands behind his back.

“But that still makes you a great danger to us,” she said. “There’s no guarantee he’ll extend us the same mercy he’s extended to you. It’s imperative that you leave before he discovers your whereabouts. I suspect whatever relationship you two have is not over.”

“It is over⁠—”

“It’s never over, child.”

I suddenly felt my pulse in my neck, felt the flush of heat across my skin. “I told him we were enemies, that I would take back my kingdom and drive him out of these lands. I’m pretty sure that means it’s over.”

“And how do you intend to do that?” She tilted her head slightly, her eyes looking like ice.

“That’s why I’m here, because I thought you could help.”

“Help you defeat the Death King?” she asked incredulously. “The man who breaks the Oath of Caelum and raises the dead? The man who’s hell-bent on his own interests, despite the decimation it causes to people like you and us? The man who’s somehow earned the undying loyalty of a black dragon? No, we will not help you.”

The disappointment stung like the stinger of a wasp. “That’s a cowardly thing for a queen to say⁠—”

The man unsheathed his blade with lightning speed and placed it right at my neck.

“Ezra.”

His blade shook before he sheathed it once more.

My disappointment was replaced by pain, a powerful burst of it. I turned to look at the man who had escorted me here, the man who had a vague resemblance to my father, a connection I didn’t see because I was distracted by my circumstance. “You’re my uncle…and you raise your sword to me?”

He looked at me without a hint of affection. “We’re the same blood, but that doesn’t mean we’re the same people.”

The pain intensified. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected from him when we met, but I had definitely expected more than this.

“Until I know your truth, I can’t embrace you as my own.” Ezra looked at me without a hint of apology. “The last time we met, you were a young child, so we’re strangers as far as I’m concerned.”

I’d been on my own for a long time, ten horrible years, and I didn’t realize how much I wanted a familial connection until it was denied to me. It stung more than I would ever show. “I’m sure my father would be pleased to hear that.” I kept my eyes on the queen so I wouldn’t have to see my father’s eyes staring back at me. “In the time I spent with the Death King, his search for the dragons was relentless. He will not stop until he finds them. It might take years or decades or longer, but I assure you, he’ll figure it out. It’s better to be proactive in extinguishing his power than letting it show up on your doorstep while you sleep.”

The queen stared at me, her fingers starting to drum on the armrest.

“He told me his story…that his family was murdered by a close enemy, and he’s determined to get his revenge. That kind of ambition does not fade over time, nor does he. I suspect he’s immortal, but I’m not entirely sure.”

She remained quiet, her eyes glued to mine and unblinking. “So your plan is to defeat him then secure the kingdoms for your own?”

“I would return the capital to King Theodore’s heirs…if they still live…and then take the crown for Scorpion Valley, the place my family has ruled for generations. Peace would return to this world once it’s no longer controlled by a necromancer.”

Her fingers continued to drum. “Then you intend to use the dragons against him.”

“I see no other way.” The elves might have thousands of soldiers, but Talon could conjure an army from any soil he stood upon. He was far too powerful to defeat with normal means.

“Then you’re no different from him…from anyone else.”

My eyebrows furrowed.

“Dragons are not to be used. They’re to be respected.”

“I wouldn’t use them. I would ask for their help, and they can choose to give it.”

“And why would they help you?”

“Because once he’s gone, they can fly free in our lands. We would never subjugate them again.”

“Once he’s gone…” Her eyes shifted away as she considered what I said. “I’ve noticed that you’ve never once described him as dead, only gone and defeated.”

I swallowed.

“Because you can’t kill him.”

“Not everything has to end in bloodshed⁠—”

“There is no scenario in which the Death King is vanquished by exile. You said yourself that his ambition is relentless. Death is the only thing that will stop that madman and his endless rage. You request our aid but are unwilling to do what it takes to win.”

“He’s not as evil as you describe⁠—”

“You recounted all the horrible things he’s done to you, but now he’s not evil?”

“It’s more complicated than that⁠—”

“Your allegiance is complicated,” she said simply. “That’s the only thing that is clear.”

This had gone far worse than I’d ever expected. “The red dragon’s name is Inferno. He’s from the Southern Isles, the same place where the Death King comes from. His species was taken prisoner by the same man who killed the Death King’s family. Those dragons are still enslaved—and he wants to petition help from the other dragons. If you don’t want to help me defeat the Death King, then that’s fine. I’ll do it myself. But please help him.”

She stared me down coldly. “You have many requests.”

“I accept your rejection, but don’t reject his plea. My father said you’re the Guardians of Thalian. Thalian must be the land of the dragons because there’s no way they’re confined to this forest. There are more dragons out there that need your help. They deserve to be free just as much.”

Her eyes shifted to Ezra before they came back to me. “We can’t risk the remaining free dragons. They’ve suffered enough at the hands of your people. We safeguard their peace and will continue to do so.”

Every request I’d made had been shot down, and my own uncle viewed me as a stranger. I’d failed in my quest and had nowhere to go. I had nothing else to say. My eyes moved to the floor as the defeat swept over me. But then I thought of Inferno, alone just like me. “If you won’t help me or ask the dragons for their aid, then could you at least take Inferno to Thalian, where he can live a free life among his kind?” I would lose my only friend, and I would truly be alone, stuck on this side of the mountain until I found the secret passage to the other side, but I wasn’t sure what reason I had to go back anyway.

The daggers in her eyes slowly retreated, and her hostility passed like a floating cloud. “You’re fused with Inferno?”

“Yes.”

“And you would unfuse with him?”

“Yes.” I said it without hesitation.

“You would lose your powers and your immortality,” she said. “Do you understand that?”

“I never expected to be fused with him forever. I knew we would part ways once our mission was over. We’ll be parting sooner than that, and that’s okay. I know he’ll be disappointed that we won’t be able to free his kin…his sister, but he’s not stupid. There’s no way we can do this alone. He’ll just get himself killed, so he should make a life in Thalian and start over. I’m sure his kin would understand.”

She continued to stare at me like she wanted me to say more.

But I was empty.

She turned her gaze to Ezra. “I wish to speak in private.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Ezra turned to me and gestured to the entryway.

I didn’t say goodbye before I walked out, taking the hallway until I left the building and moved down the steps to where the statues had been erected.

Ezra instructed his men to guard me, like I would run off.

He returned to the building and disappeared.

I stood there and watched the elves come and go, passing on the trail with beautiful flowers in their hair. When I first saw this place, I was excited by its beauty and serenity. It was a shame I would have to leave it so soon.

I must have stood there for nearly an hour before Ezra returned.

When the soldiers saw his approach, they all stiffened.

Ezra walked up to me then gestured with his hand, silently dismissing the soldiers who’d held their positions.

They moved away out of earshot.

“Queen Eldinar has carefully considered your predicament. Since you’ve selflessly offered to release Inferno to the Thalian sanctuary, she’s chosen to offer you asylum here in Riviana Star. You may call this place your home, but it must remain your home permanently.”

I expected him to grab me by the arm and escort me from the forest like a prisoner, not to offer me anything at all. Seconds passed as I looked at him, trying to understand their sudden extension of generosity. “You don’t offer out of sympathy or reward. You just don’t trust me.” Queen Eldinar feared I would share their location with someone—like the Death King. Keeping me here was the safest move.

Ezra didn’t refute the accusation.

“What if I refuse?” Would they keep me prisoner? Did they make the offer in the hope I would take it and they wouldn’t have to get their hands dirty?

“We aren’t like the Death King and the others who’ve wronged you. You’re free to go, but based on what you described, I’m not sure what your options are.”

I looked away, his words hitting too close to home.

“Only a sincere heart would willingly unfuse from a dragon, would relinquish their power and longevity. But you’ve looked beyond yourself and put your dragon first. Perhaps we’re more alike than I previously assumed.”

I continued to stare at the statue, seeing him in my peripheral vision.

“You could lie, tell him that we don’t know where the dragons are, and find your next destination. But you’ve put him before yourself. A very admirable quality—the same quality that your father had.”

I turned back to him.

“What is your decision?”

“I—I don’t know.”

“What are your other options?” he asked. “What’s waiting for you on the other side of the mountain?”

It wasn’t the valley of my childhood home that came to my mind. It wasn’t the hills of desert in the Arid Sands. It was the dark eyes with the hint of gold deep in their abysses, the warm fireplace that heated the bedroom and cast shadows in the corners, the silence in a powerful stare.

I pushed it from my mind and tried to pretend it hadn’t been there in the first place. “You’re right. I have nowhere to go.” If I returned to my lands, I would have to start over, find a trade in Scorpion Valley, earn money and hopefully buy a dwelling, but that would just be existing…not living. “My father is dead…my mother is dead… Scorpion Valley is ruled by someone I can never vanquish on my own.”

For once, Ezra looked at me with pity in his eyes.

“I’ll speak with Inferno.”


4
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CALISTA


Ezra and his soldiers returned me to the border of the forest. It was a long journey, one that took place in the darkness. Fireflies lit the forest floor, illuminating the path through the trees. I was tired but didn’t complain, the sadness heavy in my heart.

We reached the tree line, the world dark without the fireflies.

“You should stay here until morning,” Ezra said. “You can build a campfire, but it must be at least a hundred feet from the tree line. Fire is prohibited in our forest. We’ll come back for you in the morning.”

“Alright.” I stepped away from the company and moved into the opening, feeling the temperature drop once the canopy didn’t cover the sky. It was a clear night and the moon was bright, so I was able to build a campfire but unable to light it because I didn’t bring matches. I just left the forest. I’m at the same entrance where I went in.

IS IT SAFE?

They would never harm you.

I’M COMING.

Minutes later, I heard him before I saw him, heard his powerful wings lift his large body. His silhouette was visible in the darkness, and then he landed with a heavy thud. Without being asked, he released a small jet of fire with his nostrils and lit the campfire.

The flames immediately leaped up and illuminated the clearing.

HOW ARE YOU? He dipped his head to me and rubbed his snout against my cheek.

My heart had been heavy with sadness, but the second I felt his touch, I melted. “I’m okay. What about you?”

YOU’VE BEEN GONE ALL DAY. I STARTED TO WORRY.

“There’s nothing to fear from the elves.”

TELL ME EVERYTHING.

I shared the extensive conversation with Queen Eldinar and Ezra. “I don’t think they’ll ever change their mind.”

THEY CLAIM THEY WANT TO PROTECT THE DRAGONS, BUT THE DRAGONS DESERVE TO KNOW WHAT’S BEFALLEN THEIR KIN ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE WORLD. THEY HAVE NO RIGHT TO CENSOR INFORMATION.

“But they don’t trust me, so I’m not surprised they won’t share their location with me.”

YOU HAVE NO IDEA WHERE IT IS?

“No. But I suspect it’s far away from here. There’s no way the dragons are in the forest. There are open clearings, but it would still be suffocating for someone of your size.”

TRUE.

“We should unfuse…and you should travel to Thalian.”

Inferno lay upon the ground, his chin on the dirt so our eyes could be level as I sat on the boulder. WHY DO WE HAVE TO UNFUSE?

“Because if we don’t, we’ll be able to communicate…and you’ll be able to tell me where it’s located.”

AND WHAT WILL YOU DO?

“They’ve offered to let me live here.”

He watched me, his eyes even more red from the flames. WHAT ARE YOUR THOUGHTS ABOUT THAT?

“I have nowhere else to go, so…” I stared at the flames because it was such a painful thing to say. Until I had a family of my own, I would always feel lost and detached from the world. “The forest is beautiful and magical, and my uncle lives there.”

I DON’T APPRECIATE HOW HE TREATED YOU.

“I don’t either, but he lightened up at the end. I’m not sure if we’ll ever be close, but I don’t think it’s impossible either.”

He watched the fire for a while. I DON’T WANT TO LEAVE YOU.

“I know.”

OUR TIME TOGETHER HAS BEEN SO BRIEF.

“I know. But you deserve to be happy, Inferno. You deserve to live among your own kind and soar high into the sky and almost touch the sun.”

I DON’T KNOW IF I CAN EVER BE HAPPY, KNOWING MY SISTER IS MISERABLE.

My eyes dropped to the fire.

THAT EVERY DRAGON I’VE EVER KNOWN SERVES AS A STEED TO GREEDY MEN.

“I know it’s hard, but there’s nothing we can do.”

THEY WON’T LET YOU TRAVEL TO THALIAN AND ASK THE DRAGONS FOR HELP, BUT THEY CAN’T STOP ME FROM ASKING.

My eyes lifted from the fire to look into his.

AND I WILL.

“You’re right. You have the right to ask.”

IF I GATHER ENOUGH DRAGONS, I’LL RETURN HERE TO FETCH YOU. WE’LL FUSE AGAIN AND FLY SOUTH TO DEFEAT THAT MAD KING AND HIS SHAMANS.

I nodded in agreement, but I thought there was little to no chance he would succeed. The dragons wouldn’t upend their peaceful lives to save dragons they’d never met. To risk their lives for someone else’s cause. I’d asked the queen to help me remove Talon from our lands, and she refused. “I wish you the best.”
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I was asleep in my bedroll when Inferno’s voice woke me.

THEY ARE HERE.

My eyes snapped open, and I sat up, seeing Ezra’s dark green armor gleaming in the morning light.

Inferno sat beside me, half the height of the trees of the forest.

I left my bedroll and ran my fingers through my hair, trying to make myself presentable before they approached.

It wasn’t just Ezra—but Queen Eldinar as well. Ezra was in the front, acting as her protective barrier, and the other soldiers flanked her from the rear. None of them armed themselves, but it was obvious why they were there—to protect their queen.

I stepped forward to greet them. “Queen Eldinar.” I gave a bow because she was about to be my queen.

She gave a slight nod in acknowledgment before she looked at Inferno. “It’s an honor to meet you, Inferno. My men described the brilliant color of your scales, but their words didn’t do them justice.”

THANK YOU, QUEEN ELDINAR.

I spoke for him since no one there could understand him.

“I’m proud to say that, like Calista, I also have the gift,” Queen Eldinar said. “But I’m happy to converse with you this way instead of intruding into your mind.” Her hands came together at her stomach, and she wore another brilliant white gown without armor or a sword for protection. “I hope you will accept sanctuary in Thalian. The Guardians of Thalian will protect you as you and your kin roam the skies freely.”

THANK YOU FOR PROTECTING MY KIN. HUMANS ARE EVIL—BUT YOU PROVE THAT NOT ALL ARE.

“We are not humans, but elves of Riviana, and as such hold ourselves to a higher standard of life. There are other ways of living rather than killing and enslaving. Protecting others is how we choose to find peace.”

I APPRECIATE YOUR GENEROSITY. I WOULD LIKE TO TRAVEL TO THALIAN.

“I’m glad to hear that.” She turned her gaze to me. “And what have you decided, Calista?”

“I would like to make Riviana Star my home.” I glanced at Ezra, who had his eyes locked on the dragon and not me, just in case there was an attack…not that there was much he could do if so. “If I’m still welcome.”

“You are.” She turned back to Inferno. “I will share the location of Thalian with you. But you must vow to never share it with anyone, not even Calista. It’s for the protection of your kin. Only a select few of us know of the location, just to ensure the utmost protection. Will you give me your vow?”

Inferno didn’t hesitate. I WILL.

“I will share it with you once you unfuse.”

Inferno bent his head down to look at me. ARE YOU CERTAIN THIS IS WHAT YOU WANT? I WON’T LEAVE YOU IF YOU’D LIKE ME TO STAY?

I’ll be okay, Inferno.

ONCE I CONVINCE THE DRAGONS, I’LL COME BACK TO YOU.

And if the dragons can’t be convinced, I’m sure they’ll let me visit once I build their trust.

YOU THINK I’LL FAIL.

No. I just think it’s a lot to ask. And if you’re happy there…it’s okay to be happy.

I WANT YOU TO BE HAPPY TOO, CALISTA. AND I KNOW GETTING YOUR HOME BACK IS WHAT YOU WANT.

It was…but not anymore.

WHAT’S CHANGED?

No amount of revenge will ever bring back what I lost.

He studied me for a while, his wildfire eyes showing his sympathy.

Without the help of the elves, I have no chance against Talon, so I need to let it go and find peace.

I HOPE YOU FIND IT, CALISTA.

Yeah, me too.

ARE YOU READY?

Yes.

Inferno closed his mind, and after a few seconds, I felt the fire in my veins go cold. Felt the strength leave my bones. Felt a sense of power diminish. A hum sounded in my mind, and then the world went quiet. I felt myself fall to my knees because the loss of his soul was like losing a part of myself.

ARE YOU ALRIGHT?

Yes. I pushed myself back to my feet and righted myself. It was a lot harder to separate than to fuse. I looked at the queen and Ezra, who were both staring at me. “It’s done.”

Queen Eldinar turned her look back on Inferno. “If you allow me to enter your mind, I’ll share the details with you.”

I ALLOW IT.

The world went quiet, and since Queen Eldinar and Inferno had their eyes locked, I assumed their conversation was taking place. It took a while, several minutes, so questions must have been asked.

Queen Eldinar turned to me. “It’s done. It’s time for you to part ways.”

I turned to Inferno and moved to his leg, wrapping my arms around his scales. “Until we see each other again…”

He dipped his head, his snout resting on my head, the warm breath from his nostrils blowing through my hair and down my body. I’LL SEE YOU SOON.

“Take care.”

YOU TOO.

He pulled his snout away then stepped back, making adequate space between us. Then he opened his powerful wings and launched into the sky, heading away from the mountains and farther north.

I stared at him until his red scales were just a speck. “I’ll miss you.”
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We made our journey back into the depths of the forest, and while I was surrounded by people, I’d never felt more alone. My mind felt like an empty vessel when I had no one to share it with. I might be able to speak to Inferno at this distance, but at some point, that connection would break…and that would hurt.

The soldiers continued to guard the queen like I was a threat, even though my sword and supplies had been left in Riviana Star. We shared no words, and none of them spoke to one another in my presence.

Hours later, we returned to the heart of the forest, greeted by the sound of music. It was dusk now, the fireflies coming out to bring the forest to life. A yellow glow was cast across the trunks and the green grass, creating vibrant colors that belonged in a painting.

Queen Eldinar returned to her royal chambers, while the guards took their positions outside her premises.

Ezra was the only one who remained. “Commander Luxe has arranged for your accommodations. He’ll be out shortly.”

“Giving a stranger a place to sleep seems like a task beneath a commander.”

“You’re no longer a stranger, Calista. I apologize for speaking to you so harshly.”

I couldn’t bring myself to accept his apology, not when the loneliness felt so heavy. All I did was give a slight nod.

“We’re an egoless society, so it’s not beneath his station.”

“What is your title?” His people respected his authority. Even the queen respected his authority. If he wasn’t the commander of their armed forces, I wasn’t sure what he would be.

“General of Riviana Star.”

Wow. “An impressive title for a human.”

“I worked hard to be worthy of the title. Queen Eldinar recognized my commitment to her people…our people.”

“My father would be proud of all you’ve accomplished.”

The mention of his brother seemed to weigh down the corners of his eyes. He broke contact with me and looked elsewhere, the sun continuing to set and the fireflies increasing in number. “When I learned what happened to him…it brought me great sorrow. He was a good brother and a great king.”

“He was.”

He found the strength to look at me again. “Life in Riviana Star is easy. There is no currency system. Take what you need from the market. All we ask is for you to contribute to our society to its betterment. You can volunteer your hands for one of the farms, be an aid for forest preservation, learn a new trade… There are many options.”

“I’ll do that.”

“It’s a peaceful place. You’ll feel like an outsider for a while, but once the elves recognize your goodness, they’ll accept you. They’re not prejudiced against humans, but they don’t care for them either.”

“How many other humans live in the forest?”

“Maybe a handful. The forest is a big place and much to explore, but I ask that you don’t leave the heart of Riviana Star. Others live in this forest, and they aren’t as kind as we are.”

A shiver ran up both of my arms. “Are they elves?”

“Yes…but a different kind,” he said. “Heed my warning and don’t wander off.”

I gave a nod in agreement. “I will.”

Ezra turned his head at someone’s approach. “Commander Luxe.”

“General Ezra.” He joined our company, dressed in armor similar to Ezra’s, but the flower medals pinned to his chest were different. He had blond hair like Queen Eldinar, long and combed back from his face. He was tall and built like my uncle, his blue eyes possessing unquestionable authority. His eyes shifted to mine, and once they did, they remained locked in place, scrutinizing my features like they were details on a map.

“This is Calista, the newest member of Riviana Star,” Ezra said. “Escort her to her new accommodations.”

“Yes, General Ezra.” He hadn’t taken his eyes off my face.

I looked at my uncle. “I just need my things.”

“We’ll provide everything you need,” Ezra said. “Food, water, and clothing.”

“Then I just need my sword.”

Ezra stared at me, the silence heavy.

Commander Luxe hadn’t blinked once throughout the interaction.

Ezra moved his hands behind his back. “Only those who serve in the army are allowed to be armed. As I said before, Riviana Star is a peaceful place. There are no crimes committed here so no need for defense.”

“I wasn’t going to wear my sword,” I said. “I was probably just going to put it in a closet or…” I stopped talking at the look on my uncle’s face, how the distrust moved into his eyes. “Keep the sword. I’m just used to having it.”

General Ezra’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “Sleep well, Calista. I’m always at your disposal if you need anything.” He said goodbye to Commander Luxe before he walked away—and entered the royal chambers where the queen entered just fifteen minutes ago.

Commander Luxe pulled his eyes away from my face and took the lead. “Follow me.”

I stared at the royal chambers a moment longer before I followed Luxe’s trail, watching his cape ripple and move as his shoulders and back shifted under his clothing and armor. I kept several feet between us, following him through the glow of the fireflies. Now that night had descended, the forest had turned quiet, fewer elves outside their homes.

When I looked up toward the canopy, I saw the houses along the trunks, the staircases that were wrapped around the trees made out of vines. They were tree houses, suspended high into the air, sometimes close to the canopy.

I’d never been afraid of heights, but I’d never slept a hundred feet into the air.

It was a long walk, turning right after we reached the market and taking a trail to a different part of the forest. The carts were still full of produce and baked goods, but you couldn’t steal something that was free.

The sound of the birds had died away when the sun had set, but the quiet music continued. “Does the music stop?”

He didn’t answer my question right away, walking several feet before he answered. “No.”

“Oh.” How did everyone sleep?

“You’ll get used to it.” He finally came to a halt at a tree, a tree house seventy feet in the air. “This is your new home.” He stepped onto the vine, the cord slightly bouncy, and effortlessly moved up and around the trunk of the tree.

I watched him move without effort, so I tried to do the same, but I tripped forward and landed facedown on the vines. I bounced for a second before I used the trunk as a crutch to get myself back to my feet.

Commander Luxe stood there, clearly having witnessed the whole thing.

“Let me guess. I’ll get used to this too.”

“Use the bounce of the vines to drive you forward. It allows you to scale to the top much quicker.” He was a hundred pounds heavier than me, even heavier with that armor, but he carried himself on the springy vines like it was solid ground.

We continued to make the climb, and despite taking his advice, I fell several times. Thankfully, I didn’t fall toward the edge and topple over. I gripped the vines until they stopped bouncing before I tried to get up again. When I lifted my hand, I saw his bare palm, his glove removed.

I didn’t want to take it, not when I had so much pride.

“Let me show you.”

I released a sigh in frustration before I took it.

“There’s no shame in asking for help.” He gripped my hand and pulled me up, but his hand didn’t drop once I was upright. He continued to hold it, staying on the outside of the path so I wouldn’t tumble over the edge. “Like this.” He took one step and then the next, pulling me with him so I would match his cadence and bounce.

I almost tripped once or twice, but after a few minutes, it started to make sense.

He released my hand and let me go alone.

I stared down at my feet and watched the vines as I took my steps, one palm against the trunk for balance. Soon I didn’t need the trunk anymore and I glided upward, feeling the increase in momentum without exerting more energy.

I made it to the wraparound patio and the front door. A fence was erected around the premises so I wouldn’t accidentally fall over if I came outside to water the plants that were already in their pots.

Commander Luxe passed me and entered the dwelling. There was no lock or key. It was just open…all the time.

It was a humble abode, a living room with a couch and an armchair, with a bed against the opposite wall. In the other room was the kitchen and the dining table, a nook under the window that was ideal for reading and sunbathing.

“These tree houses are reserved for singlets. If you find a life partner or have children, bigger accommodations will be granted to you.” He opened the closet. “Your clothing is here. Food has already been placed in the cabinets. The pipes have hot water.”

“How is that…?”

“We use the root system of the trees.”

“But how is it hot?”

“Because the water comes from the hot springs.” He faced me, so tall that there were just a few inches of open space above his head before the ceiling. “This is where I leave you. I’ll be stationed here for a few more days before I’m deployed back to the line. If you need anything, my tree house is 12 Waterbrook. I live alone.”

“What’s my address?”

“23 Seedling.”

I nodded in understanding. “Thank you.”

He stared at me for a while, like something was left unsaid. “You’re skilled with the blade?”

“Skilled is a generous word…”

“You have a connection with your sword, so it must have protected your life.”

It was given to me by Talon. Made for my arm length and my wrist size. “I know a couple things, but I’m no warrior.”

He gave a subtle nod. “You can serve in the army, if you wish.”

“But I’m a woman.”

His stare remained blank for a while. “I don’t understand your meaning.”

“I—I thought that was a job only for men. That’s how it is where I’m from.”

He continued to look slightly confused. “We hold no such prejudice. A soldier is a soldier, regardless of their sex. If you desire to pursue the trade, I can train you when I’m in Riviana Star.”

“Thank you. I’ll consider it.”

He stared at me for a moment longer before he turned to the doorway. “Welcome to Riviana Star, Calista Laurier. Open your heart to this forest—and she’ll do the same to you.”
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I’d been traveling and living out of a pack for weeks, so the first thing I did was take a shower…and then take a bath.

I soaked in the tub in the darkness, the only light from the fireflies outside the window. It was the first time I’d been alone…in a long time. It was just me and my thoughts, reflecting on everything that had happened with a deeper intensity.

His angry eyes were forever burned into my thoughts.

Once my skin was pruned, I dried off and stepped into the kitchen, the fireflies everywhere I could see, lighting up the forest like it was their duty. I looked at the bowl on the counter and found fresh fruits and vegetables. In the cabinets were various nuts and cooking essentials, like flour, sugar, cinnamon, salt and pepper, staples for every kitchen. With the things I had on hand, I whipped up something on the stove then ate alone at the kitchen table.

I wasn’t sure what time it was, but I wasn’t tired.

Too depressed to be tired.
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I spent the day in my tree house. There was a bookshelf in the living room full of books. Most of them were in elvish so I couldn’t read them, but a couple were in my mother tongue, so I found entertainment.

I wasn’t ready to venture outside my tree house and explore. I sure wasn’t ready to mingle with strangers and seek friendship. Inferno and I hadn’t been connected very long, but his departure was still painful. A piece of my soul had been taken away—and I wasn’t sure if I could ever get it back.

Footsteps sounded on the deck outside, so I closed my book and stared at the door.

There was a knock. “Commander Luxe.”

“It’s open.”

He let himself inside, but he looked vastly different than he had last night because he wore no armor or uniform. Now he was in trousers and a short-sleeved shirt, the muscles of his arms visible. He looked at me where I sat on the couch, arms by his sides. “May I?” He gestured to the armchair.

“Of course.”

He took a seat across from me, sitting rigidly upright, hands on his lap. “How was your first night?”

“It was nice. I took a bath.”

He gave a slight nod. “Have you left your tree house?”

“No. Not quite ready for that.”

“The elves have been informed of your arrival. Some will greet you with open arms. Others will remain suspicious until you immerse yourself in society, so I suggest you make the effort.”

“I will…just not ready.”

“Have you considered my offer?”

“To join the army?” I asked. “No, I haven’t considered anything, really.”

“I can escort you through the market if you’d like. Give you a tour of the forest. Make introductions.”

“That’s very sweet of you, but I know you’re off work right now, so you should enjoy your time.”

“As the commander of Riviana Star, I’m never off. My purpose is to serve this forest and Riviana, and I’m happy to do so.”

“Who’s Riviana?”

“The Great Tree. The source of all power and music in this forest.”

“So, she’s a spirit?”

“She’s a god.”

“A god…?”

“Yes. God of Caelum. Gatekeeper of the afterlife. The tree is her connection to our world—and we guard it with our lives.”

I believed in the afterlife, believed there was something beyond this, but I didn’t know such a god existed. “So, has she spoken to you?”

“Not me, specifically. But she’s spoken to Queen Eldinar. And I’ve seen her in our forest.”

“Riviana?”

“Yes.”

“How’d you know it was her?”

He stared at me as he considered his response. “She glows with her own light. Music follows her through the trees. The world around her changes. Flowers bloom even when they aren’t in season. Dead roots come back to life. Her effect on the world is mighty and powerful.”

I pictured a beautiful woman in a white dress moving through the trees, flowers in her hair, the command of life in her palm.

“She makes an appearance rarely. Last time I saw her must have been three hundred years ago.”

“Three hundred years?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t look three hundred.”

“It’ll be a long time before I begin to age. Elves have remarkable life-spans, so long that death becomes a blessing.”

“I don’t understand your meaning,” I said. “Why would anyone want to die?”

“Because if you live too long, you start to go mad. To live forever is unnatural, and even if Riviana offered that gift to us, we would reject it. It’s not the way of things, not the way things should be. My longevity is a gift—but so is my demise.”

Talon didn’t age, but he wasn’t an elf and he didn’t seem to know Riviana Star existed, so I didn’t know what kind of magic ran in his veins to maintain his appearance. He’d said his family was killed thirty years ago. Based on that math, he should be in his fifties or sixties by now.

Commander Luxe stared at me for a while, giving me the opportunity to say something. When I didn’t, he continued. “General Ezra tells me you were fused with a dragon. A dragon with fiery red scales.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“And then you unfused with him so he could travel to Thalian.”

“Yes.”

“A noble sacrifice.” Like Queen Eldinar, direct eye contact was no discomfort. It seemed normal in their culture to be as forthright as possible. “Is that why you’re sad?”

“Why do you think I’m sad?”

“You’re lucky enough to be accepted among the elves in Riviana Star, but you’d rather sit alone in your tree house.”

My eyes dropped to the coffee table where I’d set down my book. “I guess I feel alone…”

“General Ezra says he’s your uncle.”

“But we aren’t close. I’ve never known him.”

“Now is your opportunity.”

If Ezra pursued a relationship with me, I wouldn’t fight it, but I was still wounded by the coldness he’d shown me. I was vulnerable and broken, and I needed warmth and affection…not cold rejection. The damage was done. “Perhaps.”

“Something else troubles you.”

“When you’re connected to someone the way I was connected to Inferno, it’s hard to let go.” He didn’t just light the fire in my veins and merge his soul with mine. He gave me an intimacy I’d never known, a friendship that was pure and real.

“I can’t imagine.”

I looked up at him again.

“I can’t tell you where Thalian is located, but I can tell you he’ll know nothing but joy in the beautiful wildlands. The Guardians of Thalian watch the horizon always, ready for a battle that’s not coming.”

“I’m sure he’ll be happy there, and that makes me happy.”

It was the first time he broke eye contact, looking at the book I’d been reading. “I’ll leave you in peace.” He rose to his feet and walked to the door. “You know where to find me when you’re ready.”
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The sun set beyond the trees, and dusk arrived with a crisp coolness. Fireflies danced in the air and brought a glow into my tree house through the open windows. Riviana’s song changed, becoming more solemn and quiet.

I sat on the couch with my book in my hands, but my eyes kept moving out the window by the front door, mesmerized by the glow of the fireflies and the light it cast upon the canopy. It was a peaceful place, but it would take a long time for that peace to heal my heart.

My eyes turned back to my book, and I continued where I left off.

But then I felt something.

It was hard to describe. It was a change in energy, the peace replaced by an intensity so potent it had the wrath of a forest fire. Riviana’s music was suddenly muffled and distant. The light felt dimmed. I felt the edge of a sword against my neck when I was alone.

My eyes lifted to the armchair Commander Luxe had occupied earlier that afternoon.

I expected it to be empty, but it wasn’t.

There he sat, leaning back in the armchair with his hands over the wood of the armrests, looking at me with that stare he’d given to me countless times.

I jerked and dropped the book into my lap. My eyes closed as I gave a gasp, and when they reopened, I expected him to be gone, a trick of my mind, a glimpse of a dream because I’d fallen asleep on the couch…but he was still there.

Talon—The Death King.

His knees were spread, his chest and feet were bare, and he wore the same dark trousers he’d worn when he visited my bedchambers. His chest was still, and he appeared unnerved by my knee-jerk reaction.

My heart slammed against my chest, and my pulse drummed against my neck. The window was cracked and the cool breeze flowed into the room, but my palms were suddenly slick with sweat.

He hadn’t blinked this whole time. Didn’t speak a word. Didn’t explain his presence.

“Is—is this real?” My voice came out as a raspy whisper, the fear like a rock on my tongue.

He continued his stare, so still he looked more like a statue than a real person. Carved from the stone of his heart, he remained immobile, his eyes not even shifting as he regarded me. Then he spoke, his voice as deep and angry as it’d always been. “Yes.”

“How?” I glanced at the front door, which hadn’t opened or closed. “I don’t understand.” How did he make it into the forest, all the way to Riviana Star, and then locate my tree house—half naked—and all the while not being spotted.

“You don’t need to understand. You just need to accept that I’m here—with you.”

I continued to breathe hard, unsure if I should run or scream.

His eyes hardened on my face. “You can’t run from me.”

I was frozen, locked in place by his relentless stare. “You’re going to kill me.” He was far more powerful than I realized, walking straight into my home without triggering a single alarm. He had no weapon, but all he needed were his hands.

His head tilted slightly, and his eyes narrowed just a fraction. “I let you go.”

“And you said if we crossed paths again, you wouldn’t be so kind.”

His hand lifted to his chin, and his curled fingers lightly brushed against his lips.

I waited for him to say something, but he’d never been one to explain himself. He kept everything inside—and left me in the dark. “Why did you spare me?” His blade had drawn a dribble of blood, but the wound was so insignificant it was barely superficial.

His eyes hadn’t left my face, hadn’t taken a second to blink. Just like our nights spent in my bedchambers, he was thoroughly absorbed with me and nothing else. “You know why.”

I met his angry stare, felt all the rage he didn’t form into words. “I really don’t⁠—”

“Because I can’t hurt you.” Now his voice was stronger, louder. “I could never hurt you.”

I swallowed, feeling the sincerity leave his lips and melt onto my skin. All the terror I’d felt seconds ago was washed away by his protective river. My heart slowed, but it was still faster than it had been before he’d entered my presence.

“But I’m angry.”

My eyes moved back to his face.

“Fucking angry.” Now he looked at me like I was his enemy, like the sweet confession he’d just made had never happened. We were across from each other on the battlefield once more, the trees burning around us, the dead forming a wall to block all escape.

When his stare became too much, I looked away.

“Look at me.”

I obeyed, my eyes shifting back to his.

“I understand your decision. Even respect it. Doesn’t mean I like it.” He dropped his arm back to the armrest. “We’ve been parted for weeks now, and I’ve given your words great thought. I have no choice but to admit that you’re right. That I did to you exactly what was done to me. You should want me dead.”

My eyes flicked away.

“But you don’t.”

I inhaled a heavy breath, looking at the book on the table.

“I told you to look at me.”

“It’s hard⁠—”

“I don’t care how hard it is. Look at me.”

My stare lifted again, seeing his dark eyes where that tiny fleck of gold shone deep in the sea of blackness. Memories I wished I’d forget rushed through me, all passing simultaneously, that last night together in the tent…that first night in his bed. My heart had never felt more alive…and never more terrified whenever I was with him.

He stared back, his look just as intense, his hard body even harder as he clenched every muscle inside his ripped body. Even when he sat, his stomach was flat and hard like the trunk of a tree. The lines that separated his groups of muscles deepened as his physique tightened. “You can’t kill me. And even if you could, you wouldn’t. I see it in your eyes as we speak. I said I cared for you, and I know you care for me.”

I was desperate to look away, to end the connection that gave him access to my soul, but if I tried, he would just command my stare once more. He hadn’t touched me, but he somehow controlled my body like he did.

“Let’s move forward.”

“Move forward?” I whispered.

“Come home, and let’s finish what we started.”

Home. It was the most painful word I’d ever heard. “You think that castle is home to me?”

He stared for so long it seemed like he wouldn’t respond. “I think I’m home to you.”

It took all my strength not to react, to hide my hand like my life depended on it. My eyes remained on his, and I resisted the sudden pain that burned in my chest, the heat that moved up my throat. “You think very highly of yourself.”

He regarded me in silence for a long time, that stare absorbing all of my emotions like a sponge. “Baby⁠—”

“Don’t call me that.”

“You had no objection to it before⁠—”

“I said, don’t.”

He turned quiet.

I stared out the window, and this time, he didn’t demand my attention. “I wasn’t your baby then, and I’m not now… Nor will I ever be.”

He stared at the side of my face. “You’re angry with me.”

“You’re the reason my father is dead⁠—”

“That’s not what you’re mad about—at least, right now.”

I turned back to look at him again.

“You’re mad that I never gave you what you wanted.”

“I didn’t want anything from you, Talon. I always knew I was going to run.”

He was quiet, looking around at the surroundings for the first time. “I don’t believe you. There’s a difference between fucking and making love—and we crossed that line. I confided something to you that I’ve never told anyone but Khazmuda, and you have no idea how hard that was for me.”

“Making love?” I asked incredulously. “It’s not making love if you kick her out when you’re done.”

Victory moved into his eyes. “I knew it.”

I looked away again, reacquainted with all the feelings of hatred I felt for him. I hated his arrogance. I hated how he ran hot and cold, saying something that made me weak one moment and then saying something that broke me the next.

There was a long stretch of silence, so long it seemed like the conversation was over.

Then he broke that quiet. “Our ambitions haven’t changed, Calista. We still want the same things.”

I stared at a painting on the wall, an image of a flower in a pot.

“Come home.”

“No.”

“Calista—”

“I said no.”

“And what will you do? Continue to plot against me?”

I refused to answer.

“I apologized to you. How many times do I need to apologize⁠—”

“So if Barron apologized to you, all would be well?” I snapped.

His stare immediately turned angry. “Not the same thing⁠—”

“You lost your father. And I lost mine.”

The warning was in his eyes, a wall of livid fire. “I lost a lot more than that.”

“My father was all the family I had—so I lost my entire world, just like you did.”

His stare hardened, the cords in his neck becoming more strained in his silent anger.

“Why is your pain more important than mine? Why am I the one who has to forgive and forget, while your crusade lives on⁠—”

He vanished.

I blinked, staring at the chair where he’d been just an instant before, and he was still absent. “What the…?”

I got to my feet and looked around, searching in the corners and the hallway, but I knew he was gone. I knew because the music of the forest returned, because the tense energy he brought had vanished, because the light from the fireflies was a little brighter.

I’d thought I understood the extent of his powers, but now I realized I didn’t understand them at all.
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TALON


I left the castle and stepped onto the ramparts, seeing Khazmuda saddled and ready to take flight. I climbed up his flank by the ropes, and the second I was in the saddle, he jumped for the sky and his massive wings caught him.

We flew through the cold, the wind making my cape fly behind me and cooling the heat of anger that pulsed in my neck.

Khazmuda said nothing, knowing my anger was too extreme for conversation.

We landed in the clearing near the trees, the snow crunching underneath Khazmuda’s talons when he landed where grass should be.

I slid down his side and felt my boots drop a foot into the snow.

I’ll hunt. He took off again, the sky dark.

I gathered supplies and made a campfire, striking the match against the rock like I taught Calista and setting it ablaze. Then I sat on a boulder and stared at the fire, feeling my anger only get worse, not better.

Khazmuda returned nearly an hour later and dropped his kill in front of me.

“I’m not hungry.”

This is all mine?

“Enjoy.”

He opened his massive jaws and ate the creature in a couple bites, the bones cracking under the pressure of his sharp teeth.

My eyes remained on the fire.

What did she say?

I stayed quiet.

Khazmuda lowered his head to the snow, his breath coming out as vapor. We’d just spent weeks out in the wildlands, but once we returned to the castle the luxuries weren’t satisfying.

My mind was still in the wild…with the woman I’d left behind. “She’s stubborn.”

Where is she?

“A cabin.”

Alone?

“It seemed that way.” A part of me had feared I would drop into a situation I didn’t want to witness. But she was alone, reading a book just like she’d done in her bedchambers down the hall.

That cabin must belong to someone.

“We had so many other things to discuss, I didn’t get a chance to ask. And even if I had, she’s too smart.”

You couldn’t distinguish the area?

“Everything outside the windows is blacked out. I can only see the room she’s in.”

Is that what Bahamut sees?

“No. I think he gave me an attenuated version of his powers.”

Her anger toward you hasn’t softened?

The complicated affection she felt for me was still there. I could see it in her eyes. But all the anger and hurt…that was still there too. “No. And I don’t think it ever will.”

She needs more time. She holds on to her anger with an iron fist—just the way you do.

My eyes remained on the fire, seeing her green eyes staring back at me. “Yes…I know.” We fell into silence, my eyes focused on the campfire while Khazmuda was focused on me, his black eyes a deep contrast against the snow around us.

Then he appeared, his presence silent but powerful. He was seated on the log, conjured out of thin air, his blue eyes reflecting from the campfire. His eyes shifted to me, subtly hostile like always. “What did you accomplish?”

An argument—that was all I accomplished.

When I didn’t say anything, Bahamut conferred everything I omitted. “Nothing, I see.”

“I thought I would be able to see her surroundings.”

“I told you I don’t intervene with the living.”

“But you can see your surroundings as we speak. You know her location.”

“But it would be wrong to give a mortal that unaccountable power. You asked to speak with her, not track her, and if you had asked to track her, I wouldn’t have helped you at all.”

“How is granting me the power over the dead any different?”

“Because they’re dead.” His eyes shone in ferocity. “I’ve given you your opportunity. Now it’s time to revoke it⁠—”

“I need more time.”

“No.”

“Bahamut.” I had no power against this god, couldn’t even touch him, but I commanded him like I did, because this partnership had lasted ten years.

He watched me, eyes perpetually angry.

“Give me more time.”

“I think this has nothing to do with your ambitions. Your desire to connect with her is entirely personal.”

“It’s both.”

He turned his gaze back to the fire. “This will cost you, Talon.”

“I know.”

He vanished, disappearing in silence within the blink of an eye.
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When I returned to the castle, it was late, but Commander Navarrese was stationed on the ramparts, like he was waiting for me.

I left Khazmuda’s body and felt my boots hit the stone under my feet.

Khazmuda immediately took off to find a comfortable spot in the field to retire for the evening.

I headed for the double doors where the commander waited, the guards placed on either side of the doorway.

He stood with his hands behind his back, but his eyes carried a hesitancy.

“What is it?”

The hesitancy remained in his gaze, as if he didn’t want to answer me.

“It’s late, Commander.” I had a bed waiting for me, a bed that would hold my body but not my dreams…because I hadn’t slept much since Calista and I parted. Too riddled with guilt and stress, I spent my evenings drinking and staring.

“General Titan has been spotted.”

The turmoil in my life had made me forget all about him. “Bring him here, and I’ll burn him alive.”

His eyes dropped down for a second.

“Yes?”

“The last time he was seen, he was marching to the White Mountains…with a small army of his loyal supporters.”

I’d expected him to march here, to attempt to claim Calista as his own and face me. “So, he flees?”

“All the ships are in our harbor, so he has no other option.”

“But there is no passage through the mountain.”

“Looks like there is,” he said. “What are your orders?”

I was too preoccupied with other matters to hunt him down. Ever since Calista and I had parted ways, she was always on my mind. “If he wants to leave, good riddance. Have our scouts follow him to the other side. I want details of the terrain and the land beyond.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” The commander gave a quick nod before he stepped through the doorway that the guards opened.

I made the journey down the hallways to my royal bedchambers, the fire in the hearth because the servants had prepared it for my return.

But I wasn’t alone.

Nadia lay on the bed, perched on her elbow, the fire casting her in a beautiful light. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

I looked at her naked body on the bed but didn’t see her face. I saw a brunette with green eyes that were on fire. I saw fair skin with a couple freckles. I saw lips that ached for my kiss. I turned away and removed my cape. “Did I call for you?”

“No. But it’s been a while⁠—”

“If I don’t call for you, then don’t come. Leave.” I undressed as I moved through my chambers, ready to shower and wash the smoke from my hair. I didn’t check to see if she got dressed and left. I stepped into the shower and forgot about her the second the warm water hit my skin.
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We walked through the market together, an hour before dusk, seeing what the different merchants had to offer. The elves regarded Commander Luxe with warmth, their eyes showing their affection and loyalty, but once they looked at me, that brightness dimmed. They chose to only speak to him and treat me as if I weren’t there, at least until Commander Luxe made a formal introduction.

“This is one of our restaurants.” He gestured to the right, tables placed directly under the sky, while the others were under a wooden roof to protect them from the rain. “I have my coffee here in the morning. They also have wine here in the evenings.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” The last thing I wanted to do was go out to eat by myself when everyone seemed suspicious of my presence.

“Would you like to see the library?”

“You have a library?” I asked in surprise. “I have books in my room, but only a few are in my preferred language.”

“Then let me show you. Grab a couple books that you want, but I also recommend that you start to learn the language. The elves will respect you for it, and it’ll make your integration much easier.”

“You’re right.” It felt like a daunting task to master a language I hadn’t known existed until days ago, but I had nothing else to do with my time until Inferno returned…if he returned at all.

We rose up the stone steps and entered a large building, the ceilings thirty feet high. Unlike the royal chambers, the windows weren’t open to the outside but blocked with glass, probably to preserve the books inside.

There were several large tables at the forefront, and then in the rear were all the bookshelves that extended toward the ceiling.

“There’re a lot of books…”

“Yes. Most of them are historical accounts of our history. Some contain poetry, recipes, paintings, and some are just for entertainment.” He took the lead and walked me down the aisle, showing me all the different options.

“Wow, this is my new favorite place.”

“You’re a reader?”

“I would say so.”

“What do you like to read?”

“I enjoy everything, but romance is my favorite.”

He turned his head to look at me, his stare focused on my face. “You’re receptive to love, then.”

“Everyone is receptive to love.”

“I disagree.” He moved down the aisle until he found what he searched for. “Sometimes people love once, and it’s so passionate that it burns and they fear the flames for the rest of their lives.”

“Are you speaking from experience?”

He pulled a book off the shelf and extended it to me. “No. I’ve been receptive for a while…”

“I’m surprised you haven’t found it. All the elves are so beautiful.”

“Love is deeper than the flesh,” he said. “A kind of beauty that takes time to unearth. I’ve been mining for the perfect gem…but still haven’t found it.”

I took the book, our fingertips touching briefly.

His look remained locked on mine.

I broke contact and looked at the book he handed to me. “What’s this?”

“It’s one of our popular love stories—and it’s in your language.” He turned his back to me and moved farther down the aisle. “Let’s see what else we have.”
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We returned to my tree house, and I got to work making dinner.

He didn’t excuse himself or give any indication that he wanted to leave, so I invited him to stay. Since he’d given up his time to make me more comfortable in this foreign place, I felt it was the least I could do.

He sat at the dining table and watched me cook.

They didn’t eat meat or animal products, so it took more time to throw together a meal that would be satisfying. I went from eating only meat in the wild to only eating plants in the forest. My stomach was definitely confused.

I sat with him at the table, the fireflies casting light in the room. “Why do the elves not eat meat?”

“Why do you eat meat?” he asked.

I stilled at the question and realized how strange it felt to be asked that. “Because it’s filling, I guess.”

“I think this is just as filling.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you with the question. I was only curious.”

He finished his bite before he answered. “The forest provides everything we need. All life is connected here, drawn to Riviana’s eternal power. To claim the life of another, whether it’s a small creature or large game, is to tarnish your soul. When you’re this close to Caelum, you feel things more intimately.”

“What do you mean, this close to Caelum?”

“I told you Riviana is the god of life. Her tree is the gateway to the afterlife.”

“You mean, like it’s a literal door?”

“Yes.”

“So, anyone can just walk through?”

“The tree is off-limits to us all. Our purpose is to protect that gateway from anyone who wishes to enter. There are those outside the city who have less than honorable intentions, who wish to disrupt the natural way of life.”

“The elves who live outside the forest…”

He nodded. “Dark elves.”

“Is that who you protect us from? Since no one marches on your lands?”

“Our job is to be prepared for any battle, for any foe—at all times. But yes, our attention is focused to the west, where they live in the trees.”

“Has anyone ever tried to enter the tree?”

“Yes—a long time ago.”

“And what happened?”

“None of us know—because they never returned. Perhaps the passage works in a single direction.”

“But it must not since Riviana has been seen in the forest.”

“When you’re a god, different rules apply.”

It began to make sense why the elves didn’t travel south to our lands, why they didn’t intervene in our affairs. They had something far more important to protect. “Now I understand why the elves don’t leave their forest….

“Some have left to protect Thalian.”

“Why do you feel compelled to protect the dragons?” I asked.

He finished his plate, leaving it empty before him. “Because Riviana asked us to. And whatever request she makes, we’ll fulfill it.”

“Then she hasn’t asked you to save the dragons I spoke of.”

“According to Queen Eldinar, she hasn’t spoken in a very long time.”

My empty wineglass sat in front of me, but I was too engrossed in the conversation to refill it. When Inferno and I had approached the elves for help, I hadn’t realized the complexities that lay behind the border.

We sat in silence, and I waited for him to leave now that dinner was finished, but he lingered. I enjoyed his company, but I also enjoyed my solitude, and what a broken heart craved beyond everything else was loneliness.

He continued to watch me, his blue eyes glued to my face. “May I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Have you ever been in love?”

The question caught me off guard because I didn’t expect him to be interested in my personal life. I expected questions about my life in Scorpion Valley, the power of the Death King, about my time in the Arid Sands and the stones I worked to unearth…but not that.

And then I felt it. A quiet hostility…a tension so audible it hummed.

Heat seared my cheek like a red-hot branding iron.

I swallowed, because I knew he was there.

I turned my cheek slightly and felt my body tense when I saw him.

In his trousers and nothing else, he stood there, looking down at me with angry wrath.

“Shit.” I looked forward again.

Commander Luxe crossed his arms over his chest. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“No, you didn’t,” I said quickly, feeling the blood drain from my face.

He continued to stare at me.

And so did Talon.

I didn’t know what to do.

“If my question didn’t make you uncomfortable,” Commander Luxe said, “then can you answer it?”

I stared straight ahead, hoping that Talon would just disappear like last time. What would Commander Luxe do when he saw him? Would the two men fight to the death in my tree house?

“Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked. “You look pale.”

“I—I’m fine.” I felt that stare burn a hole in my cheek. “I just feel a little warm.” I waited for Talon to leave, to depart before Commander Luxe realized we had company. But instead, he walked behind Commander Luxe and dropped into the chair directly across from me.

Now he was in my line of sight, and I felt my hands start to shake.

Commander Luxe didn’t seem to notice he was there. His eyes remained on me.

Talon crossed his arms over his chest and sank into the chair. He didn’t have to say a word to show how livid he was. His stare did that all by itself. “Make him leave.”

I inhaled a breath when I heard Talon speak.

Commander Luxe continued not to notice.

Then I realized I was the only one who could see him.

“Have you ever been in love?” Commander Luxe repeated for the third time.

I turned to look at Commander Luxe beside me.

“Look at me.”

My eyes snapped back to Talon across the table. “You know, I’m feeling unwell all of a sudden… You should go.”

“Is there anything I can do?” he asked. “Do you need some water?”

“No,” I said quickly. “I just need to lie down.”

“I can do the dishes before I go.” He got to his feet and started to collect the plates.

“It’s fine,” I said quickly. “I can deal with them tomorrow. Goodnight.”

He stilled as he looked down at me, like he knew something was wrong but couldn’t piece it together. “I’ll check on you in the morning, Calista.” He turned away and walked out, his footsteps growing quieter as he left the tree house. The door opened and shut behind him, and then the sounds of the crickets and the frogs became audible in the distance. Serenity returned, but Talon’s potent irritability remained.

I looked across the table at him, his angry stare matching his mood. “Why can’t he see you?”

He stayed quiet for a long time, like he was too angry to speak. Seconds turned into minutes. Night deepened in the forest. In all that time, he didn’t blink. “Because I only present myself to you.”

“So, are you real?”

“Yes.”

“But you aren’t here.”

“I am here.”

“But you just disappeared, like a spirit or something.”

“Because I’m more powerful than you ever imagined.”

I felt a chill down my spine, because I knew so little about the man I’d been fucking. “He couldn’t see you.” So he wasn’t present in his physical form. A projection of his mind…or something.

His hands continued to grip his muscular arms. “Are you going to answer the question?”

“What question?”

“Have you ever been in love?”

My eyes shifted away, embarrassed that Commander Luxe had asked that question. “What about you?”

“That asshole asked you, not me.”

“He’s not an asshole.”

He suddenly raised his voice, so loud that it would be audible to others in the forest if he were visible to anyone else but me. “We’ve been apart for two weeks, and you’re already fucking someone else?”

“I’m not sleeping with him.”

“Well, he’s trying very hard to fuck you.”

“He’s just helping me acclimate.”

“No man would ask a woman if she’s ever been in love if he didn’t want to be the man she loves. Don’t be naïve, Calista.”

I turned my gaze out the window when his ferocity became too much.

“How many times have I told you—look at me.”

“Why are you here?” I turned back to him. “What do you want from me?”

His hard stare was accompanied by an avalanche of silence. “Don’t fuck him.”

“Like you aren’t bedding all your concubines.”

“I’m not.” His voice rose again. “There’s been no one else since our first night together. I desire no woman but you—and I fucking miss you.”

My eyes flicked away on instinct.

“How many times do I have to say it?” he hissed.

My eyes went back to his.

He stared and stared, waiting for me to say something, say what he wanted to hear.

But I refused.

He moved on when there was no hope for reciprocation. “Who is he?”

I didn’t answer.

“Calista—”

“You’re trying to figure out where I am. That’s what you want…that’s why you’ve come.” If he knew where I was, he would be there in the flesh. He would grab me by the neck and force my stare on his instead of commanding it across the table.

“Yes, I want to know where you are,” he said. “But that’s not the only reason I’m here.”

“Then why else?” I said coldly, feeling the disappointment pool in my stomach.

“I want to fix this…fix us.”

My eyes wanted to drift away, but they remained steady. “We can’t be fixed, Talon.”

His stare hardened on my face, and he drew a deep and slow breath.

My eyes glanced down to the empty plate in front of me, a few crumbs left behind.

He suddenly rose from the chair and came around the table, coming closer to where I sat. He grabbed Commander Luxe’s chair and brought it next to me before he sat, bringing us as close together as he could without touching.

I took a deep breath at his proximity, feeling the spark that always erupted when we were near each other.

His arms crossed again, and he continued his relentless stare. “You’ll never understand the profundity of these words I’m about to tell you, but I’m going to say them anyway. If I knew how much my actions would hurt you, I never would have committed them. I never would have come here and conquered your lands. I wouldn’t have pursued the dragons…not if I knew the price you would pay.”

I saw the hint of gold in his stare, the single bit of color in his dark eyes.

“Sleep eludes me every night because I think about it, think about how different your life would have been if I hadn’t come to these shores. I’m riddled with guilt because, of all people, you deserve what happened the least. I’m sorry that my revenge came at your expense.”

I shifted my gaze away from his eyes, looking at his cheek instead, that stare too much for me. It was hard to hate someone you cared so much for. It was hard to distance yourself from someone who was always in your heart. “I appreciate what you’ve said, but it’s time for us to part ways. I’ve found a place to call home, and you have a war to win. Our interests are no longer aligned.”

His eyes shifted back and forth between mine in devastation. “Nothing has changed between us⁠—”

“It’s done, Talon.”

“Calista—”

“Just let me go.” My eyes dropped to his bare chest, remembering it on top of me, a mountain looming over my valley.

He gave an angry sigh. “Wherever you are is not home, Calista.”

“It’s the best I’m going to find.”

“Scorpion Valley is your home. You’re their rightful queen, and you should rule those lands. The crown is yours—now come home and take it.”

“No.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“Because I may be queen of the valley, but you’re still the king of the lands. I will not serve you.”

“Calista, I don’t even want it. I just need the armies to win my war.”

“I would not send my people to die for a tyrant’s revenge.”

“A tyrant?” he snapped. “You think I’m a tyrant?”

“How many times do I have to repeat this story? I was forced as a prisoner to work myself to death for your benefit. My virginity was taken by a psychopath⁠—”

“He did not take your virginity. I did.” He grew angry again, like he did whenever General Titan was mentioned. “That wasn’t sex. That was violence.” His hand moved to his chest. “I was your first, Calista. You gave yourself to me, and it was passionate and real… It still is. Don’t give him power that he hasn’t earned. Your body was untouched when I took it, as far as I’m concerned. You should think the same.”

My eyes looked away again.

He didn’t ask me to come back. He let me have my moment. “Those dragons are still enslaved, Calista. They still need our help—your help.”

“Don’t manipulate me.”

“I’m not. I’m only reminding you of what’s at stake. That they still need your help, Inferno’s help.”

I decided not to tell Talon the truth. That Inferno was gone, that I lived in the land of the elves, that the free dragons were somewhere to the north of the White Mountains. I trusted him…but not when it came to this. His obsession with revenge fueled his entire being. He might come here to conquer the forest the way he’d conquered my own lands, and I couldn’t let that happen.

He tilted his head slightly and released a quiet sigh. “Tell me where you are.”

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because I can’t.”

“There’s been no sign of Inferno in the skies since he was sighted in Scorpion Valley. I don’t know where you’re hiding, but you can’t hide forever.”

“And what happens if you spot us?” I looked at him again.

“I’ll come get you.”

“And then what?” I demanded. “You’ll force us into your servitude.”

“I’ve never forced you to do anything you didn’t want to do—ever.”

“Then what? Ask nicely?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

His eyes shifted back and forth between mine. “I would kiss you.” His voice escaped as a whisper. “I would kiss you and make love to you and tell you how fucking sorry I am. That’s what I would do.”

And just like that, he made me feel so fucking weak. “You never showed me this kind of affection when we were together.”

“Because I didn’t realize what I had until it was gone.”

“You wouldn’t even sleep with me.” It still wounded me, the way he would fuck me and then kick me out. The way I woke up in the middle of the night to see him wide awake in the armchair.

“Like I’ve said twenty times, that has nothing to do with you.”

“Then what does it have to do with?”

Now he looked away, and it was the first time he’d ever done that. His stare remained elsewhere for a long while, like looking me in the eye made him feel a world of pain. “Let this lie, Calista.”

His image suddenly came into sharper focus…or I just looked at him differently. “Have you ever been in love, Talon?”

His eyes remained averted all this time, looking across the kitchen to the cabinets. The question hung in the air for a long while before it became too heavy and crashed to the floor. He let it die, let it be buried.

“Why won’t you answer me?”

His chin remained down and never lifted again. He had been authoritative and confident just minutes ago, but now, he practically cowered in the corner. He was unlike himself, suddenly looking pale and hollow. “Goodnight, Calista.”

“Why won’t you answer me?” I pressed, my voice louder.

He looked dead behind the eyes, that fleck of gold nowhere to be seen.

“Don’t leave, Talon. I want to talk about this⁠—”

He lifted his chin and looked at me, showing the depth of his empty eyes, the severity of his brokenness. “We will never talk about this.” Then he disappeared, and it was like he’d never been there in the first place.


7
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It was the middle of the day when a knock sounded on the door.

“It’s open.” I knew who it was without having to check. Only one person came to visit me.

Commander Luxe let himself inside, dressed in his casual clothes rather than his uniform. “You look better today.” He helped himself to the armchair Talon had occupied the night before.

“Yeah, must have been something I ate.”

“Perhaps the change in diet is the culprit.”

“Maybe.” I closed the book in my hands and set it on the table.

He glanced at it. “What do you think?”

“I like it.”

“Good.” He remained there, looking at me with an intensity that reminded me of Talon. “Since you cooked me dinner last night, I’d like to return the generosity. Would you like to come over tonight?”

“I cooked for you because of your generosity.”

“Well, I’d like to cook for you anyway.”

Talon’s words hadn’t faded from my mind since our conversation. His jealousy was profound, but I know my jealousy would be just as uncontrollable. “I never answered your question last night.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I was in a relationship recently, very recently.” Was still in that relationship in a lot of ways. “It’s still really raw for me. I’d be lying if I said he wasn’t in my heart as we speak.”

Commander Luxe held my gaze as he listened, and he eventually gave a slight nod. “So, is that a yes or a no?”

“What?”

“Were you in love?”

“I—I don’t know.” It was all surreal, a relationship that had happened under difficult circumstances. He was the man responsible for all my hardship. If I hadn’t been trapped with him in the castle and forced to know his character, I wasn’t sure if anything ever would have happened. “I felt like I should tell you that…in case you’re looking for something more than a friendship.”

He had the confidence to continue to look at me. “It’s not every day that you meet a beautiful woman who can resist the temptation of power. Your heart must be pure like sunshine.”

It was the best compliment I’d ever received.

“I’m not going to pretend that I’m not interested in more than friendship—because I am. But I also understand that the timing isn’t right. But maybe it will be right in a couple months…or in a year…or someday. So my invitation for dinner still stands—as friends.”

Now that he knew where I stood, I felt better about accepting the offer. “Sure, that sounds nice.”
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Every night, I expected Talon to come to me.

But he didn’t.

Our final conversation seemed to have driven him away, and he had no desire to continue it. Staying away from each other was the best for both of us, but that didn’t stop me from thinking about him pretty much every moment of the day.

It didn’t stop me from missing him.

Commander Luxe had returned to his rotation on the front line, so I spent my time alone, mainly in my tree house. Sometimes I went to the market or the library, but the forest still felt like a strange place, despite how beautiful it was.

I was in the kitchen when someone knocked on my door.

I knew it wasn’t Commander Luxe, so I wasn’t sure who’d come to visit me. “It’s open.” I washed my hands then turned to the doorway.

I sucked in a breath when I saw him—Ezra.

It took me a moment to say something. “Hi.”

“Am I intruding?”

“No, I’m alone.” I was alone in every way you could imagine. I stopped in front of him but wasn’t sure what to do next. Greet him with a handshake or a hug. I decided to do neither of those things.

“I wanted to check in on you. See how your first few weeks have been.”

“It’s been okay.”

“I would have come sooner, but I was required at the front line.”

“Hope everything is alright.”

“It is. Just part of my duties.”

“Commander Luxe has been very kind.”

He nodded. “He’s an honorable man. If my time is cut short, he’ll replace me.”

“Well, hopefully that doesn’t happen.”

He gave me a slight smile. “Hopefully not. Are you hungry? I’d love to take you to lunch, if you’re interested.”

“I just ate, but coffee would be nice.”

“Coffee it is.”
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We went to the restaurant Commander Luxe had mentioned before. We received a lot of stares as we sat there.

Well, I received a lot of stares.

He ordered a coffee and a roasted potato bowl.

I enjoyed my coffee with plant-based cream.

I was in the presence of my only living relative, but I didn’t have anything to say. The conversation wasn’t natural the way it was with Inferno or Khazmuda…or Talon. “So, what was my father like as a child?”

“A little rambunctious, to be honest.” He smiled. “But he always had a good heart.”

“How was he rambunctious?”

“He used to break the rules a lot. Sneak out of the castle and run off with girls in the middle of the night.”

I smirked, wishing I could tease him for that.

“He ran off with one girl more than the others…and he married her.”

I smiled. “My mom was so beautiful.”

“She was. Even I had a crush on her.”

“You did?”

“All the guys had a thing for her. But when your father told me it was serious, I redirected my attention.”

“Why did you leave Scorpion Valley?”

“Queen Eldinar’s men came to visit and invited us to their forest. It was just supposed to be a visit, but I fell in love with it. It was my home from that moment onward. It was hard to say goodbye to your father, especially when I knew it would be nearly impossible to visit, but he understood my decision.”

“Did you fall in love with the forest…or Queen Eldinar?”

He’d just finished taking a drink of his coffee when he heard the question. He stared for a moment before a slight smile moved over his lips. “Did Commander Luxe tell you?”

“No. I noticed it when I saw you together. The way you talk about her, the way you look at her…”

He looked down at his food, that smirk still there. “We’ve been married for twenty years.”

“That means you’re king of Riviana Star.”

“No,” he said quickly. “The crown is transferred by bloodline. I will never be king, even if she were to pass away. It would pass to the next of kin, which means it would go to her sister or her sister’s children. She appointed me as the general of Riviana Star because she knows I love this forest as much as I love her. I would gladly give my life for both.”

“That’s beautiful.”

He drank from his coffee.

“Is it hard? To be married to a monarch?”

“No.” He shook his head. “It’s not hard at all. She’s a great queen, and it’s an honor to be called her husband. I’m still surprised I’ve earned the title when she could have literally anyone she wants.”

“She is beautiful, really beautiful.” She looked like a goddess.

“I know.” He said it with the glow of pride in his eyes.

“So, how does that work?”

“I don’t understand your meaning.”

“Commander Luxe told me elves are nearly immortal.”

“They are.”

“And you…are not.” He would be lucky to reach eighty, and by the time he did, he would be frail and weathered—and Queen Eldinar would look exactly the same.

“Yes, it’s a bad deal for her.”

“For her?” I asked, slightly surprised.

“I’ll never know life without her. But she’ll know life without me, in the blink of an eye.”

I looked down at my coffee, which had gone cold after not touching it for so long. Our conversation was so engrossing, I thought of nothing else. “If you don’t mind my asking, do you have children?”

“No.” His eyes dropped down to his coffee, and he stirred it with a spoon…even though it didn’t need to be stirred.

“I’m sorry.”

“Not everyone wants children, Calista.”

“No. But I can tell you do.”

His eyes were still down when he gave a painful smirk. “You’re like your mother. She saw everything.” He lifted his chin again and took a drink of his coffee. “We decided it was best if we didn’t procreate.”

“We…or her?”

“Why do I get the impression that you dislike her?”

“I don’t dislike her. But I can tell this brings you great pain, and we’re family.” He was family to me, even if I felt like a stranger to him. “I care for you even if that affection is not reciprocated.”

“Calista.” He closed his eyes and gave a sigh. “I wish you would forgive me for the way I behaved at our first meeting. It’d been a long time since we’d interacted, and you arrived in our lands on the back of a red dragon. I’m the general of Riviana Star and sworn protector of Queen Eldinar…my wife. I was simply protective. I see that you aren’t a threat to our people and you believe in the same philosophies that we share, so I’m no longer suspicious of you. Please forgive me, because I would love to get to know you.”

“I’m not one to hold a grudge. I—I was just in a vulnerable place when I arrived.”

“Tell me why.”

Put on the spot, I took a moment to find my words. “I’d just escaped the Death King, and then I returned to Scorpion Valley to see if my father left anything behind…and I saw that his people had given him a proper burial. In his letter, he told me that you lived here, so I guess I was hoping for…a warmer welcome.” I couldn’t describe the depth of my pain and heartbreak, not without going into detail about my captivity in the Arid Sands or the complicated relationship I had with Talon…that I still had with him.

His eyes fell in sadness. “I’m sorry for the way I mistreated you.”

“It’s okay. I understand.”

“I want you to know that I’m very happy that you’re here, that I will have this opportunity to get to know you. My brother and I were close, despite our differences. I remember the day you were born…and the joy it brought to us all.”

“I’m happy that I get to know you too.” I decided to brush off the pain he’d caused me, to forgive and forget because his affection seemed sincere. “So…why does she not want children? As a ruler, I thought continuing her line would be important to her.”

When the subject returned to his wife, his eyes fell once more. “It is. But I’m not the right partner for that legacy.”

I hoped I’d misheard him because if I didn’t, that was awful. “So, she wants to have children…but not with you? I’m sorry, but that’s the most fucked-up thing I’ve ever heard. Why did she marry you, then⁠—”

“Let me explain,” he said calmly, cutting me off so my voice wouldn’t grow any louder. “She’ll live thousands of years, and I’ll be lucky to see seventy. Half of my life is already behind me. If we were to have a child, I wouldn’t be around long enough to enjoy most of their life, not when they’ll live so long and I so little.”

My chest ached in sadness.

“And what’s more, a child we make together will have a much shorter life-span than a full-blooded elf. Which means my wife would outlive them…and have to experience the agony of watching her child die. I couldn’t do that to her.”

I stared at his face, seeing his eyes grow hollow.

“It’s just not the right decision for us.”

“So, she’ll marry someone else and have his children?”

He nodded.

“But not yours…” My throat constricted with tears I refused to shed, but keeping them in felt more painful.

He looked down into his coffee before he took a drink.

“Why not marry someone else?” I asked. “Someone who can give you a family?”

“Because I love her.” He looked up at me again, his expression hard with passion. “I loved her the moment I saw her, and I would rather love her deeply for my short time here on this earth than love another woman less.”

“I’m sorry, but I think her letting this happen is selfish.”

“She rejected my advances many times. Told me there was no future for us, but I pursued her relentlessly.” His eyes started to glaze over with the tale. “It turned into an affair, a secret that we hid from her subjects, and she told me it would be only physical, that it would last a short while until the flames were snuffed out. But she was wrong—because those flames only grew bigger. I told her I loved her and she tried to end it, but I refused to walk away. I didn’t ask her to marry me—I told her to marry me. She finally stopped trying to fight it. She married me under our favorite tree, and I’ve been happy every moment of every day. I have no regrets, nor will I ever.”

It was a beautiful tale, a tale that softened my anger toward her.

“I know it doesn’t make sense to you, probably to anyone, because a legacy that lives on after you is the only one that matters. But love very rarely makes sense.”

Black eyes popped into my mind, sitting just feet away from me, eyes burning deep into my soul. Hot fireplaces in empty bedchambers. His sweaty chest against mine. Angry fingers wrapped around my throat. None of that made sense either, but his mark would be on my skin forever.

“My legacy will be that I loved a woman with my whole heart—and it was worth it.”
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It’d been a week since Talon and I had spoken.

I wondered if he would ever speak to me again. The last conversation ended on such a low point that I wasn’t sure if he wanted to face me again. I hoped that was the end of us, that I would never see those dark eyes again, but that hope was accompanied by a bottomless pit of sadness.

My eyes were on my book when I felt his stare in the dark. The sun had set hours ago, and the forest was deep in twilight. The fireflies floated everywhere, and the crickets sang their song. The peace was disturbed by the man so intense, his presence felt real even when it was a mirage.

I didn’t look up right away, staring at the words on the page until I had the courage to face him.

“You feel me.” His deep voice was calm and authoritative at the same time. “Now look at me.”

My fingers felt the weathered exterior of the hardback before I closed it. But it took me another moment to find the strength to lift my gaze and face him.

He appeared the way he always appeared, shirtless and barefoot, his eyes so intense they looked angry.

“Your breathing changes whenever I’m near you.”

“Because I’m scared.”

“The world should be scared of me—but not you.”

I gripped the book in my hand just to have something to do with my fingers. “Where are you?”

“In the armchair by the fire, where I always am.”

“How—how are you doing this?”

He paused before he answered. “One of my many gifts.”

I didn’t know a god existed until I came to Riviana Star and heard Commander Luxe describe the woman who walked through the trees with the glow of a thousand fairies, and now I viewed the world differently. “Are you…a god?”

His eyes narrowed slightly on my face. “Why do you ask?”

“Because…you don’t seem human.” He was unnaturally handsome, his face chiseled by an artist. And his powers…I’d never seen anything like it. Never heard of anything like it. “Because you have abilities that no mortal possesses.”

“I am mortal, and I will die by the blade.”

“Then how can you do this?”

He cocked his head slightly.

“How?”

His stare remained locked on my face as the silence continued.

I knew he would never tell me.

He asked a question I didn’t expect. “How are you?”

“I’m—I’m fine.” I almost told him about my uncle and the conversation we’d had, what I had learned about the god Riviana, details that would give away my position.

“I’m pleased to see that he’s not here.”

I was careful not to give details of that either. “He’s been good to me. Kind…respectful.”

“Has he?” he asked sarcastically.

“Well, he hasn’t demanded I fuck him like you did.”

A ghost of a smile moved on to his lips. “Don’t pretend you don’t think about me when you’re alone.”

I rolled my eyes.

“I think about you every fucking night.”

I kept my gaze averted in the hope of hiding the heat that flushed up the back of my neck.

“When I said I missed you, I meant it.”

“You mean you miss fucking me.”

He stared, waiting until I met his look. “I miss all of you. That’s why I come to you like this, even though it hurts me.”

“You come to figure out where I am.”

“Because I miss you.”

I looked away. “I told you our interests no longer align.”

“Care to explain that?”

I didn’t know how to explain it, not without breaking my loyalty to good people. “What you’re trying to achieve…can’t be done.”

His features hardened like stone, and his eyes turned angry. “I can come to you from thousands of leagues away with just my mind. I can raise the dead and command their sworn fealty to defeat my enemies. I can claim kingdoms upon the back of a black dragon. Yes, it can be done—and it will be done.” He seethed, the rage bottled deep inside him seeping out through his pores.

“Then you’ll do it without me.”

“I want to do it—with you and Inferno.”

“Well, that’s not possible.”

“Why?”

I redirected my stare.

“What aren’t you telling me, and why aren’t you telling me it?”

“Because I can’t.”

He was quiet for a while, the anger in his eyes. “You know what I think? I think your father left something for you in Scorpion Valley, something he knew you would find and I would miss. He knew where the dragons were and imparted that information to you.”

He was right on the money, but I refused to act like that was true.

“But why wouldn’t you just tell me that? That, I don’t understand.”

I looked out the windows at the fireflies, at the dark forest that surrounded me on all sides.

“You would leave those dragons to their fate?” he asked. “Their minds taken from them and enslaved by a foul creature? You can sleep at night knowing they suffer and you don’t? You know suffering better than most, so I don’t know how you can tolerate this⁠—”

“Fuck you,” I snapped. “You can’t manipulate me, Talon.”

“I’m not the one manipulating you. Someone else already did—clearly.”

I looked away again.

“You don’t have to betray the trust of whoever houses you. Just tell me why you think my mission is hopeless.”

There was no way I could answer that question without betraying the trust of Queen Eldinar and the elves. When I’d asked for their help and they rejected it, I’d thought they were cowardly, but there was nothing I could do to change their stance. “There are things you won’t tell me, and there are things I won’t tell you.”

“But the things you seek are personal. My interest is not in you personally⁠—”

“Talon, I can’t give you what you seek. I can’t even explain why I can’t without giving you more information than you should have. My hands are tied behind my back, and my loyalty is divided.”

“If it’s divided, then that means I still have half of it. And that means whomever you’re with considers me an enemy.”

That was why I couldn’t say anything—because he pieced things together. “Everyone in these lands considers you the enemy, Talon. You conquered the world without mercy. Even those who serve you do so begrudgingly. If you died, your people wouldn’t bury you, not the way they buried my father…”

His eyes remained hard, like my insults didn’t sink beneath the flesh. “Please confide in me, Calista. I vow I won’t hurt those you protect.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I’ve never broken my word to you.”

“No, but I see the way you change when you talk about the revenge you seek. There’s nothing you wouldn’t do, no vow you wouldn’t break, to fulfill it. I understand because my revenge is also unspent. My father gave his life for the protection of these people, and I will not betray his dying wish by confiding in you.”

His stare was so hot it burned my face. Like the surface of the sun, it was scalding, blistering. The rage shook like tremors of an earthquake, so profound I could feel the ground move beneath my feet. “Don’t take this away from me⁠—”

“I’m not trying to take anything away. I told you this plan won’t work, and that’s more than I should even tell you⁠—”

“You don’t get it, Calista.”

“I do get it. I’ve let go of my revenge, and so should you.”

“You’ve let go of your revenge?” he asked incredulously. “Then why aren’t you naked in my bed right now?”

“Just because I don’t wish to usurp you doesn’t mean I want you.”

He clenched his jaw and closed his eyes simultaneously—all in the blink of an eye. “I need those dragons⁠—”

“You’re the single most powerful being I’ve ever witnessed. Khazmuda can fly and breathe fire, but you can raise the dead. Your mind can bring you anywhere in the world that you wish. You’re practically a god. You don’t need the dragons⁠—”

“So you do know where they are.”

“I mean that hypothetically. Why are you waiting around for this when you’re capable of taking back what’s yours entirely on your own?”

“Because I’m not enough. An army is not enough. Not when I face a hundred dragons in the skies. I have one fucking chance at this—one. Dying and failing is not an option. I must do this.”

I dropped my chin because the pain and anger on his face were too much to bear. “There’s nothing I can do⁠—”

“Bullshit. Don’t deny me what my heart desires most.”

My eyes stayed down.

“Calista—”

“I don’t want to see you anymore.” It broke my heart to say it, to sever ties with a man I cared so deeply for…but also despised. “I’ve made my desires clear, so there’s no reason for us to speak further. It’s just making it harder…for both of us.” I kept my eyes down because I didn’t want to see the look on his face, see the hurt mixed with rage.

He was quiet.

I waited for his hostility to evaporate, for his presence to disappear into the night.

But he stayed. “This is it, and you won’t even look at me.”

After a deep breath, I lifted my chin to meet his gaze.

He sat there, his angry eyes locked on mine, a world of hurt deep in their abyss. His stare remained glued to my face without a single blink, as if he was trying to memorize my appearance for the lonely nights to come. “This is it, and you have nothing to say.”

“It’s just going to make it harder⁠—”

“I’ve felt nothing these last thirty years. The only person I care for is Khazmuda, and that relationship took decades to build. But with you…it was real from the beginning. It was real the moment I saw you. I don’t know what the future holds, but I expect our paths will cross again…probably across a battlefield. And when that moment comes, just know that’s not what I wanted for us.”

I felt the tears build behind my eyes, but I refused to let them fall.

“Goodbye, Calista.” He didn’t wait for me to say anything before he vanished—disappearing into thin air.


PROLOGUE III
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TALON



She turned in bed. Turned again. Released a heavy sigh.

I was already wide awake and staring at the ceiling, so my hand moved to her stomach. “Baby, relax.” She’d gotten so big the last few months. It had taken her four months just to show, but her belly was unmistakable. Just a couple more months and my son or daughter would be here.

“I can’t.”

I pulled down the sheets, lifted up her nightdress, and pressed kisses to her stomach. Sometimes when I rested my hand there, I could feel the baby kick, feel the life that we’d made together. “Breathe.”

Her fingers moved into my hair as she took her deep breaths, her stomach rising and falling.

“All of this will be worth it in the end. Remember that.”

“I know. I’m just so uncomfortable…my back…my feet…everything.”

“You know I would do it for you if I could.”

Her affectionate eyes blanketed me with her love. “I know.”

I continued to rub her stomach. “In a couple months, you’re going to have someone you’ll love more than anything else in the world. And all the hardship, all the sleepless nights, it’ll all be worth it.”

“It’s hard to imagine loving someone more than you.”

“You will. Trust me.” I lay beside her again and felt her cuddle into my side, her stomach against me.

“Why are you awake?” she whispered.

“I’m always awake.”

“I know something troubles you.”

Months had passed since my conversation with Uncle Barron. Instead of planting an olive tree that could provide shade and sustenance for us both, it seemed to have driven him further away. He and his sons and cousins had all remained outside the royal grounds, keeping to themselves in their villas and the countryside. I wasn’t sure if I’d made things better…or worse. “Nothing that concerns you, baby.”

“Your troubles are my troubles.”

I brushed a kiss to her forehead. “Sleep. You need your rest.”
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I walked into the dimly lit bar and found Silas sitting at one of the tables, several tankards in front of him with a woman across his knee. Topless, she fed him grapes, and he ate each one that she popped into his mouth.

I pulled out the chair and took the seat across from him.

“Look who crawled out of his cave.” He turned his face away from the grape she tried to place on his tongue. “Get me another drink, sweetheart.” When she left his lap, he gave her a smack on the ass. “And call one of the girls over for my brother.”

“I’ll pass.”

Silas rolled his eyes. “Just the drink, then. My brother is boring.”

“Your brother is married.”

“Half of the guys in here are married.”

I got the waitress’s attention and ordered a drink. She brought it over, tits on display, but I just took the drink and ignored her.

“What brings you here?”

“The servants told me this is where I’d find you.”

“Yep,” he said. “This is where you can find me most nights.” He relaxed in the chair, arm over the back of the other armchair as he surveyed the rowdy bar, half-naked women walking around to serve the drunken men. “I call it paradise.”

Paradise looked very different to me. I pictured Vivian in the shade of an apple tree on a blanket, playing with our son, while her stomach was swollen with his sibling. This bar felt cheap and lonely—and it was a perfect reflection of my brother.

“So.” He took a drink from his tankard. “What did you want to discuss?”

I stared around the bar, trying to pull my thoughts together. “I feel a shadow creep up the back of my neck. It’s an unease I can’t explain or justify. A sense of doom without a cause.”

The subtle grin on his face slowly faded as he listened.

“It’s just a feeling, but it feels as real as a sword to the throat.”

“What’s provoked this, Talon?”

“It’s been a few months since I spoke to Uncle Barron.” I wasn’t sure why we even called him that because he was more of a distant cousin than a great-uncle. “He doesn’t show his face. His sons are absent from our lives. He and all his relations seemed to have disappeared.”

“Because he knows you’re onto him and backed off.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps that provoked him.”

“Provoked him to do what?”

“I don’t know, Silas. I just fear that he’s plotting something right under our noses. When he came to the royal grounds, we could see him in the flesh, witness his actions, but now that he’s avoiding us, I have no idea what he’s doing.”

“The farther away he is from us, the better,” Silas said. “The army respects Father’s rulership. The people respect Father as their king. Uncle Barron has no chance to poison them against our family. His only chance at the throne is to kill us all, pin the murder on someone else, and then take the crown for himself. And if he’s nowhere near us, then he can’t do that. I don’t want to dismiss your concerns as paranoia because I see it eating at you, but I think your distress is unnecessary.”

That was why I came down there, to hear Silas say these words to me, tell me that my concern was gravely misplaced. “I can’t discuss these things with Vivian.” I shared my life with her completely. There were very few secrets I kept from her.

“Why?”

“I don’t want her to worry. Her only priority is our child. Everything else is my responsibility.”

“I thought marriage was a partnership.”

“Not when she married a future king.” The kingdom and the crown were my domain, my responsibility. I was supposed to protect her, as well as everyone else. If she was worried, then I wasn’t doing my job correctly.

“You just like to carry all the weight up the mountain.”

“I’m her husband. That’s my burden.”

“No, you do that with everyone,” he said. “With me and Rosella, especially.”

I looked down into my tankard.

“I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, Talon.”

I continued to stare at the contents before I met his look again.

“Drink up. Next one’s on me.”

I smirked. “Wow, I don’t think you’ve ever bought me a drink.”

“Don’t get used to it, asshole.”
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It was getting harder for Vivian to do things. Cooking was too difficult for her, so I had the servants prepare all our meals and deliver them to the cottage. She napped several times a day because she was up most of the night. The doctor said the baby was doing fine. It was just an uncomfortable position for her.

I planned a picnic for her under the olive tree in the garden. It was close to the edge of the cliff, showing the Northern Sea below, the galleons as they moved along the shore to bring goods to port.

She leaned against me, her back to my chest, her head resting against my shoulder. She wore a summer dress, her hands on top of her belly, enjoying the warmth of the sunshine. The servants had packed a picnic for us in a wicker basket, but we hadn’t eaten it yet because she was so relaxed in my arms. At one point, she fell asleep, and I let her be because I knew she was exhausted.

I knew this pregnancy was hard for her, harder than it seemed to be for most women, and I wished there was something I could do to make it easier for her. We planned to have more children, and I’d hate for her to go through this every single time. The morning sickness, the evening sickness, the back pain, the lack of appetite.

Footsteps sounded on the grass, and I turned to look at the armed soldier as he approached. He glanced down at Vivian, seeing that she was asleep, and unsure if he should wake her. He looked to me for direction.

“What is it?” I asked quietly.

“Your father wishes to speak with you. It’s urgent.” He stepped away as Vivian stirred.

Her eyes immediately opened at the sound of the voice that didn’t belong to me. She stiffened as she watched the soldier walk away. “What happened?”

“My father requires my presence.” I got to my feet and helped her up. “He said it was urgent.”

“Is everything okay?”

“I’m sure it’s fine, baby.”

“But nothing has ever been urgent before.”

“Soldier,” I called to him across the grass.

He turned around and faced me.

“Escort my wife to the cottage.”

“I can make it on my own, Talon.”

I grabbed the basket from the ground and handed it to the soldier. “Escort her.”

“Of course, Prince Talon.”

I gave her a quick kiss. “I’ll see you when I get back.”

She looked at me like she had more to say, but she held her words.

The soldier extended his arm to her. “Come on, Princess Vivian.”

She took his arm, her other hand moving to her stomach.

Once I knew she was in good hands, I crossed the royal grounds and approached the castle. It was beautifully constructed of white stone, with spire towers and bridges, an architectural marvel. I entered through the open double doors and made my way to my father’s study, knowing that was where he would be in times of urgency. That was where his scrolls were read and written, where he housed his maps, where he did his heaviest thinking.

I entered the study, but instead of finding him behind his ornate desk, he was in the deliberations room, a room with a large table where his maps were placed, his pawns scattered across the surface. He wasn’t alone. His general was there beside him, as well as his commander. Silas was also present, and he didn’t crack a joke as I entered.

I could feel the heavy energy the second I stepped into the room.

“What is it?” I asked, approaching the head of the table, directly opposite my father.

He stared down at the map in front of him before he lifted his gaze to look at me. “King Constantine, King of the Dragons, calls for our aid. Dark creatures from the east have invaded their lands and enslaved most of their kind. He refers to them as dark elves, beings that wield dark magic. He also said by the time I received this notice, it would probably be too late to intervene. He said their attack was quick and cunning.”

I stared at my father for several breaths, each of those breaths becoming more labored as the truth set in. “How do you enslave a dragon?” They were the strongest creatures on the face of the earth. We were blessed that they chose to coexist with us peacefully rather than turn us into meals.

My father held my gaze with a straight spine. “A foe of a dragon is a foe to us. I fear we’ll be their next conquest.”

I had just enjoyed a picnic with my pregnant wife in the sunshine, and now we were at war. “What do they want?”

“What everyone wants,” he said with a calm voice. “Everything.”
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The peaceful existence I’d known my whole life was gone—in just a few seconds. The castle was turned into a battlefield, soldiers manning the wall with cannons. Every soldier, even those not on shift, was called to serve, to prepare for a war we assumed would never come. The dragons had been our peaceful neighbors since the dawn of time. Not once did we ever fear them. And even if we did, we were no match for them.

The first thing I did was return to Vivian.

I opened the front door and found her standing in the living room, her face frantic because she’d heard the war bells sound on top of the tower.

“What’s happening?” she blurted, coming straight for me the second I opened the door.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“The dragons have been conquered by dark elves. We prepare for war.”

Her face was already pale, but it started to look bloodless. “I—I don’t understand.”

“I heard the words directly from my father’s mouth, but I still don’t understand it.”

“How? How could dragons be conquered?”

“King Constantine said they wield dark magic.”

“What does that mean?”

I didn’t want to know. “I’ve prepared a ship for you. It’ll take you to Archaeon, our hidden stronghold there. You’ll be safe there until the war is over. And if we fall…you’ll sail to the east.”

Appalled, her breaths turned to pants. “I’m not leaving you.”

“You will.”

Her eyes started to glisten with tears. “I said, I’m not leaving you.”

“You’re not staying here.” I didn’t want to yell at my wife, not when I loved her, not when I was so fucking scared that I was about to lose her. “I will drag your ass onto that ship and tie you up myself if I must. There’s no scenario where you stay. Fire will rain down from the sky, and many of our people will perish—but you will not be among the dead.”

“Talon—”

“What is her name?”

Tears poured down her cheeks.

“Tell me her name.”

“Lena.” Her hand moved over her stomach as her bottom lip quivered.

“I know it’s hard to leave me, but you must.”

“No.” Her hand cupped her mouth as she started to sob. “Why is this happening? We made love last night without a care in the world, and now…everything is gone.” She sobbed and heaved, her hand still on her stomach.

It killed me to watch this, to know I couldn’t stop it, that I couldn’t protect her from the truth. I didn’t know exactly what we faced, but the assault would probably claim my life, and she and Lena would be on their own. “Vivian.”

She continued to break down right before my eyes.

I grabbed her forearm and squeezed it for her attention.

She looked at me again.

“I’m sorry.” Our lives were being ripped asunder. Her only concern had been to birth our children, but now she had to survive a war, most likely as a widow.

“Come with us.” Now her hand grabbed mine. “Let’s take the ship and go.”

For a fleeting moment, I was tempted, tempted to abandon everyone else I loved for a single person. To sail away and leave them to their fate because one man wasn’t enough to make a difference in a war. To start over in a new place with my wife and child, to settle in a little cottage in the woods and be perfectly content with almost nothing but love. “I—I can’t.”

Her tears started to well up again.

“I can’t abandon my family.” I couldn’t let my father fight this war alone. I couldn’t turn my back on my brother. “I’m sorry.”

She didn’t argue with me, knowing I was too noble to choose the easy way out, even for her.

“Grab your things. My mother and Rosella will go with you.”

“Talon—”

“I don’t know how much time we have, baby. Until your ship has left the harbor, I won’t be able to think of anything else.”

“Until we’re gone from your life forever…”

I would probably die—and we both knew it. “It’s not forever.” Somehow my impending death was easier to swallow than letting her receive a mere scratch. Death could take me, and I wouldn’t fight it, not when I knew that she was out of harm’s way, that she would keep my memory alive by telling our daughter who her father was, why I had to leave them both. “Let’s get your things.”
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With Vivian’s hand in mine and her bag over my shoulder, I walked her to the stables and prepared a horse for her to ride.

“Prince Talon, His Majesty requests your presence imminently.” The soldier appeared from behind me.

I worked the saddle onto the horse because the stableboy was busy preparing all the other horses for battle. “I’ll be there when I can.”

There was a pause before he spoke again. “He said now.”

I turned around to look at him.

Vivian immediately shrank back from my wrath. So did the soldier.

“I will come when I’m able. My wife needs me right now.” I turned back to the saddle and properly secured it before I attached the bag to the side. It contained a couple changes of clothes and linens, but it also had food and water to last for her journey.

He made the mistake of grabbing me by the shoulder. “Prince Talon, I’m sorry⁠—”

I spun around and shoved him back as I pulled my blade free. The blade was at his neck a moment later, my hand gripping the front of his shirt.

Vivian gave a gasp.

“Listen to me.” I gave him a hard shake. “I said, I will be there when I can.” Then I shoved him so hard he tripped backward.

I turned back to the horse and tied the reins to the post. “Come here, baby.”

She came forward and looked at the horse warily.

“Don’t worry. I’ll ride with you.” I grabbed a step stool and put it beside the horse so she had a leg up. I grabbed her hand and helped her up. Then I gripped her so she could swing her leg over and mount the horse.

I removed the stool and untied the reins before I led the horse out of the stable, pulling him away from the building so I could mount him in the open and take off.

“Talon.”

I stilled when I heard my father’s voice, the defeat in his tone.

I turned to look at him, the horse releasing an impatient breath at my arm.

He looked at Vivian on the horse then back at me, his eyes glazed in hurt. “You would give up so easily…”

“I will fight with you, Father. But I must prepare for the worst.”

His eyes stayed on me, the disappointment evident.

“I’m going to take Vivian to the harbor. She’ll leave for the east on a manned ship. Mother and Rosella can join her if they hurry.”

“Your mother and sister would never abandon their home,” he said. “And we need that ship and those men for battle. War is about the many, not the few.”

“I don’t care.”

My father gave me a sheathed look of anger. It was dull to others, but it was a forest fire to me. “Enough of this. You’re wasting valuable time when we should be deciding our next course of action⁠—”

“Begin your preparations in my absence. I’m unavailable until my wife and child are safe.”

“You would put them before your kingdom⁠—”

“Damn fucking right.” I placed my foot in the stirrup and climbed into the saddle behind the horn, Vivian behind me. “I’ll be back in an hour. I pledge my life and my sword to this kingdom—and I will deliver.”
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I ordered the captain to commandeer the galleon, the fastest ship with the black sails, and placed her belongings in one of the private chambers. The sailors got to work preparing the ship for departure, dropping the sails and throwing the supplies on board for a hasty exit.

Vivian was scared. I could see it on her face. She sat on the bed, her hand on her stomach, her breathing labored.

“Listen to me.” I moved to my knee in front of her and opened the sack. There was a dagger inside. “You remember what I showed you?” I gripped it by the hilt, the blade pointing down.

She nodded.

“Right here.” I pointed at the spot on my neck, right where the artery was. “One hit and they’re done. Keep this on you at all times. Under your pillow at night. Under your dress during the day.”

“Okay.”

“I’ve ordered the soldiers I trust the most to man this ship. Their only job is to protect you. I’ve rewarded them with more gold than they could ever spend as payment.”

She started to cry.

I opened the bag and removed the cloth that was bound around a stone. When it was gone, it revealed the brilliance of a diamond, a diamond so big that it filled my entire hand. It was flawless, shining even in the darkness in the cabin. “I know you must travel light. Keep this hidden, and when you get to your destination, it will buy you a home and food for the rest of your life.” I wrapped it in the cloth again and tucked it back inside the sack. I had been in such a rush to get her down here and to safety that I didn’t think about what came after that.

The goodbye.

Her hands cupped my cheeks as she sobbed. “I would stay if it were just me.”

My hands gripped her wrists. “I know.” I knew she would die with me rather than live without me.

“Come with us…please.”

My eyes closed, trying to resist the plea in my wife’s voice.

“Please…”

I grabbed her wrists and pulled them from my face. “You know I can’t.”

She started to cry harder, knowing this was it.

The moment was too much, too heavy, my mind couldn’t cope with it. “I will do everything I can to survive. And when I do, I will find you. That’s a promise.”

She sobbed, her cheeks red and her eyes puffy.

I kissed each of her hands. “I love you.” I lifted up her dress and pressed a kiss to her belly. “Both of you.”

“No…”

My hands dug into her hair, and I brought our faces close together. Despite the havoc of emotion inside me, I didn’t succumb to it, not when it would only make it harder for her. “Tell me you love me.”

She gripped my wrists and sobbed. “I love you.”

I kissed her forehead. “If we don’t see each other in this life, we’ll see each other in the next.” I pulled away.

She dug her nails into my flesh and suddenly exerted more strength than her little body could usually produce. She tugged me close.

I had to twist from her grasp and step away.

“No…”

Turning my back on her and walking out was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do, to walk away from her sobs, to ignore my wife’s suffering, to know she would start a life in a new place…and probably remarry and have more children with someone else while my corpse would rot on a battlefield.

With tears in my eyes that I didn’t shed, I rode back to the castle to fulfill my duty…and let her go.
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“We need nets. Gather all the fishing nets from the harbor and attach them to spikes. If the dragons attack us, that’s our only chance to take them down.” My father gave his orders, and two soldiers left the room to carry the message.

I walked inside at that moment, seeing Silas in his full armor without his typical smirk.

My father shifted his gaze to me, his stare still angry.

I approached the table, my sword hooked over my back, desperate to look out the window and see if I could spot her ship headed out to sea, but I needed to focus on the war that was about to arrive on our doorstep.

My father had never looked so disappointed in me.

It was the worst feeling in the world, to know your father thought so little of you, but it didn’t affect me whatsoever. I’d made my decision—and I would repeat it a million times.

He looked at me with disdain. “The future Queen of the Southern Isles chose to abandon her people. Perhaps you should have married a woman of noble birth as I suggested, because her spine is weak.”

Silas flicked his eyes to me, forced to listen to this strained conversation.

I continued to feel nothing. “She wanted to stay, but I made her go.”

My father stared, both hands on the surface of the table. “The crown will be passed to your brother Silas upon my death—because your abandonment is treasonous.”

“He can have it,” I said. “The crown is a penny compared to the diamond that is my wife and child. In this, we will always disagree, but my first duty is as a husband and a father, not a prince or a king. Their safety comes before everyone else. I’m not sorry for what I did. Release your fire—but I will not burn.”

That only seemed to anger him more. “You worthless bastard⁠—”

“Father.” Silas was the one to interrupt the heated exchange. “I know you’re scared. Shit, we’re all scared. But Talon sending Vivian away is not an acceptance of defeat. It doesn’t mean the war is lost. All he wanted to do was protect his pregnant wife, a woman who can barely walk right now, and I don’t fault him for that. He didn’t take the ship with her. He came back here to win with us—or die with us. In the event of your death, I refuse the crown because Talon is a better ruler than I could ever be.”

My heart tugged at his words.

“If it were me,” Silas continued. “I would have done the same. This may be the last time we’re all living, so let’s put this behind us and move forward. What’s done is done—and we have a war to win.”
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Every able soldier was armed and prepared for battle. The castle was situated high on the cliffs, while the city was down below. We were at the coast, so it closed off one front from an attack, unless they attacked by ship.

Our military was always prepared, but it’d been hundreds of years since the last battle had taken place. That reigning peace had weakened our bones, put us in a state of perpetual calm. I was afraid we wouldn’t be able to handle this war, especially against beings we didn’t understand.

I stood at the edge of the royal grounds, at the top of the cliff, the warm breeze moving through my hair, darkness all around us. Every torch we had was lit all around the kingdom, providing a distinct glow so we could see our surroundings. Some of the hills and fields were illuminated so we could anticipate an attack, but until our foes approached the immediate vicinity, we wouldn’t know. Instead of having scouts stationed ahead, we thought having every able man behind the gate was our best chance for success.

Silas stood beside me, staring at the same sight.

We said nothing, just stood in silence.

I glanced at him beside me. “I appreciate what you said back there.” My brother and I didn’t have a lot of serious one-on-one moments. It was usually jokes and taunts, the only way we knew how to show affection.

He continued to stare ahead. “I meant it.”

I looked ahead again.

“I’ve never seen Father scared before. He’s always optimistic about everything.”

“He’s never faced war. His father didn’t face it. Nor did his father’s father.”

“He thinks we’re going to lose, and it scares him that other people think it too.”

I watched the torches dance in the sea breeze. “We shouldn’t assume defeat when we don’t know our enemy.”

“If we went to war with the dragons, we would lose. So if these creatures can defeat the dragons, then they can defeat us. You were right to put Vivian on a ship. At least our bloodline will continue…even if no one remembers us.”

I wanted to admonish him for his pessimism, but in my heart, I knew he was right.

“Roooaaaaarrrrrrr.” The forceful call exploded through the air like a bolt of lightning. At first, it sounded like an echo, coming from different directions as it bounced off the mountains, but then I realized that wasn’t the case.

There were dozens. “They’ve coerced the dragons into an attack.”

Silas hadn’t moved, hadn’t reacted, as if he’d been expecting this.

I moved away, ready to command the soldiers at the top of the cliff.

But Silas didn’t move. He continued to stare into the darkness.

“Silas.” I came back to him, staring at the side of his face.

He turned to me, dead in the eyes. “I want you to know I’ve always looked up to you. When we were young, you used to complain about standing in father’s shadow, until one day you began to appreciate it. I was born in your shadow, a shadow so big that I’ve never seen the sun. But I’ve loved every moment of the shade.” He extended his hand to me. “If we don’t see each other again…just know that you’ve been a great brother.”

I let his hand hover between us. “Silas.” I moved into him and embraced him with a hard hug.

He gripped me tightly, clapping me on the back.

“You’re the best brother I ever could have asked for.”

He held on to me, his grip remaining tight like he was hanging over the edge of a cliff. “I know.”

I chuckled, feeling the tears sting my eyes. “I love you, asshole.”

“I love you too.”
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Fire. It burned the city. It burned the world.

The dragons swooped through the darkness and knocked the cannons from the ledges. The bells of the towers were ripped from the stone and tossed into the sea. Screams of dying soldiers pierced the night. We’d successfully captured two dragons with our poorly fastened net system, but once the dragons were on the ground, they were a terror, and we lost a lot of men that way.

We were doomed.

I watched my men die. I watched my city burn. And all I could think about was Vivian—sailing to safety across the Northern Sea, so far away, she couldn’t see the fires or hear the screams. Parting from her had broken my heart, but now it gave me solace.

I ran to the eastern side of the castle, where my father issued his orders. The soldiers at the coastline were led by the general, but they were getting massacred the way we were up at the cliffs.

I reached him just as a dragon swooped down and knocked a line of men aside. One man was snatched in its enormous talons and carried into the sky before being swallowed whole. It was dark, and the riders were hard to see, heavily armored so any arrows that managed to strike them bounced right off.

I reached my father. “We must surrender!”

“Fire.” He issued his order, and a series of cannons fired at a dragon that passed by. Each one missed. “Again.”

“Father, we must surrender!”

He wouldn’t look at me.

“Did you hear me?” I’d yelled it the first time and the second.

“Yes, I heard you,” he snapped. “And no.”

“They’re going to kill us all⁠—”

“And wouldn’t you rather die than be a slave to a new regime? You know they’ll make a mockery out of us⁠—”

“But the people we’ve vowed to protect will be spared. Their lives and the lives of their children are more important than our egos.”

Silas stood behind him, listening to the conversation with a ghostly face. “He’s right, Father⁠—”

“This conversation doesn’t concern you,” he snapped.

I hated that these would be our last moments together, fighting and screaming with each other while the enemies soared through the skies.

“Listen to me,” I said. “We surrender. Then for as long as we’re still living, we try to discern how the dragons have been coerced. King Constantine would never let their kind be used in this manner, so there must be some external force making them behave this way. We figure out what this is and reverse it⁠—”

“Roooaaaaarrrrrr!”

The world suddenly went quiet. The dragons ceased their attack. For the first time, I could hear the crackling flames because the screams of the dying had stopped. A silence ensued, but it was packed with so much tension that I couldn’t draw breath.

Then he emerged from the darkness into the light of the flames—King Constantine. A charcoal-gray dragon larger in size than the rest, with brilliant scales that reflected like wet oil. He turned idle in the sky, his wings flapping to keep him in place, and then the rider called down to us.

It took me a moment to distinguish his face at this distance when the light was limited and he slowly rose up and down on the idling dragon. But then I saw it, those unkind eyes, that heavy-jowled face. “Uncle Barron…” My stomach tightened and pushed the acid up my throat. I’d been scared the moment of the siege, but now my terror had deepened into something more. A knife slid into my back, right between my ribs, and speared my lungs.

He called down to us from his mighty steed. “Had enough, Your Majesty?” Those unkind eyes had deepened into the gates of the underworld. Evil shone brighter than the full moon on a clear night. His lip was even curled up like he struggled not to sneer.

My father said nothing, staring up at him with contempt.

I’d warned my father, and he didn’t listen—and now we were all about to die.

“Your eldest may be arrogant, but he’s no fool. He saw what you failed to see, and now everyone you love will burn in my flames.” His dragon slowly lowered itself closer to the earth, obeying silent commands. Uncle Barron’s face came into better view, and he was wearing armor that looked nothing like our own. It was black and shiny, made of a material I couldn’t identify. He’d been nothing but an ordinary man my entire life, and now he looked like the mightiest soldier. Once his dragon landed, the other dragons were visible in the air, acting as guards if any one of us tried anything.

Uncle Barron climbed down from the powerful dragon then approached us, his cape flapping in the wind, looking quite a few inches taller and infinitely more powerful. He stopped several feet away from my father, his sword resting on his hip, and he let the silence pass as he enjoyed every second of his conquest. “First—we’ll start with you.”
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Stakes were constructed out of the olive trees that had thrived hundreds of years in our courtyard. Butchered with blunt axes and knocked over by the enormous talons of the dragons, they were the first to be massacred.

We were bound by our wrists and forced onto our knees, knives at our throats as we waited for our turn to be burned. I stared straight ahead, refusing to look at my little brother beside me, to see the fear in his eyes that I couldn’t assuage. I didn’t look at my father either, knowing he must be riddled with guilt that he’d ignored my repeated warnings.

I thought of Vivian and the child we’d made with our love—because that was the only comfort I had. I’d failed my family. I should have done more than warned my father. I should have executed Uncle Barron when I had the chance. There would have been no repercussions for the crime since I was the prince. But I’d let my father’s stupid optimism reign—to the detriment of us all.

My father spoke beside me. “I’m sorry, Talon.”

I wanted to say it was okay, to grant him forgiveness in our final moments, but I couldn’t. My child would grow up without a father. My wife would have to survive without a husband to provide and care for her. I would consider myself lucky if I was burned alive first, just so I wouldn’t have to watch my brother scream until death finally took him.

“I should have listened to you⁠—”

“It doesn’t matter now.”

He turned to look at me, defeat in his eyes, the sword still pressed right up against his neck.

I wouldn’t meet his gaze.

“You would have been a great king⁠—”

“I wanted to be a father far more than I wanted to be king, but now I’ll never know my child.” I kept a straight face even though I wanted to burst into tears. “I’ll never know if I had a son or a daughter. I’ll never know the joys of fatherhood…”

My father turned away quickly like I’d slapped him.

Silas said nothing as he listened.

“I wish I’d left with her…” I wished I were on that boat with her right now, getting her to safety, building a cottage with my bare hands so that she and my baby would be warm by the fire while I tilled the fields outside. Our lives would be simple, but we would be together. I would have to carry the shame of my abandonment every day, but that would have been preferrable to this, to watching my family die right before my eyes because I couldn’t stop it.

“Bring them.” Uncle Barron issued his command.

A moment later, Mother and Rosella were dragged from the castle, both of them sobbing like they’d already endured terror behind the walls of the castle. They were forced to their knees on the other side of my father.

He didn’t look at them.

“Rise, Your Majesty.”

I stared straight ahead, unable to look at him, unable to watch.

He got to his feet on his own. He didn’t fight. Didn’t issue a protest.

My mother sobbed harder than ever. Her cries were like wet screams.

The men escorted him to the stake and secured him to the wood.

My eyes dropped down, focusing on the cobblestone beneath my knees, my mind desperate to block out the horror.

I heard the dragon take a breath—and then felt the heat of the flames on my face as the stream of fire unleashed.

I didn’t hear my father scream—but I heard my mother.

She sobbed and collapsed forward, her hands bound behind her back, bringing her knees to her chest to curl up like a child. The sobs racked her entire body, made it shake uncontrollably.

My sister cried too, but her tears seemed silent in comparison.

My eyes remained down, feeling the flames right on my forehead. When I looked beside me, I saw Silas’s horrified face. The flames reflected in his eyes as he watched the scene, as he watched our father get burned alive.

Then I smelled it, the rancid smell of burned flesh.

I felt the acid move up my throat, and I almost hurled.

Silas bent forward against the knife and splattered vomit on his knees.

My mother continued to sob.

I hoped I was next. I’d rather die now than watch any more of this.

Uncle Barron’s boots were audible as he took his time walking toward us. They stopped in front of my mother, in my peripheral.

She continued to lie there and sob, either oblivious or indifferent.

“Get her up.”

I closed my eyes because I couldn’t bear it.

Rosella sobbed. “No! Please! Let her go!”

The men escorted my mother to the next stake, and there was no fight. She just cried as they bound her to the wood.

Silas lifted his head.

“Don’t watch,” I said to him.

“No!” Rosella continued to scream.

Silas dropped his chin.

I heard the same sounds as before, the dragon drawing breath then releasing his jet of flame.

My mother didn’t go quietly. Her screams were horrifying, full of unspeakable agony, her body unable to process the pain of her flesh being charred and melted.

I clenched my eyes as tight as I could, but nothing could block out the mental picture.

Silas started to cry, not for himself, but for our mother.

When the screams stopped, I knew she was gone—and I was grateful for that.

Rosella sobbed her heart out.

Uncle Barron’s black boots returned, and they stopped in front of Silas.

Of all people, he was the one I couldn’t stand to watch. “Take me next.”

Silas looked at me.

Uncle Barron looked down at me, the sneer on his face. “I like to save the best for last.” He gestured for the men to grab Silas.

I knew this was punishment for what I’d done, for going to his villa and issuing my threats, for catching the scent of his trail when no one else noticed. “My father continued to see the good in you when none was to be found. Have mercy…”

“Your father was a fool—and he died like a fool. My line should have sat upon the throne all these generations. Instead, a spineless, pathetic, foolish bloodline warmed the seat. None of your kind deserve to endure, and I will slaughter every person who has your blood. Your family line will cease to exist.”

His men got Silas to his feet and dragged him forward.

There was nothing I could do to stop it, and that killed me. “Silas.”

He was escorted to the stake, the pile of wood about to be burned.

“Just close your eyes. It’ll be over in thirty seconds.” I wanted to burst into tears. I could feel the heat burn just below my eyes. But my despair would only make it harder for Silas to die. “Soon, you will know peace.”

“Grab her too,” Uncle Barron said. “Siblings go together.”

They dragged Rosella, who tried to fight their hold and was kicked in the stomach.

I sat there alone, a knife to my throat, watching the last of my kind get tied to the stake. “Please don’t do this.” I turned to Uncle Barron and begged. “I’ll do anything you want. I’ll serve you in any way you wish. Put us to work in the fields. Exile us from your lands. I’ll be your stepping stool every time you get onto your horse. Just don’t do this…please.”

He stared at me with mirth, like my plea only made him enjoy it more. “Burn them, Constantine.”

The dragon inhaled a breath and released the jet of fire.

I immediately looked down, the tears coming out of my eyes when I felt the heat. My sister screamed in agony, but Silas remained silent. However, his silence only lasted a few seconds before the flames became too much—and then he screamed.

I clenched my eyes shut and tried to block out the sound, but I couldn’t. It was all I could hear, all I could picture.

When the screams stopped, I felt both relief…and utter devastation.

I was the last remaining member of my line, and now I just wanted it to end. I wanted to pass through the veil and be in the sky. I wanted to be with my family again, far away from our ash corpses, to know only peace. And one day…Vivian would be there too.

“Bring her out.”

My eyes were on the cobblestones beneath me, my vision a blur from the tears and the agony, but everything came into focus when I heard his words. My chin rose to meet his gaze—and now the sneer was a full grin.

“I’ve saved the best for last.”

“No…”

Then I heard her scream, a voice I’d recognize anywhere, and I felt a panic far more intense than any other.

They dragged her from the doors of the castle, her pregnant belly unmistakable, and she tried hopelessly to twist out of their grasp as they forced her forward. “Talon!” She screamed for me, screamed for me to do something.

“No!” I unleashed a surge of strength that defied my size and somehow pushed off the two men who held me down. My hands were secured behind my back with several knots, and I couldn’t twist free. I nearly popped my shoulder out of the socket because I twisted so hard.

The men shoved me back to the ground.

“No!”

“Talon!” They continued to drag her to the stake, her sobs louder than my mother’s.

“Don’t do this.” I turned to Uncle Barron, who enjoyed the sight with that same sickly smile. “She’s not my kin. She’s not my blood. Let her go and burn me. Please.”

They started to tie her to the stake.

I tried to jump to my feet again. “This is just cruel. This is how you start your reign? Burning an innocent woman⁠—”

“She may not be your blood—but her child is.”

My child. The child that would never be born because of me. “Please…” I broke down into tears, the drops flowing down my face like rivers because she somehow meant more to me than my entire family. “Wait until the child is born and then spare her…” I couldn’t believe my words, but I’d rather one of them survive than neither. “Come on, please. Uncle Barron, please. Just…fucking please.”

He ignored me. “Constantine.”

“No! Please! Please don’t fucking do this⁠—”

The dragon released the fire—and she screamed.

I dropped forward and sobbed, my face to the cobblestones, and just like my mother had, I curled into a ball and sobbed as I listened to my wife shriek as she was burned away, as my child was consumed in the flames. My body shook violently, and the tears felt like fire on my cheeks. It seemed to last a lifetime, the agony, the screams, the terror…and then the world went black.

My mind faded because it couldn’t take it anymore.

I didn’t how long it lasted, seconds or minutes. But then I heard a voice I didn’t recognize.

Hold on.

My eyes slowly opened to the cobblestone, my knees in my line of sight, the reflection of the fires making the stone shine.

Almost there.

The voice was inside my head, so I wasn’t sure if it was real.

If I was dead.

If I’d officially lost my mind.

“Roooaaaaaarrrrr!”

My body tightened, but I didn’t move.

“What is this?” Uncle Barron said. “Control him.”

I didn’t move because I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything.

“What is he doing?”

I’m here.

I spoke back in my mind. Who are you…?

My vision was suddenly blocked by a mighty talon. It circled me on all sides then came in close, scooping me from the cobblestones and gently cocooning me in his grasp. I was lifted from the ground, and the heat of the flames disappeared.

“Stop him!” It was Uncle Barron’s frantic voice.

Hold on.

My body started to shake in his grasp, jerking left and right from his sudden movements. It was dark so I couldn’t see anything, just hear the flap of powerful wings, hear the powerful roars of other dragons as they pursued us.

I’m sorry I couldn’t save her.

My eyes glistened with more tears, but they didn’t have a chance to fall. My mind couldn’t accept the horrible truth, simply couldn’t bear it, and shut down again. The world went black…and I hoped it would stay that way.
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I felt my body gently set upon the ground. After all the bumping and shifting, it finally went still. My mind stirred slightly, and I opened my eyes, seeing darkness, the rocky texture of a cave wall.

I think I lost them.

I continued to stare at the wall, my entire body in unspeakable pain, but not from injury.

We’ll have to stay here for a week or two—until they give up and stop looking.

I lay there for a while, just staring at the wall and the dirt, so indifferent to everything, I wasn’t sure I cared about my predicament, about the fact that a dragon was speaking directly into my mind.

What is your name? I felt my body shift as he sliced the tip of his talon through my bindings.

My hands came free, and I slowly pulled them to my chest, all the muscles screaming in protest from being restricted for so long. I grimaced as I sat up, feeling the blood shift and descend downward to my stomach. I felt my wrists before I turned to look at the dragon, black as midnight, his eyes the same color except for the shade of gray on the outside edge. I’d seen a dragon before, but we rarely interacted with them, so it was still a surprise to be up close with one like this. His head was lowered toward the cave floor so our eyes could meet, and the hot breath from his nostrils moved over me like a humid breeze.

My eyes moved back to the ground, and my fingers dug into my hair. Heavy tears pooled in my eyes, and I started to sob, the kind that cracked my chest and made my spine tense. My mind tried to shield me from the trauma, but I couldn’t stay unconscious forever. The only way out was death—a merciful reprieve I was denied. “You should have left me.”

They were going to kill you.

“And I wish they had.” I sobbed like I never had, indifferent to the dragon who watched. “I have nothing to live for.”

What about revenge?

I was too broken to feel anger. I was too broken to feel anything. “Why didn’t you get there sooner…?”

I flew as fast as my powerful wings could carry me⁠—

“That’s not fucking good enough. She deserved to live, and I deserve to die. You should have saved her. You should have saved my wife…my child…and let me burn to ash like the rest of my kin.”

His black eyes focused on me and didn’t blink. I’m sorry for your loss⁠—

“You couldn’t possibly understand my loss.” The tears came again, along with the pounding headache. “My losses…”

I lost my kin too…

“Don’t expect me to feel sorry for you because I don’t give a fuck about anything. Burn me, eat me, I don’t give a shit.” I lay back on the ground and stared at the ceiling of the cave, the tears streaking from my eyes to my ears.

I will do none of those things.

“Then I’ll do it myself.” My eyes went dry, but the last tears I had slowly made their way down my cheeks to the earth underneath me.

The dragon went quiet.

We sat there in the cave together, silence stretching on, complete darkness outside.

Wherever we were was colder than my home by the sea. I felt it in the ground, felt the chill in the air, but I didn’t care enough to do anything about it. Maybe I would freeze to death and it would all be over.

My name is Khazmuda.

I stared at the ceiling.

You’re Silas or Talon, but I’m not sure which.

My brother’s screams echoed in my mind. “Talon…”

I would make a fire for you, but I fear they’ll see it.

“I’m fine.”

It’s cold. Your skin is pale.

“I’m fine.”

If you rest under my wing, the fire in my belly will keep you warm.

“I said I’m fine.” I sat up and looked at him. “Tomorrow morning, we go our separate ways. Go back to the Southern Isles and get your revenge.”

And what will you do?

“Put myself to the sword.” I lay back down again and stared at the ceiling once more.

No woman would want that for her mate.

“I’ll never know what she would want—because she’s dead.”
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The night was the hardest part.

Every time I fell asleep, I saw fire and heard screams. I saw them die over and over, one by one, in a different order each time. I was jerked awake again and again, gasping for breath like I’d been held underwater for minutes.

When the morning came, I was dead tired but too scared to sleep.

I looked outside the cave at the trees that were unfamiliar, the sky partly cloudy, the cold noticeable in the dry air. Wherever we were was far away from home. “You must have flown far.”

I flew hard and fast for a very long time.

“I have no idea where we are.”

East.

Where Vivian should be right now.

Can you hunt?

“I’m not hungry.”

We both need to eat, and if I expose myself, they’ll find us.

“I told you I’m not hungry.”

You need to survive, Talon.

“I don’t need to do anything.”

I understand your sorrow right now. But once it passes, you’ll want revenge⁠—

“Once it passes?” I sat up and looked at him. “Humans and dragons must experience emotions very differently because listening your wife scream your name as she’s burned alive doesn’t fucking pass…”

That was a poor choice of words. I’m not proficient in your language like Constantine was.

“You just don’t understand because you haven’t lost what I’ve lost. Your kin aren’t even dead. They’re feasting on my people as we speak.”

He was quiet for a long time. You’re right, our circumstances are very different.

I stared outside the cave again.

You can’t save the people you love, but I still can.

“Good luck with that.”

I can’t do it alone.

“Well, don’t expect help from me. I owe you nothing for saving my life—not when I wish you’d let me burn.”

Your devastation will turn to anger, and then you’ll want revenge.

“Revenge won’t bring them back…won’t bring her back.”

But he must answer for his crimes⁠—

“Stop trying to manipulate me.”

It’s not manipulation, but a reminder of your duty. It’s your duty as the rightful king to take back your kingdom from the foes who stole it. It’s your duty to murder those who murdered your family. It’s your duty as a husband to avenge your wife’s death. I’m simply reminding you of your obligation.

I got to my feet and felt myself sway slightly, my body weak from the lack of water and nutrition. But I steadied myself and looked outside the cave. “Fine, I’ll hunt just so I don’t have to listen to your bullshit any longer.”

[image: ]


I wasn’t sure how much time had passed.

A couple weeks. Maybe a month.

It didn’t matter.

I sat on a boulder in front of the stream, watching the water swirl around the rocks and continue on its way toward the lake at the bottom of the valley. It was a clear day, and I sat in the shadow of the pine tree, the birds chirping overhead, the world in various hues of green because of all the rain that had fallen over the last few weeks.

Khazmuda and I barely spoke to each other. He didn’t mention returning to the Southern Isles again, as if he understood that I would just reject that suggestion again. Sleep was still difficult to tackle because the nightmares were so vivid and horrific. There was no reprieve when I was wide awake, because it was all I could think about.

I watched salmon swim upstream, moving to the top of the stream to lay their eggs.

Like I did every day, I thought of my child…who would have been born by now.

Tears glistened in my eyes and blurred my sight.

The sound of powerful wings was heard overhead before Khazmuda landed on the other side of the stream, facing me as he tucked his wings into his powerful body. Against the vibrant colors of green and brown, his black scales stood out.

He stared at the stream for a while before he looked at me. Your pain is more intense than usual.

I stared at the stream. “My child would have been born by now.”

I’m sorry, Talon.

The tears bubbled over my eyes and spilled down my cheeks.

Your sorrow is painful to feel…

I sniffed before I wiped my eyes on my forearm, forcing the tears to retreat.

You don’t need to hide your tears.

“I’m not. I just can’t do it anymore.” A month of constant sorrow had wrung me dry of tears. To be this depressed, this irrevocably broken…was emotionally exhausting. There were times when I thought about slitting my own throat, but I hadn’t found the courage yet.

He watched me, his black eyes focused on my face.

In the month we’d been together, he told me that I had a gift, an ability to communicate with dragons that not everyone possessed. In another time, it would make me feel special, but now, it was hardly noteworthy.

“You should move on, Khazmuda. You owe me nothing.”

He looked down at the stream, seeming to look at his own reflection. I have nowhere to go.

For the first time in a month, I felt pain that wasn’t my own.

The only home I’ve ever known is gone—and you’re the only person who understands.

“There must be dragons somewhere else in the world.”

Maybe. But I’m not sure if I have the energy for such an undertaking.

“If you find more dragons, you can ask them to fight with you to free your kin.”

To leave their home and risk their lives…I find that unlikely.

“But it’s their kin too.”

Humans are your kin, but your kingdom wouldn’t rush to the aid of another.

My eyes dropped to the stream.

What will you do, Talon? You can’t live here forever.

“No, I can’t.” And I didn’t intend to.

His eyes remained on me.

“Perhaps other dragons escaped.”

Maybe a few. But I don’t know how I would find them. The world is a big place, even for a dragon.

All I’d been able to focus on were the flashbacks, the memory of the screams and the smell of burned flesh. I hadn’t thought of anything else until that point. “What exactly happened? Why weren’t you turned?”

Barron seemed to forge an alliance with dark elves, creatures we haven’t seen in hundreds of years. They used their dark magic against us, using our ability to speak with others telepathically and turning it inward to control our minds. They forced us to fuse with them or riders of their choice, like Barron’s associates and relatives. A fuse is supposed to be given freely, a union between two minds that can be reversed at any time, but they found a way to lock us into the fuse. Not only does the fuse grant them the power of a dragon, but it also grants immortality. That means your uncle will rule those kingdoms for eternity—and the dragons he’s subjugated.

“He’s no uncle of mine.” I wished I’d never called him that. Wished my father had had a stronger spine to defy him when it would have mattered. “Why you were able to resist it?”

I don’t have an answer. All I know is they tried to puncture my mind, and I stopped it.

“Why did you come to me?”

My world was in chaos. My family and friends were trapped in their mental enslavement. I couldn’t communicate with them because their riders forbade it. I called out into the world and heard nothing back—except your voice. He stared into the stream, looking at his brilliant scales in the sunlight. I felt your distress. Felt your sorrow. Heard your pleas. I wasn’t sure if you were human or dragon when I rushed to you. I saw Constantine light the stake as I approached—and then I understood.

I would cry if I could, but I was literally spent.

I hoped you were a dragon and was disappointed that you weren’t. But I wanted to save you anyway. I recognized my pain in you. It was a split-second decision to swoop down and take you—and I don’t regret it. He lifted his gaze and looked at me again. And I know one day you won’t regret it either.
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I walked through the trees with my bow slung over my back next to my sword. I’d worn the same clothes the last six weeks, washing them in the river and hanging them to dry. I constructed a leather canteen out of hide and collected water when it rained to drink. All the survival skills my father had instilled in me kept me alive.

But I wasn’t sure I wanted to be alive.

I walked through the trees following deer tracks, but I stopped in the clearing and looked at the sky. It was an overcast day, the clouds dark like they might release rain in the next hour or two. There was a constant touch of coldness here, mildew on the branches and leaves in the morning, a dryness that made my breath escape as vapor. It was nothing like home…the place I missed with all my heart.

I continued to stare ahead, looking at the vast emptiness before me, feeling nothing in my heart.

Nothing at all.

I dropped my bow from my shoulder and set it on the ground. The quiver of arrows came next. Then I unclasped the chest plate of my armor and let it fall. I’d meticulously cleaned it by the river a couple times, just to occupy my mind. Now I let it fall into the mud.

I pulled out my dagger next and unsheathed it.

Talon.

I ignored his voice, ignored the concern in his tone.

Talon, don’t.

He was the only friend I had in the world, but it wasn’t enough. Every day, I remembered the way my father’s flesh smelled. I remembered the way my mother collapsed at the sight of his burned corpse. I remembered my little brother’s high-pitched screams. I remembered the way my sister was kicked in the stomach when she tried to fight her fate. And I remembered the way my wife screamed my name…and begged me to save her.

I didn’t even realize I’d done it.

The blade pierced my heart all on its own.

I jerked when I felt the pain jolt me like a bolt of lightning.

The breath I took was painful.

Talon!

I buckled to my knees and hit the earth, my hand still around the hilt of the dagger.

It was painful, but nothing compared to what they’d suffered.

This was merciful.

I collapsed onto my side, my head hitting soft grass, the birds chirping in the branches in the tree beside me. It was peaceful, feeling the life leave my body, the blood ooze from the irreparable wound. “Vivian…I’m coming.”

A shadow moved over me. The ground shook with a heavy landing.

But it was too late.

I was already gone.

[image: ]


I jerked upright and gasped.

The world of greenery was back, lush and colorful, and the birds chirped from their branches.

I gasped again and reached for my heart, my fingers ready to wrap around the hilt of the dagger…but it was gone.

The wound was gone.

And I felt…different.

Instead of feeling weak from the blood loss and sick from the injury, I felt strong, stronger than I’d ever been. There was a fire in my veins, a burn in my fingertips. Information seemed to pass through my mind quicker than before. I looked the same, but no longer felt the same.

Khazmuda’s face appeared before me. He didn’t wear expressions the way a human did, but it was clear that he was livid. I’m sorry for what you’ve lost. You say I can’t understand, but I’ve felt your pain every moment since we’ve become companions, so I do know your despair. I’ve carried it in addition to my own. But there’s no amount of suffering that justifies this cowardly exit. You’re too broken to fulfill your duty to your people and your family, I understand that. But there is no excuse for this. I respect your anguish. I respect your grief—and I will give you all the time you need. But I do not respect this. Vivian wouldn’t want this, nor would any of your family members. He pulled away and looked into the trees, his energy still angry.

My hand continued to feel my chest. “What—what happened?”

I fused with you.

My hand dropped as I looked at him.

It was the only way I could save you.

“I didn’t ask you to do that⁠—”

I said, it was the only way I could save you. He looked at me again. And you’re worth saving, Talon.
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It was months before we left our cave in the mountains and ventured elsewhere. My body had become ravaged by the strict diet of meat and whatever fruit and vegetables we could find in the wild. I was ready for a change of scenery, and Khazmuda was ready to pursue his ambitions.

We found a village in a warmer climate. I wasn’t sure how close it was to the Southern Isles, but it had to be in the same hemisphere because of the heat and humidity. It was very different from where we had been. Instead of pine trees and redwoods, there were cypress and olive trees. Instead of rocky mountains, there were hills and valleys. They had a harbor with galleons and sailboats. A decent-size village, but not big enough to be a major city. No such place had been under my father’s rule, so I assumed it was far enough away from my homeland.

We approached at dark and landed in the distance, in an open valley that seemed nowhere near the closest dwelling.

The heat was a welcome respite from the cold, but it gave me a pang of sadness. I was homesick, not just for the place, but for the people…the people who had been dead for four months. I hated to imagine how much the kingdom had changed, what Barron had done to the castle, how he treated the people, how he probably raised the taxes and made the poor even poorer.

Are you sure about this? Khazmuda was hard to see in the darkness, his scales perfectly blending into the night. It was probably the reason he had been able to escape that night. Scales of any other color would have made him an easy target.

“Yes.”

His powerful gaze punctured my face. I need to trust you, Talon.

“I’m a man of my word, Khazmuda.” Khazmuda wanted to search for other dragons because he still intended to free his kin from the Southern Isles someday. Whereas I was still drifting through life, too broken to care about anything, even revenge. When I wasn’t a brother or a son or a husband…I didn’t know who I was anymore. Maybe I would never know. But Khazmuda was afraid to leave me, because of what I’d done to myself. I vowed I wouldn’t make the attempt again—and I meant it.

I know you don’t care for me, Talon. But I’ve grown to care for you deeply.

His affection passed over me like a breeze because I didn’t try to catch it. I couldn’t accept love. I didn’t deserve it. It took all my strength to say it, to force out the words from my broken soul. “I do care for you.”

He watched me.

“Deeply.”

He moved his snout toward me and gave me a gentle rub.

My hand moved to his scales and I felt the smoothness, but I still barely touched him.

We’ll be able to speak the way we do now, no matter the distance, because of the connection we share. If you call for my aid, I will come as quickly as I can.

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

What do you intend to do?

“Get a job. Make some money. Find a house. Be alone.”

That is what you desire? To be alone?

“Yes…for now.”

What skills do you have?

“I can hunt. I can fish. I can build things. My father taught me many things.” The final words I’d said to my father were justified, but now that the months had come and gone, I felt like shit for what I’d said. I should have offered him forgiveness and let him go with peace, but instead, I’d held on to my rage. And now I had to carry it forever.

I can tell he cared for his hatchlings.

“Yeah…he did.” He was good to all of us. But that goodness was the very reason he ended up dead, and I would learn from that mistake.

Then this is where we part ways. Take care, Talon. I hope you find what you’re looking for.

“You too, Khazmuda.”
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I spent a year in that village.

It passed with aching slowness, every day the same as the last. I’d wake up before the sun and arrive at the harbor to take the ship out to sea. With the crew, we retrieved our traps and dropped new ones, collecting crabs and lobsters as well as fish. What I liked most about the job was the fact that none of the guys were talkers. They just wanted to do their jobs and go home.

I reeked of fish at the end of every day. Didn’t care for that.

Then I would spend my evenings alone. My accommodations were humble, four walls with a bed, a small table, a fireplace, and a bathtub. I ate dinner at the tavern every night, drinking until I could barely make the walk to my cabin. I passed out on the bed and then rose before the sun the next morning.

I did it on repeat.

My pain had numbed a long time ago, but I was still dead inside. It’d been almost a year and a half since I’d lost my entire family, but to me, it felt like yesterday. The dreams had started to fade and were replaced by flashes of images of work, of crabs and nets. Sometimes I saw Khazmuda, who stopped by to visit whenever he was in the area. My mind seemed to heal from the trauma, but my heart never would.

I’d just made the walk from the tavern when I heard his voice in my head. I’m here.

I stepped inside the cabin, my mind hazy from the ale. Wasn’t expecting you.

You’re intoxicated.

Yep.

Let me know when you’re well enough to speak.

Tomorrow was my day off from fishing, so I would visit then. I’ll see you in the morning.

I collapsed on my bed and woke up to the sunshine across my bedroom floor. I’d fallen asleep in my clothes, so I put on my boots and walked into the wild, leaving the trail and moving to our meeting spot in a hidden valley.

Khazmuda was there, his dark scales a deep contrast to the greenery all around him. He sat there, powerful and tall, a creature that could rip apart a stone building. I’d never really appreciated his appearance, but he truly was a beautiful dragon.

Khazmuda lowered his head so we could be eye level. Your skin is darker.

“It’s called a tan. I spend a lot of time outside now.”

I’m glad my scales don’t change color.

“Yeah, they’re nice.” I took a seat on a boulder so it’d be easier for Khazmuda to be level with me. “So, how have your travels been?”

Still no sign of dragons, and I’ve searched everywhere.

“The world is a big place. I’m sure there are free dragons somewhere.”

We are living treasures. All men want to capture us and own us. Dragons have never been free since your kind came into being.

“Not all men, Khazmuda. We lived in harmony with your kind for generations. Most of the apples on the tree are good, just a few are spoiled.”

He watched me with his intelligent, dark eyes. I’m glad to see you’re doing better.

“Doing better?”

That’s the first positive thing I’ve heard you say since we met.

“I’m just trying to make you feel better, Khazmuda.”

Something you’ve never tried to do before. I can see it in your eyes…they aren’t as heavy.

My eyes immediately flicked away.

Your improvement brings me joy.

“Improvement is a strong word. All I do is work, drink, and sleep. It all seems pointless.”

If this is unfulfilling for you, you can join me.

My eyes remained averted.

You have a much greater purpose than setting traps for crabs⁠—

“I already said no.”

Why?

I ignored him.

I asked you a question, Talon.

“I heard you,” I snapped.

You’re the rightful king of the Southern Isles, but instead of reclaiming the throne and avenging your family, you would rather sit on a boat and get a tan.

“Fuck you⁠—”

It’s been almost two years, Talon. Your mind was terrorized by what it witnessed and needed time to mend. That is reasonable. But now you’re ready to wield your sword and be a savior to your people⁠—

“I’m sorry that your kind has been enslaved, but that’s not my problem. My family are ash on the wind, so returning will achieve nothing.”

And yet, you fish off a boat and achieve nothing every day.

My eyes returned to his face, and I felt my blood boil.

The enslavement of my kind is not your problem? After everything we’ve been through⁠—

“I didn’t ask you to save me. How many times do I have to say it? You did me a disservice by sparing my life. I could be with my family right now, but you took that away from me—twice.”

His black eyes stared.

I stared back.

You are a coward, Talon Rothschild. He stepped back and opened his wings.

“Don’t act like you saved me out of the goodness of your heart. Don’t act like you fused with me because you truly wanted me to live. You’ve wanted to use me from the start. You keep pestering me to help you because you know you can’t do it yourself.”

He stared at me for a long time. I saved you because I felt your despair from leagues away, calling to me like a prayer. I’ve lost my kin, but I’ve still never known the agony that you felt that night. I saved you because, in that moment, it felt right. Even now, it still feels right. There’s no better ally than Talon Rothschild, the King of the Southern Isles, but there’s also no better friend than someone who’s also lost everything. To willingly fuse with someone is a gift not freely given, but I’ve given it to you because I care for you—deeply. Despite the cowardice you’ve shown in the present, I know you were an honorable man in the past. I hope to see him again someday. He opened his wings and took flight, leaving me alone on the rock. Goodbye, Talon.
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Weeks passed, and we didn’t speak.

I wondered if we would ever speak again.

My life remained bleak and unremarkable, repeating the same thing every day, making no friends in the village, and keeping to myself. Some of the women tried to speak with me, asked other members of the crew about my availability, but I rejected every advance that came my way—rudely.

I had no desire for human companionship at all, physical or otherwise. My body was alive, but my soul had died that day, so I didn’t feel the desires I used to feel. I felt no desire for the flesh, for intimacy, for friendship—nothing.

I sat in the tavern alone, tucked in the corner with my dinner and my tankard beside me, thinking about the final conversation I’d had with Khazmuda. I wondered where he was, if he hated me, if I should apologize. But I also knew he was better off without me, that I was an anchor that locked the ship in place.

A horn sounded—a horn I’d never heard before.

I looked up from my fish stew, the fish I’d probably caught myself, and watched everyone else in the tavern look just as worried. After a moment of shock, they set down their tankards and utensils and headed for the front door. The bar maiden tossed her towel aside and left the empty tankards on the counter.

I followed them out, seeing other people outside their homes on the street. They all faced the dock at the ocean, seeing something I couldn’t. I moved forward through the crowd to get a better look—and saw a fleet of black galleons.

Pirates.

The first galleon had already docked in the harbor, and in the darkness, I could see silhouettes disembarking down the ladder and landing on the pier.

I didn’t have my sword, so there was nothing I could do. Even if I did have it, I was outnumbered by a hundred to one.

They came closer, the firelight from the torches illuminating the faces of hearty men with tanned skin like mine. In the lead was the captain, wearing a fancy leather coat adorned with gold buttons and velvet cuffs. He wore a captain’s hat, a hole in the bill like a sword had been aimed at his eye but missed. He surveyed all the villagers who had come out to stare. “Good evening, lads and lasses, I’m Captain Blackstorm.” He surveyed us all, a man close to my age, maybe a few years older. “My crew and I just need a couple provisions, and we’ll be on our way.” He made a gesture to the pirates behind him. “Lost a few good ships and men out to sea. You know how it goes.”

The men started entering homes and the tavern, taking whatever they wanted without opposition.

The village was a small fishing community. There was no leadership and no military—so there was nothing that could be done to stop them. They raided the pantries and took all the food they could carry. They took clothes too, any essential that could be useful. The only things they didn’t take were cannonballs and weapons, because we had none.

“Now, I just need a couple able-bodied men, and we’ll be on our way.” Captain Blackstorm surveyed everyone in line. “You.” He pointed at a man who was a few years older than me.

One of the crew grabbed him by the arm and yanked him forward.

Captain Blackstorm walked down the line. “You.” He indicated a young man, one who had barely arrived at adulthood.

One of the pirates moved to grab him.

“No, that’s my son.” A man, probably his father, emerged. “You can’t take him.”

The pirate pulled out a blade and pressed it to his throat. “He’s ours now, old man.” Then he shoved him back.

The son looked back at his father as he was dragged to join the crew.

Captain Blackstorm picked a few more people. “Alright, we’ll be on our way.”

He must not have seen me, a trick of the torchlight and where I stood, because he would have picked me otherwise. I was a better candidate than most of the men they’d picked.

“Please.” The father moved forward again. “He’s just a boy.”

Captain Blackstorm looked at him again and smiled. “He’s mine now, old man.” The crew marched the prisoners away toward the ship.

The boy continued to look back over his shoulder, like he expected his father to do something.

I wasn’t sure why I did it. There was no deliberation in my mind, just a spontaneous act. My feet carried me forward, and I broke the rank of the crowd and emerged into the open. “Let the boy go—and take me instead.”

There was a collective gasp from the villagers behind me.

Captain Blackstorm slowly turned around and looked at me, his head tilted and his eyebrows furrowed. “Perhaps chivalry isn’t dead after all.” His boots shone in the firelight, and the hilt of his sword glimmered. He took his time coming back to me, sizing me up.

“I’m a fisherman, so I already know how to sail.”

His eyes roamed over my face, taking in my features far longer than he took in anyone else’s.

“I know how to hunt. I’m good with the blade. I’d make a much better addition to your crew than the butcher’s son.”

He continued to stare at me as he considered the offer. The silence seemed to last a lifetime. Then he looked over his shoulder and made a gesture to the pirate who had the boy. “I accept your trade, good civilian.”

The pirate pushed the boy back to his father.

The man caught his son then immediately pulled him away, like Captain Blackstorm would change his mind and take us both instead.

One of the pirates grabbed me by the arm and escorted me toward the ship.

I twisted out of his grasp and shoved him hard in the chest, refusing to be manhandled by anyone. It was instinct.

He pulled out his blade like he wanted to cut me for my insubordination.

“Leave him be, Squid,” Captain Blackstorm said. “He comes willingly.”
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I’d never sailed a galleon, but I learned quickly. I worked the ship with the others by day, and by night, I slept in one of the bunks below deck. It was no different from my life before, except for the fact that I never left the ship.

We sailed out on the blue ocean, nothing around us except the sea and the sun. I had no idea where we were or where we were headed, but it didn’t matter. I’d been floating through life for nearly two years, more dead than alive, so this suited me. Never in the same place for more than a day. Dwarfed by the size of the world that surrounded me. Unafraid to sink to the bottom of the ocean because my life had no value.

The crew seemed to have their own cliques and camaraderie, and the slaves weren’t a part of those social circles. We slept in the very bottom of the ship next to the supplies, and they didn’t make conversation with us.

Which was perfectly fine with me.

The slaves talked about how much they missed home and the people they’d left behind.

I didn’t join those conversations.

I was on the port side of the ship, adjusting the sails to catch the wind because the captain had changed our course. The wind blew through my hair, having a tinge of warmth that reminded me of home, of the evenings Vivian and I lay in the sand and watched the sunset. I was certain that was where we had conceived our child, our toes in the sand and wine in our bellies.

“You’re a decent sailor.”

I hadn’t heard Captain Blackstorm’s approach because I was lost in the memory of my dead wife. I secured the rope in place before I looked at him. “I used to be a fisherman.”

“A fisherman is no sailor. The comparison is an insult.”

“It won’t feel like an insult when we run out of food and you need me to fish for you.”

His hardened stare bored into my face like he was angry, but then a slow smile moved on to his mouth. “You’ve been on the crew for a month, and I haven’t heard you speak.”

“Not much of a talker.”

“Regret taking that boy’s place?”

The sun was directly in my face, so I had to squint to hold his stare. “No. He’s got his whole life ahead of him.”

“And you don’t?”

My whole life was behind me—long gone.

He continued his stare, his eyes burning into my face like candle flame over a piece of parchment. “There’s a story behind those eyes. Maybe after we sail the sea long enough, you’ll share it with me.”

“I doubt it.”

A hint of a smile moved over his lips. “The tides rise and fall, turn the hardest rock into grains of sand. They clean shores, wash the barnacles off the hulls of ships, bring lost vessels home. The sea heals all—even the most broken.”

“You sound like you speak from experience.”

He grabbed on to the rung of the rope ladder and looked out over the sea, the water a brilliant blue in the sunshine. “Oh, I do.”
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Months later, we were attacked on the open sea.

Captain Blackstorm stood at the wheel, looking at the ships in the distance. “We’ve got company, lads. All hands on deck.”

Squid unlocked the armory below and handed out swords to everyone, even the prisoners. He gave me one, a rusty blade that had seen better days. I tested it around my wrist, feeling the blade slice through the air, an action I hadn’t done in years.

The cannons started to fire across the sea.

“Aim for the sails!” Captain Blackstorm called as he cranked the wheel, trying to turn the ship to get the best angle for the cannons.

The cannons continued to fire.

All I could do was stand there and watch them navigate through the water toward us. I should be scared about sinking to the bottom of the ocean in open water, but the pace of my heart didn’t increase at all. I’d fought in a battle and lost everything, and now I had nothing left to lose in this one.

We shot down the sails of a few ships, but several made it through, attacking the other ships in our fleet. One of them came directly for us, their black flag fluttering in the wind. They came right up against the hull, and their sailors swung from ropes directly onto our ship.

“We’ve been boarded!” Captain Blackstorm called.

I hadn’t raised a sword in years, but my training and years of experience returned like they’d never left. I thought I was a fisherman, but at my core, I would always be a soldier. I attacked the first one and sliced my sword across his stomach before I headbutted him. Then I moved to the next, taking two guys at once, overpowering both because they were sailors, not fighters like I was.

“Back to the cannons!” Captain Blackstorm said. “Talon’s got it.”

The crew returned to the cannons to continue their assault, and I single-handedly took out the intruders who tried to rush the ship, kicking them overboard or slitting their throats. When they were all gone, I sprinted across the deck and leaped across the water onto the opposite ship, rolling across the deck until my back slammed into the other side.

“We’ve got company!” one of the men yelled.

I got to my feet and blocked the sword aimed at my neck before I punched him hard in the stomach and knocked the wind out of him. The distraction was enough to kick him back and handle the next guy who came at me. Sailors didn’t wear armor, so this was the easiest battle I’d ever fought, taking out men in a single hit rather than a dozen.

The captain was the last one on the ship, and he left the wheel and ran down the stairs toward me, his sword gripped in his hand, evil in his eyes. “You think you can take my ship⁠—”

I threw my blade at him—and impaled him right in the stomach.

The words died in his mouth, and he buckled to his knees. With wide eyes, he looked down at the fatal wound then collapsed forward, blood oozing on the deck along with the others.

Once the captain was dead, the battle ceased shortly afterward, the remaining ships turning into the wind to speed away. One of our ships had taken damage, but the hull was salvageable.

Captain Blackstorm swung onto the ship and came to my side, surveying the ship that now belonged to us. “Squid, take a look at the supplies below. Tom, prepare the ship to set sail.” He came up to me then looked me in the eye. “Decent in the blade…quite the understatement.”

“They wore no armor.”

“So, you’re a soldier.”

I hesitated. “I was…once upon a time.”

“I’d say more than a soldier, with moves like that.” His stare pierced my face, asking for more without actually asking the questions.

But I didn’t share. I would never be ready to share.

“You’re the commander of this ship now, Talon. I’ll give you a crew, and we’ll set sail.”

I didn’t thank him for the opportunity, even though I probably should. It was hard for me to feel anything, let alone gratitude or praise.

“What will you name her?”

“What?”

“The ship.” He tapped his boot against the deck. “Every ship needs a name. Preferably a woman’s name—since a woman’s blessing is good luck. So, what will it be?”

I almost rejected the offer, almost sidestepped it like I did with everything else. But the name came to my mind so quickly that I couldn’t push it away. It made my chest hurt…and made it feel warm at the same time. “Lena.”
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It’d been almost a year since Khazmuda and I had last spoken.

As time passed, I felt guilty for the way we’d ended things. Maybe it was the sea cleansing my soul, or maybe it was from the guilt that festered like a bad wound. It became heavy on my mind like a storm of clouds, and with every passing day, it grew heavier and heavier…until it started to rain.

I didn’t know where he was, but he’d said there was no distance too great for the connection of our minds. When he left, we didn’t unfuse, so that power was still in my veins. It gave me an edge in battle that built a reputation which had spread across the seas. Now I was known as Commander Talon, one of the fiercest pirates who ever lived.

I stood at the edge of the ship, my hands on the banister, looking out at the vast sea that had no end and no beginning. I’m sorry. I spoke the words into my mind and heard a faint echo.

Then there was silence—a great silence.

The breeze moved through my hair, which had grown long from not cutting it. A gust came and almost lifted my hat from my brow, but it was so snug on my head that it remained. The scent of salt suddenly entered my nose after a big wave crashed against the hull. Time trickled by…and there was no answer.

It’s good to hear from you, Talon.

I closed my eyes, the relief washing over me like the tide.

I’d only hoped to hear from you sooner.

I’m sorry. I just… I didn’t have words. I didn’t have a justification.

I understand.

How are you?

My search has been fruitless. If there are dragons who remain in this world, they’re very hard to find.

I’m sorry.

I haven’t spoken to anyone since we’ve parted. It’s been a lonely experience.

I felt even worse. You should have reached out.

I felt unwelcome.

I’m sorry I made you feel that way, Khazmuda. But know that you’re never unwelcome.

There was a pause before he spoke. You sound much better. That makes me happy.

I didn’t know what to say to that.

Are you still in the village?

No…it’s a long story.

I want every detail.

I was taken prisoner by pirates⁠—

His mind immediately exploded. Why didn’t you call for my aid? I would have sunk their ships to the bottom of the ocean⁠—

I didn’t call for aid because I didn’t need it. I didn’t mind the change in scenery.

His mind calmed. And now where are you?

Well, I’ve become part of their crew. Got promoted to commander. Now I’m one of them.

You’re a pirate. The disappointment was heavy in his voice. A fisherman…and now a pirate.

I don’t expect you to understand.

Good. Because I never will.

You haven’t found other dragons, so what chance do we even have, Khazmuda? We fly to the Southern Isles and take on a hundred dragons single-handedly? Along with the dark elves that we know nothing about? We’ll last a few minutes at most. What kind of plan is that?

Khazmuda was quiet.

You know I’m right.

This is the first time you’ve sounded receptive to the idea.

I’m not receptive. I’m just telling you we have no chance⁠—

We have no chance in our current predicament. But what if our circumstances change?

I was quiet.

What if I find an army of dragons to fight with us? Will you fight with me?

I continued to stare at the sea.

Talon.

I’d been numb for a long time, but there was a new flame inside me, the burn of a single-wick candle. I would consider it.

Khazmuda fell silent, and that silence stretched on for a long time, like he was shocked by what I’d said or hadn’t heard it at all. Thank you.
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Our fleet came to the village port, and we hopped out, ready to take the provisions we needed, knowing the civilians would never take up arms against us. Even those villages that had a militia were still too fearful to oppose us, because the sailors in the ships could destroy their homes with the cannons.

I stole from others, something I never would have done in my previous life, but I didn’t care. My father lived an honorable life and gave people second chances when they didn’t deserve their first chance—and he was burned at the stake. My moral compass had been smashed under a heavy boot.

I helped the crew load the supplies onto the main ship, the men bringing more crates of fruit and bread, of dried meat and nuts. What we needed more than anything was the fruit so we wouldn’t fall weak to scurvy. Someone suffered it on every voyage, and fortunately, it hadn’t happened to me yet.

Squid and the others returned, but instead of bringing crates of more goods, they brought prisoners.

Women.

Their hands were bound behind their backs, and they sobbed as they were forced to the ship, all young and pretty, women who’d barely reached adulthood, stripped from their families. Squid shoved them forward like cattle. “Shut up and get on board.”

I watched in horror, seeing the five women who would be used to service the sailors out at sea. In the years that I’d sailed with the crew, I’d never witnessed this. We pulled into ports with brothels, and the men paid for their fantasies.

But this had never happened before.

“Let them go.” I dropped the crate onto the ground and stepped toward Squid, blocking the women’s path to the ship.

“What did you say?” Squid asked, looking at me like he didn’t believe what I’d just said.

“You heard me, Squid. The women stay.”

The women turned quiet, stopping their cries once they felt a moment of hope.

Squid and I had formed a friendship through our journey across the seas, but that was instantly shattered when I opposed him. There was a gleam of anger in his eyes, an unmistakable threat. “You may be the commander, but you aren’t the captain, and the captain wants women for the long journey ahead⁠—”

I pulled out my blade and put it to his throat. “Let. Them. Go.”

He swallowed, his throat shifting and pressing into the knife just enough to cut the skin.

“Now.”

Squid stepped away from the blade. “I follow orders from the captain—not from you.”

“Then I’ll do it.” I turned to the women and started to cut their ropes.

They sobbed and thanked me, bowing their heads in gratitude.

“Get the captain,” Squid ordered. “Now.”

I cut all the women free. “Go. Quickly.”

They rushed off down the pier, taking off at a dead run to get farther and clear of the ship.

Captain Blackstorm climbed down the ladder a moment later and immediately looked at Squid. “What’s the problem?”

Squid shifted his angry stare to me.

“I ordered Squid to release the women. He refused, so I did it myself.”

Captain Blackstorm turned his stare back to me, his eyes cold. “You had no authority to do that. I’m the captain, and you serve me.”

“And if you want me to continue to serve you, then we don’t take women. Accept my terms—or I’ll walk.”

He stared me down, his eyes shifting back and forth between mine.

I openly opposed his authority, and there would be repercussions for that. But I stood by my decision. “There are brothels in almost every port. Be patient and get your jollies off there. I will not command a ship while women are being forced underneath. That’s not the kind of man I am, and you shouldn’t want to be that kind of man either.”

Captain Blackstorm continued his stare, like he didn’t know what to do. To keep his authority, he couldn’t let anyone oppose him. He would lose the respect of the crew. But I was a special sailor, the best with the blade, and I’d won them fights they would have lost. I’d become essential to his crew, and he knew it. “I accept your terms, Commander Talon. Now, let’s finish loading the supplies and head on our way.” He turned back to the ladder and climbed up, dismissing the matter.

Squid didn’t hide his surprise and his disappointment. When he looked at me, his expression was full of disdain.

“You have a problem, Squid?”

He immediately looked away. “No problem…Commander.”
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I lit the cigar and let it sit in my mouth. I sat behind the desk in my study, the window behind me cracked to let the fresh air into the room. Winter was still present, but its harshness had faded as spring started to make its slow appearance.

Can we speak?

About?

You know what.

I relaxed into the chair and let the smoke absorb on my tongue before I finally released it. I’ve waited a long time for this. I’m not waiting any longer. We’ll prepare the ships to sail to the Southern Isles. Order the soldiers to vacate their lands and travel to the shores for departure.

But we have no dragons.

I’m not waiting another ten years for that.

Then we’ll both die as failures.

Khazmuda, I’ve looked everywhere for these fucking dragons. Calista won’t tell me what she knows, and since I don’t know where the fuck she is either, we’re back to where we started. I have the power of Bahamut in my grasp. I will take my revenge with my blade and my rage.

I understand you’re upset about Calista, but running into battle unprepared is not the answer.

I sail with ten thousand soldiers and a mighty dragon. It will be enough.

Then I’m not coming with you.

I turned quiet when I heard the threat. Now you turn your back on me?

I would never turn my back on you, Talon. But you’re pursuing this for the wrong reasons. We must continue to look for the dragons⁠—

I’ve looked everywhere, Khazmuda. We’ve looked over every inch of this land and have found nothing. Not a damn clue.

They must be north of the White Mountains.

We’ve already looked, Khazmuda. You searched the world for twenty years and found nothing. We can look again, but it’ll just yield the same results. These dragons must be underground or made invisible by magic because they’re nowhere to be found. I will not waste more time.

We look one more time⁠—

You’re fucking killing me… I smashed the cigar I’d just lit directly into the desk.

One more time—and then I’ll come with you.

I sank back into the armchair and looked to the sky.

What happened between you?

We’re done. That’s what happened.

What did she say?

What does it fucking matter? She said she never wanted to see me again, that our interests no longer aligned, that she would never betray her father’s dying wish by telling me anything about where she is…who’s she with…or what she knows about the dragons. I tried three times, Khazmuda. She won’t budge.

Then let’s go look for her.

I don’t even know where to begin.

Where she is, the dragons will be close by.

I don’t want to look for someone who doesn’t want to be found…

He was quiet for a while. Let’s hunt. I want to see your face.

I don’t feel like hunting.

Then let’s fly. I want to see your face.

I ignored him.

Talon, I’ve felt your pain for three solid days. Your pain is my pain.

Commander Navarrese quietly knocked on the open door before he stepped inside. “I have a letter from the scouts.”

“The scouts?” I asked, having no idea what he was talking about.

“That are following General Titan.” He placed the opened scroll on my desk.

Talon?

I’d forgotten all about him, forgotten about everything because all I thought about was Calista. “What did they say?” I was in no mood to read the scroll when I could get the information from him much quicker.

“He’s gone to the east, to a swampland that looks dead—that was how they described it.”

I remembered the area from when Khazmuda and I searched for the dragons. It was home to orcs and monsters. If we weren’t protected by the mountains, our land would be a vastly different place. “Sounds like he has a death wish.”

“Perhaps,” he said. “What are your orders?”

“Keep following him. I want to know if he gets himself killed.”

Commander Navarrese gave a quick nod before he left my study.

Khazmuda spoke in my mind again. Talon?

Commander Navarrese required my attention.

Well, now I require yours. Let’s fly together.
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Khazmuda landed in the meadow, the poppy flowers filling every inch of the green grass. It was close to sunset, the sun low in the sky on a clear day, the sky pink and orange instead of its usual gray.

Being here only reminded me of the fact that Khazmuda had also shared this with her.

The woman who had betrayed me.

I leaned up against a tree and crossed my ankles, watching the sky as the colors slowly deepened.

Khazmuda stared at the view for a while before he turned back to me.

“I fucking trusted her…like a goddamn fool.”

His eyes watched mine.

“I thought she was with me all the way. But she lied to my face every fucking day. I should have listened to you, Khazmuda. You’re the only one who actually gives a shit about me, but I chose my gut over you.”

I think she did care for your cause. I just think your past made it difficult for her. If that had never happened, she would probably be with you now. You even said yourself that you respected her decision⁠—

“Doesn’t mean I fucking like it,” I snapped. “Here I am begging this woman for the information I desperately need, and she fucking denies me. After what she did to me, she should be grateful that she’s even alive—but she fucked me over again.” I grabbed the rock sitting beside me and chucked it as far as it would go. “I told her what happened. I fucking told her about my father, my brother, my mother…the sounds of their screams… I fucking told her.” I felt my eyes start to water as the memory came back to me, still vivid all these decades later.

But you didn’t tell her about Vivian.

My heart dropped like a rock into my stomach. It was hard to hear her name…even now.

Or Lena.

“Please…don’t say her name.” I inhaled a painful breath when I heard that name, when I pictured a beautiful little girl with dark hair and bright eyes. She would be my age now, already married with children of her own, a short life already well lived.

Khazmuda looked away to give me privacy. You didn’t give her the full picture.

“It shouldn’t matter.”

But it does matter. She’s decided to remain wherever she is and abandon Scorpion Valley—even though you offered her the crown. Because she has the option to move on. But you don’t have that option.

“No…I don’t.”

I think if you told her, it might change things.

“Never.”

Talon—

“I never want to speak of it—ever.”

Khazmuda turned back to me, giving me that dark stare that matched mine.

“Let it lie, Khazmuda.” My eyes moved back to the valley, looking at the last glimpse of the sun. “I can’t believe she has everything I want right in the palm of her hand, and she refuses to give it to me. It’s fucking infuriating. And then she says she never wishes to see me again…because I mean so little to her.”

You’re assuming.

“She fucked me over, Khazmuda. I know you like her, but read the writing on the wall.”

I can’t read the writing on the wall because so much is concealed from us. We don’t know what her predicament is with these people. She may not even know where the dragons are. She never told you that she did.

“Because she didn’t tell me anything.”

Just because she can’t tell you this doesn’t mean she doesn’t want to. Whomever she’s with has a lot more power than she does, if they’re the keepers of the dragons. She was probably only granted entry into their society because of her father’s ties. They probably don’t even trust her.

“It would be wise not to.”

She said she’s let go of her revenge, so she holds no animosity toward you⁠—

“She said she never wants to see me again, like I meant nothing to her.” It hurt me more than I wanted to admit. It hurt me to see some muscular, handsome man in her home, staring at her with the same intensity that I stared at her, my fucking replacement. She betrayed me, and then she abandoned me. Perhaps it was what I deserved, but I still felt like a fool.

You cared for her more than I realized.

I gave a slight shake of my head. “I don’t care for her anymore.”

Talon—

“We’ll examine the map and figure out where to begin our search. Remember when we found Inferno and the entrance to the cave was on top of the mountain and not the side like we assumed? We need to think that way once again as we examine the lands we’ve already searched. They’re here somewhere—hidden from our sight. And I wish never to speak of her again. She’s dead to me.”

Talon—

“I said, she’s dead to me.”
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I progressed down the hallway and passed the guards who protected this section of the castle. They remained at attention and didn’t look at me as I passed. They were too busy enjoying the whores to service me, but that was about to change.

One of my servants spotted me on my way to my chambers. “Sir, I wasn’t sure if you would be home for dinner⁠—”

“Well, I am.”

“Then I’ll have the chef prepare it immediately.”

I didn’t care about food right now. “Send Nadia to my chambers. Dinner can wait.”

“Of course, Your Highness.” He bowed and scurried off.

I entered my chambers, the fire in the hearth already going, stripped down to nothing, and got into the shower. The water was warm and soothing on the skin, and even though I was clean, I stood there longer than necessary, thinking about the last conversation I’d had with Calista.

She wore a dark green dress, like wherever she resided was a lot warmer than it was here. Her eyes were nearly the same color, illuminated like emeralds hidden deep in the earth. Her beautiful hair was done differently, with a white flower tucked behind her ear. Her eyes held such emotion…but also defeat.

It was hard to think of her without getting angry, so I chose to forget her.

My thoughts cleared once I made the decision, and I stared at the tile in the shower, my mind empty for the first time in days. The water continued to fall, and I was reminded of the warm ocean from the Southern Isles, swimming in it at the height of summer at midnight when it was still warm.

I stood there a while longer before I turned off the water and dried myself with the towel. When I returned to my bedchambers, Nadia was on my bed, naked and ready to go, her eyes enthusiastic because she’d been selected over the others. Every one of my whores hoped to become my wife, to birth my children, to be promoted from concubine to queen.

That was a hopeless dream.

I approached the bed naked, seeing her beautiful skin in the light of the flames, the curves of her waist and the perkiness of her tits.

She raised herself to her hands and knees and crawled to me, flipping her hair back when she sat back on her ankles. Her palms went to my chest, and she felt me, felt the muscles under the skin, traced the line that bisected my strength. “How may I please you, m’lord?”

I wanted her ass in the air and her face pinned to the mattress, but the desire left me as soon as I had the thought. I’d never taken Calista that way. It was always face-to-face, me on top of her or her on top of me. Not once had I thought about taking her in that way, in the least intimate way possible.

And then she was all I could see.

I could see Calista sitting there, hating me for what I’d done, what I’d taken from her.

It made me hate myself.

I remembered her as a girl as well, could picture her clearly in my mind, but she looked so different as a woman that I hadn’t seen the similarities. Not when trauma and heartbreak had hardened her eyes and masked her innocence. I remembered how scared she was when we found her in the study, in the same room as her father’s corpse. My men wanted to kill her, but I didn’t kill kids. I let her go, assuming I was doing her a favor, but I’d sentenced her to a life too horrible to live.

She should hate me.

But I should hate her too.

We were destined to be enemies…and nothing would ever change that.

“What is it?” Nadia asked, seeing my focus disappear.

“You should go, Nadia.” I stepped away. Buck naked, I walked to my dresser and pulled out a clean pair of boxers.

“I—I don’t understand. You called for me.”

“I know I did,” I said in a bored voice. “And now I’m asking you to leave.”

“What did I do⁠—”

“Nothing.”

“Your Highness⁠—”

“Get the fuck out, or I’ll throw you out. Which is it going to be?”
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I sat in my study with the map before me. It was more than just the map of the lands I’d conquered, but a crude sketch of the other places I knew about. The Southern Isles were down below, along with all the islands and lands I’d visited in my travels over twenty years. Everything to the north was sketched out too, but since those lands were uninhabited by humans, they didn’t have names. I just knew where the mountains and the swamps were. Knew where the forest was placed and the beaches.

We’ll start at the northwest and make our way east. Start at the coast and make our way inward. We’ll have to travel back and forth to the castle because people can’t realize how often I’m away.

I agree.

I examined the White Mountains, seeing how huge they were. These mountains are so large…it makes me wonder if that’s where the dragons are hiding. The peaks are so tall, they practically reach the sky.

But it would be dark and cold. No dragon would want to live there.

But they would be safe, invisible to everyone else.

No amount of safety is worth that torture. If I had to choose between living underground or death, I would choose death.

A bit dramatic.

Not to a dragon.

I continued to stare at the map. “Where the fuck is she?” Her father must have given her a crude map and handwritten directions, and that was enough information for her to find what I’d spent ten years searching for. What was I missing?

“Your Majesty?” Commander Navarrese appeared in the open doorway.

“What?” I asked as my eyes punctured the map, desperate to see what was right in front of me.

He entered my study and stopped before the desk. “I have another missive from the scouts.”

“Yes?” I asked with disinterest. General Titan was the least of my priorities right now.

“General Titan has gathered an army of orcs.”

My eyes narrowed on the map before I lifted my chin and looked at him. “What did you just say?”

He stood with his hands behind his back. “Some are the orcs we’ve spotted in the mountains, but most of them are a different type of orc, seven feet tall and nearly three hundred pounds. They call themselves Behemoths…”

I’d traveled over the swamps of the north, and I’d spotted monsters and creatures down below. But I’d never witnessed such a thing. “How many?”

“At least ten thousand.”

Now I understood General Titan’s ambitions. It was never to flee. It was to build an army big enough to oppose me. “And now they’re returning to the passage through the mountains.” To march upon my gates and kill my army.

“No. They march west—toward the forest.”

My eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Why?”

“The scouts can’t determine what the general is pursuing, but it’s very clear he’s marching to war. They all brandish armor and swords. General Titan must have offered them something in return for their service. It takes so long to receive these missives that they’ve probably already reached the forest by now.”

I stared at the commander’s face for a long time, picturing General Titan in cahoots with monsters, staying on the north side of the White Mountains and marching west. The only person he wanted more than me was Calista, and she⁠—

“Your Highness?”

I felt the blood drain from my face when the realization hit me. “You’re dismissed, Commander Navarrese.”

He gave a slight nod then departed my chambers.

I feel your stress. What’s happened?

I abandoned the map and left my study. I’ve finally figured out what General Titan is up to.
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Ten thousand seven-foot-tall Behemoths march across the northern plain to the forest?

“Yes.” I stood on the ramparts with Khazmuda, the wind whipping through my cape as the gust rose up the hills and the castle walls.

How do you know that’s their destination?

“Because that’s the exact direction they’re headed…and the only thing General Titan has ever cared for is Calista.”

No…

“I see no other explanation. He knows where she is and knows she’s not alone.”

But dragons can’t possibly live in a forest.

“I agree. They must be elsewhere.”

Then that proves Calista doesn’t know where the dragons are.

“It proves nothing.” I started to pace, the wind blowing through my hair and making my eyes squint from the sting.

We must leave immediately. We’re probably already too late.

I looked across the world, the sunshine already disappearing over the horizon.

Grab your sword and your armor.

I didn’t move, holding my position close to the edge of the castle.

Talon? His eyes burned into my back.

“I said, she’s dead to me.”

The shock that ran through Khazmuda’s body was so profound, it was like lightning struck the earth. General Titan marches for her, and you choose to leave her to her fate?

I turned back to him. “She left me to mine, didn’t she?”

Khazmuda’s eyes narrowed on my face. Talon⁠—

“She has a dragon. And she has whoever the fuck these people are. When I said she was dead to me, I meant it. She’s on her own.”

TALON—

“She betrayed me. I told her what happened to my family and how desperately I needed these dragons, and she took the one dragon I actually found and deserted me. She said she never wanted to see me again—and she’ll get her wish.”

I understand that she hurt you⁠—

“I don’t want your pity, Khazmuda. I’ve moved on.”

If you won’t go to her aid, then I will.

I stared him down, stung by his betrayal. “She betrayed me…and you choose her.”

I’m not choosing her over you⁠—

“She chose herself over your kin. She abandoned you as much as she did me.”

I agree. But there are moments when your hurt and pride should be placed aside, and this is one of those moments. You know what he did to her. You know how much he hurt her⁠—

“And I would have given my life for her protection, but she chose to leave anyway.”

Khazmuda hung his head slightly. Talon.

I turned away and headed to the double doors manned by guards. “Go if you want. I won’t stop you.”

Talon.

The guards opened the doors for me and allowed me to pass through. “But don’t bother to come back if you do.”


9

[image: ]
CALISTA


Commander Luxe walked with me through the forest, keeping several feet between us at all times, like he wanted to make it clear that he heeded my request to remain platonic.

I wasn’t used to such a respectful response to my wishes. I either didn’t have a say in the matter, or I was coerced into submission. But Commander Luxe accepted my answer without argument and didn’t pursue it again.

I held my bag of fruits and vegetables that I had received at the market, all the things I would prepare for my meals over the next few days. There was no one to cook for me like there’d been at the castle with Talon or even in the Arid Sands. I had to learn how to wash, prep, and cook everything, because I’d never really learned.

“Commander Luxe, do you mind if I ask how old you are?”

“Luxe.”

“Sorry?”

“You can call me Luxe. I consider us friends now.”

“Oh.”

He gave me a slight smile. “And be careful when you ask that question. Elves consider it deeply offensive.”

“Why?”

“Because the older you are, the closer you are to madness.”

“Oh. Then I apologize.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’ve asked you personal questions. I’m actually a young elf, a young adult in your world. I’m 532.”

“And that’s young…?”

“Very. That’s why I’m unmarried and have no children. That’s something that happens later in life.”

“Wow, I can’t imagine having all that time to decide what you want.”

“It’s a gift in some ways. In other ways, it’s not.”

“How is it not?”

“When there’s no urgency to do anything, then there’s no reason to do anything at all. There’s no reason to meet someone or try to fall in love. There’s no reason to worry about your legacy or think about the future, not when the future is always the present.”

“That’s an interesting way to think about it.”

He stopped near one of the merchants. “This is where you can get your milk. Oat milk is my favorite, but the almond is an excellent choice too.”

I walked up and ordered my container before I placed it in my bag.

We continued our walk.

“How’s the reading?” he asked, walking with his hands behind his back.

“I returned all my books to the library and grabbed new ones.”

“Wow, you read quickly.”

“No…it’s just all I do.” I hadn’t made an effort to integrate with society because I’d been too sad to do so. The last conversation I’d had with Talon was heavy on my mind, even a week later. He didn’t say how much my words wounded him, but he didn’t have to…because they were written on his face.

“You’ll need to decide how you’re going to contribute to society,” he said. “Have you considered what I said?”

“About joining the army?”

“Yes.”

Now that I was no longer fused with a dragon, I was unremarkable. I really had nothing to offer except for a couple moves Talon had taught me. “I think I would be better suited doing something else.”

He accepted my answer. “I’ll think of a few ideas for you.”

We continued our walk and then a soldier was visible down the path, wearing the dark green armor I’d seen my uncle wear in the forest. He ran straight for Commander Luxe beside me.

Luxe stopped, his hands still behind his back.

The soldier launched into a quick message, speaking in elvish, so I had no idea what he said. “Sor bien hurrengan pione nuiasence…”

Luxe’s entire body went still when he heard what the soldier said. When he responded, he spoke even faster, showing the severity of the situation. “Bian tureolo vixie frumauto.”

The soldier nodded then turned away. He didn’t walk—he ran.

“What’s happening?” I blurted. It was Talon, wasn’t it? He’d figured out where I was and would face me on the battlefield like he prophesized.

He retained his calm, but his eyes showed a distinct terror. “An army of ten thousand Behemoths march upon the forest.”

“What? What are Behemoths?”

“They’re large orcs, seven feet tall, three times your weight…”

I felt the life slowly drain out of me like a blade had pierced my abdomen. “Oh fuck.”

“They come from the Wastelands. They’ve never crossed the boundary into our lands before. I’m not sure what provoked such hostility.”

“How can I help?”

“You can’t. I must report to the front line.”

I felt hopeless, unable to provide any assistance whatsoever. I felt terrible about it.

“I’ll escort you to the queen.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s where your uncle would want me to bring you. Come on.”

I followed him as we turned in a different direction, returning to the east where I’d first arrived in the forest. The structure became visible, and the guards stationed there had tripled since the last time I was there.

When we arrived, my uncle emerged out of the doorway and down the steps. He spotted me, and the relief on his face was palpable. “Calista.” He was in his full armor, the metal protecting his body having a bright shine because it looked brand-new. His sword was across his back, along with his bow. “Commander Luxe, thank you for bringing her here. I just returned from her tree house, and it was vacant.”

“We were in the market,” Commander Luxe explained. “I need to grab my things before I head to the front. I’ll see you there, General.” He walked off without saying goodbye to me, his mind on the battle that would shortly arrive at our borders.

“What’s going on?” I immediately asked. “Seven-foot-tall orcs?”

“Don’t worry about them. I won’t let them breach the border of the forest.”

“How big is our army? Can we defeat ten thousand of them?”

His hands went to my arms, and he gave me a squeeze. “All these concerns lie with me and not you. We have the power of the forest at our backs—and that’s invaluable.”

“What about the dragons? They could help.”

“We would never ask for their aid.”

“But you’ve been protecting them all this time.”

“A full heart does good in this world and expects nothing in return.”

“But if they take the forest⁠—”

“With all due respect, Calista. You’ve been here for a few weeks, and you’re telling me how to do my job. My whole life has been spent preparing for this moment. I won’t let the forest fall—and I would never let my queen fall.” He stepped away. “I leave you here with Queen Eldinar. There’s no safer place for you.”

I turned to the steps, seeing her standing there, not in her white dress with flowers in her hair, but in pristine white armor with two short blades at her hips. Her beautiful long hair was secured in a tight braid down her back. Her look shifted to me—and her blue eyes showed her rampant anger. “I’m not sure if I’m welcome here…” I turned back to Ezra.

“You are.” His hand moved to my arm, and he guided me to the steps where the queen stood. “Fleur Nia, I leave Calista here with you. Retrieve her sword so she’s not unprotected…in case it comes to that.”

Now she gave him the same pissed-off stare. “Queen Eldinar rules the forest—not General Ezra. I would not arm this girl with a simple dagger.”

I knew I wasn’t welcome…

My uncle looked at her, the surprise moving into his gaze…and then the hurt. “I don’t understand⁠—”

“You think it’s a coincidence that an army marches upon our borders after she’s been here for mere weeks?” She wasn’t the calm and eloquent queen I’d met when I first arrived. Now, her voice rose, and it was deep and angry. “I don’t believe in coincidences, and neither do you. She’s the one they want, and I won’t sacrifice this forest for her—even if she is your blood.”

My eyes dropped, feeling terrible for the marital strife I caused.

My uncle took a full minute to recover from her venom. “Calista didn’t come from the Wastelands. The march of Behemoths can’t possibly be related to her visit.”

She stepped forward, facing him as an opponent more than a lover. “They saw her ride upon a fiery red dragon. They saw it—and wanted it for themselves. They’re monsters, so they wanted it for war or wanted it for dinner.”

“That’s merely speculation⁠—”

“The Wastelands haven’t attacked us in a millennium—but you insist it’s a coincidence?”

His eyes shifted back and forth between hers before he looked at me. “Calista, could you please excuse us⁠—”

“I have nothing to hide.” Her wild eyes remained on his. “The Death King comes for her. That demon doesn’t let anyone go. I warned you it was only a matter of time before he came for her.”

“He has no idea where she is⁠—”

“He clearly does.”

“He would not employ monsters to serve him when he has his own army and a dragon⁠—”

“The army can’t cross the White Mountains, so he found a new army to serve him.”

“Fleur Nia⁠—”

“Don’t you dare call me that as I command you as Queen of Riviana.”

“What would you have me do?” He lowered his voice. “I can’t respond to an attack based on assumptions.”

“They want Calista—so give her to them.”

“Again, you assume⁠—”

“I know. I’m sorry that she’s your niece, but the people of the forest are my children, and I will not sacrifice the many for the one.”

He stared her down, his eyes flicking back and forth in silence.

She held her ground, her spine harder than the steel of his blade.

“If I’m what they want, I will surrender myself.”

Ezra was the first one to look at me.

Queen Eldinar turned a moment later, her eyes dulled in their wrath.

“The forest has been my home for a short while, but its beauty has already pierced my soul. Your people are kind and generous, and I would rather lose my life than see it fall. I will sacrifice myself if that’s the cost of your perseverance.”

Ezra’s eyes were heavy with a terrible sadness, but he didn’t argue.

Queen Eldinar finally sheathed her anger. “Go, General Ezra. The front line needs you.”

He turned back to her, his eyes still broken.

“If they ask for her, I will escort her personally,” the queen said.

He inhaled a deep breath, held it for a moment, and then released it. “Yes, Your Majesty.” He bowed his head slightly and turned away.

“Protego Nia.”

He halted and slowly turned back to her.

“Coreno Amore Nia,” she whispered.

He stared at her, his breaths coming in deep and heavy, and then he marched back to her, grabbed her by the face, and kissed her hard on the mouth.

I felt like I was in a moment where I didn’t belong, so I moved down the stairs and stepped away.

“Coreno Amore Nia.” He gripped her cheeks with his palms and brought their foreheads together.

I looked away, their affection so profound it gave me a sense of longing, a longing for someone I’d never really had in the first place, for someone I hated as much as I desired.

Ezra let her go and marched off. He didn’t look back at me or her.

He just left.

[image: ]


Hours passed, and Queen Eldinar remained where she stood, her eyes on the trail where her husband had disappeared, the two blades at her hips, the bow across her back. Her eyes stayed straight ahead and none of the guards dared to speak with her.

I kept quiet, didn’t even ask for my sword and tried to disappear as much as possible. But my heart had raced since the moment Commander Luxe had told me of the danger that marched for our borders.

I had a hard time believing that Talon would enlist the help of monsters and destroy a magical forest just to get what he wanted, but I’d seen him do horrible things before. I’d watched him destroy my own life firsthand.

As the night deepened, so did the music of the forest. It usually grew quieter as we neared twilight, but now, it grew louder, erratic rather than subdued, like the forest felt the danger that approached her trees.

I wanted to reach out my mind and speak to Inferno, but he was too far away. Without being connected by a fuse, I couldn’t reach out to him for help. I’d told Talon I didn’t want to see him again—and now I’d give anything for him to appear before me.

I looked at Queen Eldinar, who hadn’t moved for hours, who was as still as the trees and the statues that surrounded her palace. She was petite and short, just like I was, but something about her stance indicated the power beneath her steel.

I took the steps to her side.

She still didn’t look at me.

“Your Majesty?”

She remained still, like she hadn’t heard me.

“I don’t know why the Behemoths march here, but I don’t think it has anything to do with the Death King.”

Her hands gripped the hilts of her blades, and she remained still.

I didn’t expect an answer.

“You assume this, why?”

I couldn’t tell her that he breached the borders of their forest with his mind, that I’d seen him several nights for long-winded conversations. “I just don’t think he would.”

“A very concrete reason…”

“I just want to prepare you⁠—”

“Do you hear that?”

I turned quiet, hearing nothing but the sound of my own breaths.

“Close your eyes and listen.”

I did as she commanded and closed my eyes. But all I heard was the sound of the forest, the high-pitched music that seemed off-key. But then I heard it…thump, thump, thump…so quiet it sounded like a heartbeat.

“That’s the march of the enemy,” she said solemnly. “They’re almost here.”

I opened my eyes again and felt the terror rush through me. What did my uncle see at the front line? What did Commander Luxe see? “Do we have enough soldiers to beat their army?”

“A single elf has the strength of three men, so we can defeat an army thrice our size. But Behemoths are much stronger than men…so I can’t answer your question.”

I swallowed, my mouth and throat suddenly dry. If I lost this forest, there would be nowhere else for me to go. Nowhere else to call home.

“Kneel.” Queen Eldinar moved down the last of the stairs until she reached the grass outside her palace. She slowly brought herself down, bending one knee while the other pressed into the grass.

The other elves followed suit.

The queen glanced at me over her shoulder. “Kneel.”

I moved down the stairs and took a knee a few feet away from the queen, feeling my leg touch the cool grass.

The music stopped—and then it was silent.

The fireflies that illuminated the clearing suddenly dispersed, bringing the area into formidable darkness.

I didn’t know what was happening, but I didn’t dare ask.

The darkness remained for minutes, a star or two visible in the opening of the canopy far above. The march of the Behemoths became louder, the vibrations from their boots sending tremors through the earth and reaching my knee in the soil.

Then there was a glow, golden in hue and warm like fire.

It started off as a single light in the darkness, then slowly grew, becoming powerful like the sunrise, bringing the clearing into a vibrant light. It became so bright that it hurt my eyes to see, so I closed them tightly as it grew warm.

And then the light faded from my closed eyelids instantly.

I opened my eyes and looked ahead, seeing a woman outlined in golden light. She had red hair and green eyes, wearing a white gown that only covered one shoulder, adorned in gold jewelry. Like Queen Eldinar, she was beautiful…but also terrifying.

She stood there, nonexistent wind blowing through her hair, her eyes on the queen. When she spoke, there was an echo to her voice, as if several beings were speaking at once through her. “Evil marches upon your borders. Ten thousand strong with a vile leader that desires bruised flesh. They come with fire—and they will burn this forest if you fail.”

Queen Eldinar held her stare. “Help us, Riviana. Help us protect the Realm of Caelum.”

“It’s not my place to interfere with the living, Queen Eldinar. You know this.”

“I ask you to protect the forest, not our people.” She remained on one knee but continued to conduct herself like a queen who stood in a beautiful gown. “We’re expendable, but the trees that have been here since the beginning of time are not. Help, not us, but yourself.”

Riviana stared at the queen before her, staring with unblinking eyes just the way Talon did. The golden light continued to encase her outline, making her shine like a fallen star. “Every able-bodied elf must report to the front. Many of you will die, but that’s the only chance you have of success. Your army will not be enough.”

“And what will you do?” Queen Eldinar asked.

“I will fight their fire with my own.”
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My sword and armor were returned to me, but instead of feeling safer clad in the protective gear, I felt more vulnerable. When I’d come to this forest, I felt safe in my tree house, felt safe among the people, even if they weren’t particularly kind to me. But now I realized there was no place in this world that was ever safe. Danger lurked behind every corner, on the other side of every mountain, and you only lived long enough to fight another day.

Queen Eldinar seemed unafraid to march into battle, like she’d done it before or simply had no fear of death. She ordered every able-bodied elf to arm themselves with a weapon and armor and to march to the border where the battle would take place.

I didn’t speak a word to anyone, too afraid to form words. I’d dueled Talon several times, but when he unleashed his true strength, I was greatly overpowered—even when I was fused with a dragon. As a regular person with no experience, I would die the second I stepped into battle.

But I refused to stay in the forest like a coward when no one else objected to the queen’s call. If I wanted to call this place home, I needed to serve it like it was my home, like it meant as much to me as it did to everyone else.

I smelled the smoke before I saw the fire.

It wafted through the trees, chasing the fireflies and birds away. The song of Riviana was stronger than before, but even higher, more distressed. I coughed as I moved forward, hearing the sound of battle cries just minutes later.

The cries of the dying.

I thought of Commander Luxe…and my uncle.

I didn’t think about myself anymore.

Queen Eldinar wore such an angry look on her face that she didn’t seem to share those same thoughts.

The fire became visible, the tops of the trees ablaze, some already felled and catching others on fire. It was chaos as we approached, elves and orcs on fire, running through the forest and rolling on the ground as they desperately tried to put out their flames.

Queen Eldinar unsheathed both of her blades. “Calista.”

“Yes?” A howl of wind rushed through and blew the smoke away for a moment…and I saw it. The endless line of enormous orcs fighting elves a foot shorter. Their black armor was like the night, their eyes like drops of oil, their teeth ragged and sharp.

“Stay at my side. I’ll protect you.”

I pulled my gaze from the horror and looked at her.

“Aim for the neck—that’s where their armor is weak.”

“Okay.”

At that moment, an orc barreled down on us both—and Queen Eldinar moved like the wind. She sliced one blade across his throat then tripped him, slicing the other blade straight through his neck as he fell forward.

Another came at her a second later, and she made another flurry of blows, moving with a speed that a bulky orc couldn’t replicate. His body dropped to the ground on top of the first.

I watched her, utterly mesmerized.

“Calista!”

I ducked just in time, an orc swinging his blade at my head. “Shit.”

Queen Eldinar threw her sword and impaled him right in the face.

He staggered before he fell sideways and collapsed.

The queen placed her boot against his helmet then yanked the blade free.

Chaos and fire surrounded us, and I sputtered out the first words that came to mind. “I hope Ezra is okay.”

“He’s a mighty warrior, Calista. I know he lives.”

“You do?”

“Yes—I feel his soul.”

“What does that mean?”

She didn’t answer because another orc came down upon her. She spun both of her blades and struck him down, felling a beast far taller and bigger than her. Black blood squirted across her pretty face, and she wiped it away with her forearm.

I turned at the right time, seeing an orc rush me.

I screamed before my sword moved on its own, the brief training Talon had given me kicking in. I sliced my sword across his neck before I ducked, missing his blade by inches, and then ducking before his massive arm could strike me.

I wasn’t fast enough and took a hard hit to the head.

My body hit the ground, and for a brief second, the world went black. Terror rushed me an instant later, and I forced myself up, but a massive leg pushed down on me, keeping me stuck to the ground. He applied more weight, like he was trying to make my spine shatter in half.

I screamed as the pain broke me, and he laughed at my misery.

“No.” A voice I’d recognize anywhere came to me through the smoke and the screams. “Not this one.”

I felt the foot leave my back, and I immediately turned over, needing to know that I hadn’t just heard what I’d thought I heard, that my mind had never been more wrong. Propped up on my elbows, I looked at the gray armor that covered the muscular physique—and then I looked up to see his face.

His blue eyes locked on mine for a second that felt like a lifetime. They were still possessive and cruel, unhinged and corrupt. The intensity in his gaze faded as the sneer moved across his lips—the most disgusting one I’d ever seen. “I’ve missed you, sweetheart.”

Flashbacks flooded my mind, all those horrible nights, the chains around my wrists, the bruises on my face that the other slaves never asked about because they already knew, the times when he didn’t feed me because I refused to cooperate. It’d been the worst year of my life, and now he wanted to take me back. “No…”

“Yes.” His smile widened, like he thoroughly enjoyed this, my terror as well as the sound of the dying as they screamed around me, as the forest shrieked in agony as it was assaulted with fire. It was a nightmare, but to him, it was a fucking dream.

I crawled backward, trying to get away from him, looking for Queen Eldinar because she was the only one who had the strength to defeat him, but she was nowhere to be found.

He moved over me, his smile permanent on his face, and he grabbed me by the ankle.

I screamed. “No!” I kicked as hard as I could, desperate to be free, desperate to be dead rather than his prisoner.

He grabbed my other ankle and tugged me. “Yes.”

“Fuck you.” I kicked hard, kicked his wrist, and got free again.

But then he snatched me again, his armor taking the brunt of the force of my kicks. He dragged me hard across the ground and over a rock.

I screamed my heart out, screamed for anyone to help, but everyone was so preoccupied with their own battles that my screams were drowned out by others who were dying or pleading for their lives. “I will kill you. I swear on my fucking life, I will kill you.”

He dragged me away from the forest and through the fight. “I look forward to the attempt.”

I screamed to the sky, the sky I couldn’t see because of all the smoke.

And then his hand released me, and I went still in the dirt.

A black cape blocked my sight, and then the dark green blade appeared, matching his armor, and he struck at General Titan with the speed of a snake and the strength of a mountain. “Run, Calista.”

General Titan met Ezra’s sword with his own, the steel ringing in the night as their blades collided.

I fumbled to my feet and prepared to run, but I couldn’t leave, not until I knew if General Titan was dead, so far gone that he could never come back to haunt me. I drew my own blade and waited for an opening to get him between the plates of his armor, but both men moved so fast.

Their blades clashed, and they sidestepped each other’s attack, each of them equally powerful and experienced. The glow of the fire reflected off the clouds of smoke. It was everywhere, suffocating everyone.

General Titan got an opening and slammed the hilt of his blade into Ezra’s skull.

My uncle immediately fell back to the earth.

“No!” I ran forward, seeing General Titan move to finish the job. I threw my body into his and knocked him over.

He kicked my knee and made me topple. Then he was on top of me, slamming my head into the ground so I lost my sight for a moment. My sword was stripped from me while I saw stars, ripped from my loose fingers. Then he got up again and pointed his blade down at my uncle.

“Stop!” I grimaced as I forced myself up, grabbing his own dagger and stabbing it into the back of his leg.

He screamed like a wounded bear and turned back on me. “You’re lucky I won’t kill you.”

Ezra came to and tried to rise.

But General Titan grabbed his blade and prepared to stab him right through the neck.

“Stop! I’ll come with you! Right now.”

Ezra was still dizzy, his eyes hazy like he wasn’t all there, blood dripping from his skull. “Calista…”

“I’ll come,” I said quickly. “Please just leave him.”

“No…” Ezra tried to get up again and grimaced the whole way.

General Titan didn’t care for him, his maniacal eyes on me instead. “Then get your ass up.”

I pushed myself to my feet.

Queen Eldinar came out of the smoke, blood across her face, with a bruise next to her right eye. She dropped down to where Ezra lay, like she’d somehow known he was hurt and came running. She raised her head and looked at me.

The second I was on my feet, General Titan grabbed me by the neck.

Queen Eldinar unsheathed her blade.

“It’s okay.” I raised my hand to her. “Save him…please.”

She stayed kneeled over Ezra, her hand still on the hilt of one of her swords.

Ezra had closed his eyes again. I wasn’t sure if he was knocked out…or dead.

General Titan grabbed me by the arm and shoved me forward, shoved me away from the forest and through the lines of battle, the screams of the injured right next to my ear. There was smoke everywhere, covering the sky and making it hard to breathe.

When it finally started to clear, he stuck his boot into my back.

I fell forward, my face almost hitting the dirt.

“You really thought that was the end of me?” His hands moved to my back, and he unclasped my armor, the one that Talon had made just for me. He grabbed the back of my shirt and forced me up and forward. “That I would let that arrogant asshole take what’s mine?” He kicked me again, harder this time.

I barely caught myself on my hands.

This time, he removed the armor on my legs, making the metal plates come free. Then he tugged off my shoes.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I kicked him back.

He slammed his fist hard into my face, moving so quick I didn’t even know it happened until I was blinking in pain.

He tugged down my pants and my underwear as I lay there, too comatose to stop it.

“Up.” He grabbed me by the shirt and forced me up, everything at my waist and below exposed to the cool night air. “That ass is tighter than I remember. I’m going to enjoy sticking my dick in it again.”

Was this really happening? Was I back to where I started?

He kicked me and sent me to the earth again.

He came for my shirt next, forcing it up over my head.

I tried to fight, but my arms didn’t work right. Nothing worked right.

He punched me again.

I lay still on the ground, and then I retched, the pain in my skull so extreme, my body didn’t know what else to do. It’d been a long time since I’d been hit that hard.

“Up.”

I lay there and didn’t get up again.

“I said, up.” He kicked me.

I started to cry, not because of the pain, but because of the nightmare that had returned. I couldn’t go back to where my life had been, tied to headboards and beaten bloody for disobedience. I couldn’t take his smile as he thrust into me. I couldn’t go backward. “Kill me…please.”

He kicked me again. “Come on, sweetheart. Don’t act like you don’t miss me.”

I screamed. “Kill me!” I reached for the dagger at his side, not to stab into his calf, but to pierce my heart.

But he grabbed me by the arm and twisted it down.

I screamed again.

He forced me up.

But my knees buckled.

“You think I won’t fuck you right here in the dirt? Because I will.”

I lay there, sobbing into the dirt, praying for Riviana to take my soul.

“As you wish.” He started to remove the armor at his waist, grinning all the while.

And I lay there and cried, cried like the weak and pathetic thing that I was. Then I heard it…

“Rooooaaaaaaarrrrrr!” It was so loud, it shattered the sky, brought the battle to a sudden standstill. Quieted the sound of the injured and dying as they all looked up to the sky…and saw the glow of the fire on the black scales of the mighty dragon that soared above us all.

We are here, Pretty.

My tears died in my throat instantly as I looked up to see the scales pass overhead.

General Titan stopped adjusting his armor and reached for his blade instead, unhooking it from his back, and planted his feet shoulder width apart. Now, that horrifying grin was wiped from his face.

Thud. The ground shook when the dragon landed upon the earth. It was hazy from the smoke that blew from the forest in the wind, his scales hard to distinguish in the chaos that surrounded us.

But then I saw him…

Talon.

He appeared through the haze of smoke, his cape flapping behind him in the breeze, his sword already unsheathed and tight in his palm. I’d provoked his anger before and had seen the consequences of those actions, but I’d never seen him look like this…like he was about to burn the world. His dark eyes shook with unspent rage. His muscular body shifted with power as he walked toward us. His handsome face was no longer attractive, not when his jaw was clenched like that, when his cheeks were hollow from the grinding of his teeth, when he was so utterly pissed off that he was about to combust.

I started to crawl away, to crawl toward Talon and be free of this fiend once for all.

But General Titan planted his foot on my back and forced me down before he aimed his blade toward the back of my neck.

I stopped when I felt the cold steel against me.

“Take another step, and she dies.”

Talon met his look with bottomless black eyes then slightly raised his left hand.

I lay still and breathed hard, still feeling the prick of the blade against me.

Hold on. It was Talon’s voice, deep and pissed off as fuck.

I closed my eyes and kept my forehead to the earth.

General Titan gave a cry, and the tip of the blade was removed.

“Run to Khazmuda.” Talon moved forward as he flicked his sword around his wrist, the blade reflecting the brightness of the flames in the distance.

I ran as hard as my heart would allow me then tripped to the earth. When I looked behind me, I saw exactly what I expected to see.

The army of the dead.

They surrounded Talon and General Titan, forming a ring that prevented the general from escaping. The dead were limbless and eyeless, some wore armor like that of the elves, dark green. Some of them were newly dead…and looked like they were still alive. They’d just fallen in battle and were already called to serve again.

I stayed where I was and watched the fight unfold in the breaks between the dead soldiers.

Talon gripped his sword and faced General Titan, his powerful cape flowing behind him in the breeze.

General Titan was no longer his arrogant self.

Talon slowly circled him, the way a wolf stalked his prey. The rage in his eyes showed his desperation for retribution—for revenge. He moved at a saunter, taking his time, making General Titan suffer through the wait.

Thud. Thud. Thud. Khazmuda came over to me and dipped his snout to my head like I was his hatchling.

My eyes were on Talon, who struck without warning, swinging his blade in a flurry of blows that I couldn’t even keep track of. Whatever he’d shown me in training was child’s play. What he’d shown me in the mountains when I’d tried to escape was even less. This was his true potential…and it was insurmountable.

General Titan struggled to keep up, immediately forced backward toward the wall of the dead. He had no offensive moves himself, because all he could do was block Talon’s attacks and nothing more. Now, he was the one to cower back, to have his face contort in exhaustion and fear.

I watched all the while, not wanting to miss a moment, not wanting to miss an instant of his suffering. I had no doubt that Talon would win, that he could win this battle with his left hand.

Their swords continued to dance together as the dead watched on as spectators. Talon executed his next move with such strength that he swiped General Titan’s blade clean in half, slicing it through the base and leaving nothing but the hilt behind.

The blade dropped to the dirt.

General Titan scooted back, reaching for the only thing he had left, his dagger.

Talon watched him, his arms resting at his sides, his eyes still maniacal. Then he sheathed his blade and pulled his own dagger, gripping it with the tip pointing down.

The men came closer together, trying to find a weakness in each other’s armor. I was worried how this would go now that it was so intimate. Talon had already defeated him with his sword, and I wished it would just end. But before I even had a second to panic, it was over.

Talon yanked the general’s head back by the hair—and then stabbed his dagger straight into his mouth.

General Titan fell to his knees, gripping the hilt with both hands but too afraid to pull it out, struggling to breathe as the blood pooled into his mouth and dripped to the earth.

Talon didn’t wait around to watch him die. He immediately headed back toward me, the dead tightening their circle around the general once Talon was gone, pulling in close around him as he stayed on his knees.

He started to cower, to crawl away in the other direction, only to stop when he realized the assault was on all sides. Tighter they closed in until they came into contact, stabbing him over and over with the blades and daggers, making him collapse underneath the undead soldiers.

Then I saw only him—Talon.

He walked to me, his eyes still so angry they looked like the gates to the underworld. The fire and battle continued on behind him, but his only concern was me.

I was on my knees, shriveled up with my arms across my chest, trying to protect my dignity and fight the cold.

He reached behind him and tugged his cape free, pulling it from his armor until it was a blanket in his arms. Then he kneeled before me and wrapped the fabric around me until he secured it at my neck in the front, covering me all the way down to my feet.

I looked him in the eye…and started to sob. I didn’t know why the tears broke free like that, if it was relief that General Titan was dead, if it was because my dignity had finally been restored, if I was just happy to see his face again…

The rage left his eyes as his fingers dug into my hair. “It’s okay, baby.” He placed a kiss to my forehead as his powerful arms circled me and brought me close, right into his chest, into the safest place I could ever be. “I’m here.”

I continued to cry, to release everything I’d been holding for so long, to finally feel free for the first time. I gripped him so hard because I never wanted to let go, never wanted to be apart from the only man who had ever protected me.

He kissed my forehead again then sealed his mouth over mine, giving me a soft kiss that quieted my cries. He squeezed me to him, like he’d missed me as much as I missed him, like he had been broken until our souls were reunited.

He was the one to move away first, to dig his hand into my hair and cradle my face. His dark eyes looked empty, not in defeat, but in peace. “Stay here with Khazmuda. I have to finish this.”

I wanted to ask him to stay, to never leave my side again, and my fingers gripped him so hard my knuckles hurt, but I forced them to relax…and released him.

His eyes softened as he watched me struggle to part with him. Then he leaned in and pressed a kiss to my forehead, a kiss that lingered for seconds, that burned as hot as our lips. “Once I save your forest, I’ll come back to you.”
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Talon’s cape was a foot too long, so it completely covered my feet and the surrounding earth. I stood there, my arms hidden underneath the fabric, and watched the battle through the hazy smoke. It was hard to gauge the details, but they were in the distance and obscured by the dark clouds of smoke that flowed down from the tops of the trees and hit the earth. The canopy of the forest was still on fire, and it was slowly spreading. “How are we going to stop the fire?” Unless it rained, it would never stop.

In the line of trees, I saw more of the dead emerge from their crypts in the forest, walking out of the tree line to fight the enormous orcs because the Death King had commanded them to do so.

Then I heard a scream, a scream that came from everywhere all at once, that didn’t come from a living person, but the world around us. It was torturous, like a blade was slowly sinking into flesh until it finally hit bone.

A powerful wind came from the forest, a breeze so potent it knocked every soldier on the battlefield to their knees. The trees swayed with the speed, their trunks bowing forward—and then the fire was snuffed out.

It went dark, and the smoke drifted away.

I had a better view of the battle now that the smoke was gone. The Behemoths were running away from battle, running out of the forest, heading right toward Khazmuda and me, desperate to flee whatever terror was enough to scare them.

Khazmuda lowered his body over mine, like a bird perched on her hatchlings, and the Behemoths parted to run around the dragon, sprinting away like someone chased them.

I could see the army of the dead that Talon had conjured, skeletons with torn uniforms and armor, eyeless elves who had died and been buried in the cemetery in the forest. Without an enemy to fight, they remained, swaying slightly, like their weary bodies could barely hold up their weight.

Talon lifted his hand slightly and raised his voice. “I release you. Go be in peace.”

The dead immediately turned away from the battlefield and slowly walked into the tree line, returning to their earthy graves deep in the forest. Their progression was slow, shifting and swaying on broken bones. Some were even headless.

It was hard to watch, so I focused on Talon only, who stood with his sword still gripped in his palm, looking kingly even without his cape billowing in the breeze behind him. He looked unharmed, the Behemoths no match for his speed with the blade.

I lifted the front of the cape off my feet like the hem of a gown and ran to him, barefoot because my boots had been lost when General Titan had removed them. I maneuvered around the pile of bodies, both friend and foe, and made my way to him.

He turned to look at me, his gaze hardened by the battle he’d just fought. But there was a hint of gold there, a single speck in those dark eyes.

I made it to him, colliding with his chest but not setting him off-balance.

His arm immediately hooked around my waist, and he rested his lips at my hairline.

“Thank you.” He saved me. He saved the forest. He saved the elves. Single-handedly.

He gave no response, his fingers remaining deep in my hair like they belonged there.

“I need to check on my uncle.”

“Your uncle?” He pulled away to look at me.

“Yeah…long story.” I turned away and walked through the debris of battle, the fallen bodies of friend and foe, the blood that soaked into the ground, the blood that my bare feet had to touch.

It was nearly dawn, light coming into the sky and turning it blue and slightly purple. It made the world easier to see, for faces should have features rather than shadows. It didn’t take me long to cross paths with Queen Eldinar. Her beautiful white armor was covered in dirt and blood, and her beautiful blond hair had come loose from its braid. The battle was over, but she still wore that same look of rage.

I walked up to her. “Where is Ezra?”

“He’s with the healers. He’ll live.”

I inhaled a deep breath of relief. “I’m so happy to hear that.”

“Where is he?” For someone who just won a battle she was doomed to lose, she looked deeply pissed off.

“General Titan is dead.”

“Not him. You know of whom I speak.”

My heart had sprouted wings moments ago, and now it dropped into my stomach. “He—he saved us.”

“Here I stand.” Talon came from behind me, stepping forward to meet Queen Eldinar face-to-face, just slightly taller than her because she was a tall woman, possessing the height of a man and the rage of one too.

She stared him down like he was no different from the Behemoths we’d just fought. “The Death King.” She said every syllable with disdain, her eyes livid and wild, looking him over repeatedly like she couldn’t believe her misfortune to meet him in the flesh.

“Talon, this is Queen Eldinar⁠—”

“Do not speak for me.” Her eyes remained on Talon. “You seem to have forgotten you’re still a stranger in my lands. No relation to my husband will grant you power you did not earn. Just as I feared, the Behemoths marched on our lands because of you.” She finally turned to look at me, the sheer rage making her eyes wet. “My kin water the soil with their blood—because of you.”

The guilt and pain started to throb inside my chest. I’d been so relieved that General Titan was finally dead and the battle was over that I’d forgotten everything else. “I’m sorry⁠—”

“I don’t want your apology,” she snapped. “They burned our forest and killed my soldiers because you wouldn’t disappear. And now the Death King stands on my borders, bringing a darkness that will shroud the light forevermore⁠—”

“In case you missed what just happened, I saved your forest and your people,” Talon said calmly. “I have no ill will toward you, Queen Eldinar. But if you continue to speak to Calista this way, that could change.”

Just when it seemed like Queen Eldinar couldn’t look angrier, she did. “You came for her. Not for us.”

“Then she has a very powerful ally, so you should tread carefully.”

The situation was just as intense as it’d been on the battlefield minutes ago. “Queen Eldinar, I didn’t know that General Titan had tracked me north of the mountains and to the forest. I have no idea how he figured out where I am⁠—”

“Perhaps it was the bright-red dragon that accompanied you.” She turned back to me, her stare ice-cold. “A beacon of fire placed directly upon the forest that attracted the vermin to crawl from the dark⁠—”

“Interrupt her again and see what happens,” Talon said coldly.

Queen Eldinar turned her wrath on him. “Should I put my blade to your neck to silence your words?”

“I welcome you to try, Your Highness.”

“Stop.” I raised both of my palms. “The three of us are allies. No more threats.”

“We are not allies,” she said coldly. “The elves would never align with the evil you’ve brought here. You disturbed the dead when they’ve already served with their lives. You desecrated our holy ground, raised fathers and mothers to fight sightless alongside us, unleashed horrors that will never heal.” She started to shake. “How dare you?”

Talon held her gaze.

“How dare you break the ground of their slumber and pull them from their peace? How dare you dishonor the dead?” Her eyes started to water, from either rage or pain. “How dare you?”

Talon’s hard expression didn’t change. “You would all be dead if I hadn’t.”

“A fate we would have preferred.”

“Your people gave their lives to defend this forest,” he said calmly. “I’m sure they would give up their afterlives to do the same.”

“Do not put words in the mouths of the dead⁠—”

“Do not assume their bravery has died just because their flesh has rotted from the bone. I’m sorry that I disturbed your loved ones, but the forest would have fallen without their aid, and it would be scorched to ash as we speak. If there was another way, I would have chosen differently, but Khazmuda and I couldn’t have defeated their army alone. We can stand here and insult each other back and forth, but what’s done is done. I don’t expect your gratitude, nor do I care to receive it, but I do want peace.”

“Don’t pretend you won’t try to conquer us next, just the way you’ve conquered everyone else.”

“I have no desire to do that.”

“Lies.”

“I can see that Calista has great affection for your people. I would never hurt or enslave the people she cares so deeply for. You can blame her for the attack upon your forest, but then you must also blame her for the pardon I’ve just granted you.”

Her eyes sharpened to daggers, but she didn’t speak.

“You owe her your gratitude, Queen Eldinar.”

She stared at him for a moment longer before she withdrew her rage. “My people need me more than ever, to carry the dead to their final resting place, to tend to the injured who are now permanently disabled as a consequence of this battle.”

“I’m happy to serve in any capacity that I can⁠—”

“Do not enter our forest. Do not touch our kind. We will speak when this has been handled.” Queen Eldinar walked off before Talon could say another word.

I watched her go before I turned back to Talon.

He stood tall and proud and watched her walk away. He turned to me a moment later. “I know this is where you’re needed right now. Come find me whenever you’re finished.”

I wanted to ask him to stay or volunteer to go with him, but I felt obligated to remain with the people who had risked their lives because of my foolishness. After a long stare, I finally gave a nod.

He turned away and walked off, moving through the crowd of people until he was gone from my sight.
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It took days for the dead to be buried and the wounded to be transported to Riviana Star. I helped in whatever way I could, taking orders from Commander Luxe or anyone who was in charge at that moment. Riddled with so much guilt, I had a hard time looking anyone in the eye, because none of this would have happened if I hadn’t come here.

I wasn’t sure how General Titan had even known I left the castle. Talon would never share that information with him.

Commander Luxe escorted me to the royal palace because my uncle had asked for me. I hadn’t seen him since General Titan had slammed the hilt of his blade into his skull and he passed out.

Instead of moving to the throne room, Commander Luxe guided me to a dining hall, a large white table carved out of marble in the sunlight from the open windows, a tall vase of long white flowers taking up the entire center of the table.

Ezra sat there, wearing his uniform and armor even though he still looked weak.

Commander Luxe silently excused himself.

My uncle’s eyes lit up when he saw me. “I’m so glad you’re alright.” He rose to his feet slowly, showing a slight grimace in his movements.

I stepped over to him and hugged him hard.

His arms circled me, and he returned the affection with the same enthusiasm.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as I pulled away.

“Still a bit out of it.” He slowly lowered himself back to the chair.

When he sat down, I could see that part of his head had been shaved, and now he had stitches keeping the skin of his skull together. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, Calista.” He tapped the table with his palm to ask me to sit down.

I took a seat, seeing how pale his skin was.

“I’ll be fine, so don’t worry about me. The forest prevailed, just as I knew she would.”

My eyes dropped down to my hands on the table, the guilt too heavy.

“We lost a lot of people,” he said quietly. “But I know they would do it again to defend this forest.”

I had the distinct impression that he had no clue what had happened on the border after he passed out. He didn’t know why the enemy marched here. He didn’t know the Death King raised the fallen to fight for him. He didn’t know that Talon had come here for me…because we were more than I said we were.

“Don’t despair, Calista. Peace is a state of impermanence.”

“Have…you spent time with Queen Eldinar?” Perhaps she hadn’t returned home because she was busy overseeing the forest.

“Yes. She checks in with me throughout the day and is home every evening. Why?”

I wondered why she hadn’t told him. Maybe she wanted him to hear it from me, that it was a mistake to ever defend me. “The reason the Behemoths came to the forest is…because of me.”

“What do you mean, Calista?”

My eyes traveled elsewhere because I preferred to spare him these details. “General Titan was my captor at the Arid Sands. When the Death King took me away, the general decided to pursue me. He somehow followed me over the mountains…and traced me to this forest. He captured me in battle and pulled me away, but then the Death King arrived and slayed him in front of me.”

Ezra sat back in his chair and regarded me with eyes that didn’t blink, shocked by the tale. He said nothing, like he needed more than a few seconds to process what I’d said.

“I had no idea he was coming for me. I would have left if I’d known.”

Ezra dropped his gaze to the table, probably because my words were just too hard to accept. “Why did the Death King come to your aid?”

“Because…” I didn’t know how to describe the relationship. We weren’t friends. We weren’t lovers. We weren’t…anything that I could really explain. “It’s one of those situations where, you know, it’s complicated.”

His eyes lifted to look at me. “A man takes up his sword in battle for those he loves. His land and his people. Neither of those apply to him—so that only leaves you.”

I looked at the table again, a surge of emotion in my heart.

“Do you reciprocate those feelings?”

“I—I don’t know. It’s complicated…”

“Yes, you said that.”

“Because it is.”

His stare was locked on my face. “My wife didn’t mention any of this.”

“And I have a feeling she didn’t mention that he unleashed an army of the dead to win the war…the dead of the forest…those who had already fallen in battles of the past.” I felt terrible saying it out loud, being the one to deliver this news. But that was what Queen Eldinar wanted—for me to suffer the shame.

Ezra was quiet.

“We would have lost the battle otherwise.”

He was still quiet.

I raised my chin to meet his look, afraid of what he might say.

His stare was exactly as it was before. “Now I understand my wife’s distress.”

“I feel so horrible⁠—”

“I know you do, Calista. I can see it on your face.”

My eyes dropped down again.

“To disturb the peace of those who have already fallen…is a crime against nature. I see my wife’s stress from a new perspective. But the forest had to be protected at all costs, and if it were me buried in the ground, I would have gladly taken up my sword again to defend it. I don’t defend the Death King’s actions, but I won’t recriminate him either. The Realm of Caelum must be protected at any cost.”

My eyes lifted again to meet his.

“But I don’t have loved ones buried in the cemetery. However, my wife…she has her parents and her grandparents…generations of elves who came before her. For her, this is much more traumatic.”

“I feel so terrible. Your people granted me asylum, and this is how I repay your generosity.”

“You’re not responsible for the decisions of a maniac,” he snapped. “I’ve hated the Death King ever since he came to our lands, but I hate him far less for protecting you. Perhaps he’s not as evil as I thought.”

“He’s…more than he seems.”

A moment later, Queen Eldinar entered the dining hall, wearing dark-green breeches and a brown top, looking like the other elves rather than a queen in pristine white. Perhaps she was too busy serving to rule. She looked at Ezra with a hint of affection in her eyes—and looked at me like I was scum. She leaned down and kissed my uncle as her hand went to his shoulder.

I saw him melt for her, just the way Talon made me melt.

She took the seat beside him, across from me, her eyes vicious again.

I wish I could hold her stare with Talon’s confidence. “I told him everything⁠—”

“Good.”

I winced at the wrath in her voice. “How is everyone?”

“The healers continue to work on the wounded. The dead have been buried—and the disturbed graves have been made whole. We’re shaken and broken by the attack, but we’ve begun to heal.” Her hand moved to Ezra’s on the table.

His palm turned over to grip her fingers.

“Your friend remains on the border of the forest,” she said coldly. “It’s time that he returns to his own lands.”

I didn’t know what was next for Talon and me. Would we go our separate ways again? That seemed crazy after everything that had just happened. “I need to talk to him first. Could he come into the forest⁠—”

“How dare you ask.” Her hand remained on Ezra’s.

“With all due respect, he did save all of you⁠—”

“It’s only out of the respect I have for your uncle that you’re even allowed to be here, to still call this place your home. Don’t push my mercy—because there’s very little left. You can speak to him outside the border. If he crosses that line, I will duel him myself.”

Ezra turned to look at her like he might say something, but he seemed to change his mind and let the tense silence pass.

I rose from my chair and ignored the arrows ready to fire in her eyes. “Then I will speak to him outside the forest.”
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I made the long journey to the border alone, his cape draped over my shoulder, and made it past the tree line just before sunset. The signs of battle were still visible in the red-stained dirt, in the trunks of felled trees that slowly decayed.

Khazmuda was visible in the distance, his enormous size and black scales distinct in comparison to the greenery around him. A campfire was between them, the flames growing brighter as the sun continued to set over the horizon.

Talon sat on a boulder and sharpened his knife, his head tilted down, a clear shadow over his jawline. Khazmuda noticed me first and must have told Talon, because Talon suddenly sheathed his knife and got to his feet, tall and strong like a mountain, and regarded me with that intense gaze.

I came closer to the campfire then extended the cape that he had offered me, the material that had cocooned me in safety, that had protected my naked body from the sight of anyone unworthy.

He didn’t look at the garment in my hands, his eyes on me.

I was nervous, my breaths uneven, my pulse painful in my neck.

He took the cape out of my hands and tossed it aside before he moved closer to me, his hands cupping my cheeks as he bent his neck down and kissed me, kissed me hard like we were alone in his bedchambers.

My body melted in his fire, and my arms hooked around his neck, my lips dissolving onto his like butter on warm bread. I rose on my tiptoes and pressed my entire body into his, wanting our bodies to merge and become one.

Khazmuda’s heavy thuds sounded as he moved away. Then he took flight, soaring into the sky and leaving us alone by the campfire.

Talon’s arms scooped under my ass, and he lifted me into him, holding me like I weighed nothing as he kissed me just as hard, carrying me to the tent on the other side of the campsite.

We made our way inside, a single bedroll in the middle, and he immediately pulled off my boots and my bottoms to get access to my bare skin. In a rush, we both undressed, our skin coming into contact as our bodies joined together in the bedroll. His hips squeezed between my thighs, and he tilted my hips as he moved over me, a mountain that blocked the sun. Then he slipped inside me, pushed through my tight lips, and felt the wetness that had been there since the moment my eyes had locked on to his.

He gave an appreciative moan as he sank until there was nowhere else to go.

I moaned louder than I meant to, his dick feeling so good inside me, like a piece of me had been restored.

His mouth dipped to mine, and he kissed me as he rocked into me, as he made love to me like he did on our last night together. His hand fisted my hair, and he brushed his nose against mine as he turned his head. Locked in a white-hot embrace, we moved together, our bodies slick with arousal, our heat hotter than the campfire that burned in the distance.

A pain burned in my chest, a fire of undying desperation lit deep inside. It was a pleasure so good it hurt, a longing that couldn’t be erased, no matter how close together we became. I felt his hair with my fingertips, felt the muscles of his back as I brought him close, but I still missed him like he was on the other side of the world.

Tears pricked my eyes because it hurt…everything hurt.

He kissed the corner of my eye as he rocked into me, hand deep in my hair. “I’m here, baby.”

My thighs squeezed his hips, my ankles locked together against his ass. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry, baby.” He kissed me, sucking my bottom lip into his mouth. “Don’t ever leave me again.”

“I won’t.” My nails scratched down his back.

“Promise me.” With his forehead to mine, he rocked into me harder, his pelvic bone right against my clit.

“I promise.” I cupped his neck and looked into his beautiful eyes, eyes that burned directly into my soul. “I never want to be apart from you again.”
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The night was spent with us wrapped together, him on top or me on top of him, bouncing up and down while he guided my hips with his hands. Conversation wasn’t engaged in, just the most passionate lovemaking we’d ever had.

It was sometime early in the morning when I opened my eyes, expecting to find myself alone in the empty tent, the air cold because Talon wasn’t there to warm it with his fire. But my eyes focused on the muscular chest right against my face. My eyes lifted to his chin and the shadow on his jawline. Then his eyes…which were closed.

He was asleep.

His arm was hooked around my waist under the bedroll, my thigh over his hip, our bodies tangled together to become a single person. His chest rose and fell with his gentle breaths, his mind deep in the land of dreams.

I studied his face, seeing how handsome he looked when he was relaxed, how soft his mouth looked. I didn’t dare move, wanting to stare at him forever, to treasure the first time he’d truly dropped his guard.

I wanted to watch him forever, but I got tired again and slipped back under.

When I woke up the second time, he was awake, staring at me the way I’d been staring at him earlier.

My heart ached to see him there, to feel peace for the first time since we’d been together. I’d never felt safer than I did with him in that little tent, just the two of us.

He looked into my eyes for a while before his hand snaked into my hair, and he pressed a kiss to my forehead.

I could die right then and there…and be totally fine with it.

His lips moved to my neck then my shoulders and then my chest. Kissing me everywhere, worshipping my body like I was a goddess rather than damaged goods, making me feel like a virgin who had never been touched rather than a victim who had been violently raped repeatedly.

His mouth came back to mine, and he kissed me again.

“You slept with me…”

He pulled away slightly and brushed his nose against mine. “Because you’re my woman—and I sleep with my woman.”

An invisible hand grabbed my heart and squeezed, squeezed it so hard it burst. “Talon.” My hand cupped his face and felt the prickle of his shadow, saw the gold burn in his eyes like starlight.

His mouth moved to mine, and he kissed me hard as he rolled on top of me, his muscular legs separating mine. He tilted his hips, and his cock slid right into my folds, finding my entrance all on its own. He sank inside me as he kissed me, as he claimed my body in the name of his land. “Baby…”
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When I woke up again, he was gone.

Judging by the light outside the tent, it was almost sunset. We’d spent the previous night making love and napping throughout the day. We drank water from his canteen but had no sustenance. I suspected his hunger had gotten the best of him and he’d left to satisfy his needs.

I dressed then stepped out of the tent.

The fire was going, and meat was cooking over the open flame. He was in his uniform and armor again, standing there and looking up at the stars above, his eyes focused on one spot in particular.

I approached him, my arms immediately crossing over my chest when I felt the cold.

He spoke, his voice barely above a whisper, so quiet I wasn’t sure if I actually heard it. “Forgive me.”

I stilled at his words, staring at the side of his face as he continued to look at the stars.

He finally looked away and turned to the fire, and that was when he noticed me. His eyes stilled and turned guarded momentarily, like everything we’d just shared was a distant memory. But then they softened, and he came toward me, his hand sliding into my hair as he dipped his head to kiss me.

My face rested against his chest, and I closed my eyes.

His lips brushed my forehead. “Are you hungry?”

I nodded.

“I found some things for you.” He opened his pack and displayed the fruits and vegetables he found in the wild. “I remember you got tired of the carnivorous diet pretty quickly.”

“Thank you.”

We sat together by the campfire, and he removed the meat from the spit and plated it for me before he did his own. Like old times, we sat together and ate in comfortable silence, the brilliant stars over our heads.

“Have you spoken to Khazmuda?” I asked.

“He’s close by.” He took another bite and chewed.

We fell back into silence, and once I was done with my meat, I munched on the berries he’d harvested for me.

He finished first then stared at me from across the campfire, arms on his knees, his cape returned to his uniform.

It made me realize we hadn’t really talked since he’d come to the forest. It’d been a couple of sentences here and there, but mostly kisses and heavy stares. Now that we’d come to this moment, I didn’t know what to say.

He didn’t seem to know either because he was quiet.

I finished my berries and set them aside.

“You must know that my ambitions haven’t changed, nor will they ever change.” His hands came together as he stared at me from where he sat on his log. “I have to finish this—and I hope you’ll finish it with me.”

“I told you I didn’t want to be apart from you again.”

“We say a lot of things in the heat of the moment.”

“I meant it,” I said quietly. “I still do.”

His eyes intensified as he stared, looking at me with a hardened expression. “Then it’s you and me—until the end.”

I nodded because that was what I wanted for the rest of my life. It didn’t matter what he’d done to me or my family, because my heart had finally surrendered to him. My father couldn’t protect me. My uncle couldn’t protect me. He was the only man I could truly count on. He was the only man who would give his life for mine.

“I need the dragons, Calista.” His tone changed when he called me by my name, the silent plea in his tone.

“I don’t know where they are, and that’s the truth.”

He stared at me with that unblinking stare. “Do the elves know?”

“Yes.”

He gave a subtle nod. “They don’t trust you.”

“No. They didn’t trust me when I arrived, and they trust me even less now.”

His hands came together and rested against his lips for a moment, his eyes on the fire. “But Inferno knows…”

“Yes,” I said. “They told him the location, and he left.”

“Ask him.”

“We’re no longer fused.”

“Why?”

“Because Queen Eldinar insisted on our separation before he departed. Didn’t want him to have the opportunity to tell me.”

“He still could have told you even if you weren’t fused.”

“Yes, but Inferno wanted to keep his word to the elves. He appreciates what they’ve done for his kind. They consider themselves the protectors of dragons and the Realm of Caelum.”

That last bit of information seemed to intrigue him because his eyes narrowed. “The gateway to the afterlife is in the forest?”

“Seems so.”

His eyes shifted away into the distance, and he turned quiet.

“Why does that matter to you?”

“It doesn’t,” he said. “Just helps me understand why they despise me so.”

“Why would that make them despise you?”

He turned his eyes back to me.

“I don’t want there to be any more secrets between us. We’re beyond that now.”

His eyes dropped back to the fire. “I wield the power of the dead…as you’ve seen.”

“So you are a god.”

“No,” he said with a sad smile. “But I know the god of the underworld quite well.”

Bumps formed on my arms. “How…?”

His eyes stayed on the fire a long time, so long it seemed like he wouldn’t answer. “That tale will have to be told another day, not on a night as beautiful as this.” He lifted his eyes and looked at me, his stare hard and possessive like usual.

“Inferno said he would ask the dragons to fight for our cause. If they said yes, he would return to me and share their answer. But it’s been almost a month, and I haven’t heard from him.”

“I wonder if he’s asked, or if he’s been waiting until he’s accepted into their society.”

“I don’t know.”

“We need to ask the elves for the location,” he said. “I see no other way.”

“You’ve seen the queen’s disdain for me…”

“But you said you have an uncle.”

I hesitated. “Yes, but he’s married to her.”

“Your uncle is the king?” he asked in slight surprise.

“He’s not the king. The crown isn’t transferred by marriage.”

“Then he’s still very powerful and influential. He could share that location with you—or convince the queen to do so.”

“I’ve seen his love for her. He would never betray her.”

“Blood is thicker than water.”

I looked at him across the fire, the man least likely to claim my heart, to pull it out of my body and squeeze it in his grasp. “I think love is just as thick.”

He continued to hold my gaze with the same confidence. “How do you want to proceed?”

“I—I’m not sure.”

“I have to do this, Calista. I can’t win this war without the dragons, and I can’t sit on my ass and wait for Inferno to come back when he may never return.”

“I understand.”

“Then you need to think of something.”

“I can ask.” I thought of the angry look in the queen’s eyes, the way she despised me down to the bone. “But I know how that will go. We need to offer them something in return, some kind of incentive⁠—”

“Like saving their forest from complete annihilation?” he asked sarcastically.

“The forest was attacked because of me, so I’m not sure how good of an argument that is.”

“It wasn’t your fault, baby. You aren’t responsible for his obsession.”

“How did General Titan even know?”

Now Talon bowed his head.

“Talon?”

“He left my employ many months ago. But I decided not to tell you so you wouldn’t worry. I ordered my men to find him and kill him, but he evaded capture. And then when you left me, I was so preoccupied with that that I forgot about him. He must have seen your dragon cross the mountains and followed you.”

The information settled like a stone on my shoulders. “I wish you had told me.”

“Would it have made a difference?”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

We fell into silence, the fire crackling between us.

“I’ll ask my uncle to arrange a meeting with the queen on the border. Now that the dust has settled, it’s a better time to proposition her. We’ll talk to her and see what we can accomplish.”

He gave a nod in agreement. “Thank you.”

“You know I’m with you.”


11

[image: ]
CALISTA


When I returned to the forest, my uncle had improved.

He was on his feet again, carrying the weight of his armor and sword, the side of his skull still visible because the hair grew back slowly. His eyes lit up when I approached, just the way my father’s used to. “I’m happy to see you’ve returned.”

Now I was divided in two, living in two different lands, my heart in two different places. “I came to speak with you. I need help with something.”

“I’m listening.” He stood outside the palace near the statues. The queen must be inside or stationed somewhere else in the forest.

“Would it be possible for you to arrange a meeting with us and Queen Eldinar?”

The light started to fade in his eyes. “Specify us.”

“Talon and me.”

“Talon?”

“The Death King.” I hadn’t referred to him in that way in a very long time. Despite his unquestionable powers, that wasn’t how I viewed him. I saw a handsome man with a broken soul, no different from me.

“I think everything’s been said, Calista.”

“Not for us.”

He drew in a slow breath and released it as a frustrated sigh. “Queen Eldinar will never reveal the location of the dragons—let alone to him. This is a fruitless endeavor. And I certainly won’t betray my queen and my people—not even for you.”

“I appreciate everything you’ve done for the dragons. I think it’s noble and heroic. But I think the dragons deserve to know what’s happened across the sea, that their kin have been enslaved by dark magic, and their minds and bodies are no longer their own. It’s wrong to hide this from them.”

“I understand, Calista. But once people know where these dragons are, they’ll try to enslave them too. If the Death King propositions them and they refuse, he’ll just take them by force⁠—”

“He would never do that.”

“Have you already forgotten what he’s taken from you?” he asked coldly. “I know you’re young, but I didn’t think you were this naïve.”

I stumbled for a moment, memories flashing across my mind. “I know he would never do that to the dragons. I’ve witnessed his kindness firsthand. Khazmuda is fused with him because that’s what he wishes. Talon already found Inferno in the wild once before, and when he didn’t get the answer he wanted, he let him be. He wouldn’t enslave the creatures he’s vowed to free.”

My uncle watched me with judgment in his eyes.

“I’d stake my life on it.”

He gave another heavy sigh. “And I thought my love didn’t make sense…”

“All we’re asking is for the chance to speak with them. That’s all. If they say no, then so be it.”

He looked away and stared into the tree line. “I can ask the queen if one of the guardians can plead your case.”

“It needs to be us,” I said. “They need to see who they’re fighting with.”

“That will never happen, Calista.”

“Uncle Ezra…” It was the first time I’d called him that, and I felt the love in my heart as I referred to him with such affection. “Please.” I looked into his eyes and pleaded. “I understand you can’t tell me where they are, and I would never want to put you in that position. But just get me an audience with the queen so we can speak with her…please.”

Affection burned in his eyes as he looked at me, but there was also strain, strain caused by the request. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you.”

“Will you return to the forest?”

I wanted to show Talon the beautiful forest, my tree house where our minds had touched, show him the fireflies in the dark. But I knew he would never be welcomed here. “No. Not unless he can come with me.”
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I left the forest and approached the campsite.

Khazmuda had returned, his scales brilliant in the dying light. Pretty.

I missed you. I moved to one of his massive legs and hugged it, my head resting against his smooth scales.

He dipped his head and rubbed the soft side of his snout against my head, handling me with the utmost gentleness. And I you.

I pulled away and saw Talon sitting on a log by the fire, looking at me with that same look he always gave me.

He patted his thigh and beckoned me toward him with a nod.

I walked over and felt him grab me, position me across his lap and hold me close. His kiss moved to my hairline, just above my ear, and his strong arms cocooned me against his chest. He didn’t ask how the conversation went, just sat there with me, his lips resting against my temple.

My arm circled his neck, and I leaned against him, closing my eyes because I felt such peace when I was with him, when he held me like this, when we were this close, our souls almost touching.

We sat like that for a long time, his eyes on the fire, my eyes on the dark horizon.

Khazmuda lay in front of the fire and closed his eyes once twilight arrived.

Talon broke the silence. “What did he say?”

“He said he would try.”

He gave a slight nod.

“But she’s ferocious. I’m not sure even her husband can persuade her.”

“We’ll know soon enough.”

“He said he might be able to get a guardian to share our message with the dragons, but I told him I wanted the words to come from us. But that can be a backup plan if we need it.”

“You can’t ask someone to serve you if they’ve never seen your face. That’s not how it works. And someone else would never convey the urgency in the matter. They need to see me—and Khazmuda.”

“Yes.” My fingers moved through his short hair, feeling the strands I only touched when we made love. We’d never shared affection outside of intimacy, but now we held each other fully clothed, under the starlight.

“Let’s go to bed. Perhaps we’ll have our answer in the morning.” He rose to his feet and lifted me with him, carrying me with our chests together, making me feel like a feather on the wind.

“I’m not tired.”

He smirked slightly as he looked at me. “Neither am I.”
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When I woke up the next morning, Talon was gone from the tent.

I dressed then stepped outside, finding the campfire cold and vacant.

Khazmuda was there, eyes closed as he enjoyed the sunshine. I like that it’s warmer here. Reminds me of home.

“I hope I get to see it soon.”

It’ll be ravaged by war and tyranny, no longer the beautiful place I remember as a hatchling.

“But it’ll still be home…always be home.” I looked around at the scenery, hoping to see Talon nearby.

He went hunting.

“Oh.”

It was my turn to sleep in.

I grabbed new logs for the campfire and lit it with the match I found in Talon’s pack. The flames came to life and provided an extra layer of warmth we didn’t need.

Talon returned moments later, but he didn’t have an animal carcass over his shoulder. He carried a sack instead. “I found some potatoes and mushrooms.” He kneeled down by the campfire and washed them with water from his canteen before he started to slice the potatoes.

And what am I supposed to eat?

“There was no game,” Talon said.

There was no game, or you didn’t look?

“I don’t think it’s wise to cook a deer when Queen Eldinar can emerge from the trees any moment.”

We’re not feeding from their forest.

“Even so, it’s unwise to provoke them when we’re at their mercy.” He finished skinning the potatoes then chopped them up into pieces before he tossed them in the skillet with the mushrooms. The veggies started to sizzle.

I’m not a rabbit, so I’ll hunt myself. Khazmuda took off and soared into the sky.

Talon stared at the fire for a while before he looked at me. “How’d you sleep?”

“Like a rock.” I slept better on the hard ground next to him than I had in my soft mattress in the tree house. I’d never felt so warm and safe, felt more at peace.

He gave a slight nod and looked at the fire again.

Minutes later, footsteps sounded in the distance.

Talon was the first one to notice, and he rose to his feet to turn toward the forest.

I got to my feet and followed his stare, seeing Queen Eldinar accompanied by Uncle Ezra and a dozen armed soldiers brought for her protection. Rather than wear her pristine gown, she was in her armor, which had been cleaned after the battle.

Talon stared at them before he approached.

“Your sword.” Ezra moved ahead, keeping his queen behind him.

Talon hesitated before he removed his blade from the scabbard and tossed it twenty feet away, where it landed on the grass. He dropped his quiver of arrows and set them to the side as well. He even removed his dagger from his belt and threw it into the dirt, where the hilt protruded from the soil.

Ezra stepped aside so Queen Eldinar could approach.

“I told you I have no ill will toward your people,” Talon said. “Calista has deep affection for you, and since I have deep affection for her, you’re immune from my wrath.”

Queen Eldinar approached him and dismissed what he said. “I only stand here at the request of my husband. He tells me you wish to know the location of the dragons to ask them to fight in your great battle, a battle that doesn’t concern the last free dragons.”

“They’re the last free dragons because the others have been violently enslaved,” Talon said calmly. “I think they have the right to know that. To hide this knowledge from them is an abuse of power in itself.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly.

“They have the right to know,” he repeated. “And to make that choice themselves.”

“Don’t pretend your intentions are altruistic.”

“They’re symbiotic,” he said. “I need to avenge my family. Khazmuda needs to free his kin. We will work together until both missions are fulfilled. I’m just as committed to his cause as he is to mine.”

The breeze blew through her golden hair, moving about her in a beautiful way.

“Allow me to seek their audience,” Talon said. “Let them decide.”

“And if they say no?” she asked.

“Then they say no.”

“Really?” she challenged. “And you would just leave it at that?”

“I wouldn’t coerce a dragon, if that’s what you’re asking. You can ask Inferno yourself. I asked him for help twice. The first time, he said no—and I let him be. Years later, I pursued him again in the hope that his loneliness had changed his mind. And it had. I’m not a monster, but a man who’s had to do horrible things to survive. There’s a big difference.”

“I see no difference,” she said coldly. “Monsters are born in the dark—and you’re the same way.”

Talon didn’t refute her claims. “It sounds like you’ve already made up your mind.”

She stared at Talon with the same confidence he stared at her, the two monarchs equally matched in ferocity. “I have something to offer you—an exchange.”

My skin prickled.

“Yes?” Talon asked.

She looked to Ezra.

He stepped forward. “Our forest is deep and vast. It’s home to more than elves…but darker creatures that have threatened our borders for millennium. The Behemoth attack has stirred them, and our scouts report a congregation of the enemy. We know what they seek, and they must be stopped at all costs.”

“You want me to defeat them.” Talon said it more to himself than to everyone else.

“We want your aid in this fight,” Ezra said. “They’re dark elves, so no easy opponent.”

“And in exchange?” Talon asked.

The queen spoke again. “We will escort Calista blindfolded to Thalian—and she can make your plea to the dragons.”

It wasn’t exactly what we wanted, but it was better than nothing.

“What do the dark elves seek?” Talon asked.

The queen was quiet for a long time. “They want Riviana, God of Caelum.”

I thought of the redheaded god I’d seen, the way she glowed with the light of a thousand suns, her beauty and power unmatched.

“How many dark elves?” Talon asked.

“It’s hard to say,” Ezra said. “But several thousand.”

“How do they differ from you?” Talon asked.

“They match our strength and swiftness,” Ezra said. “And our intelligence. But they’ve been cursed and exiled from our lands, so they lack honor and empathy. They want revenge for what’s been taken from them, so they seek to destroy the afterlife.”

“Why?” Talon asked.

“Because they’ve been excluded from it,” the queen said. “For their crimes against us…and one another.”

“Then this is no easy foe,” Talon said. “This campaign won’t be brief, which only distracts me from the battle that awaits me. Not only that, but I will risk my life for a cause that’s not my own. The price of that is you are to escort both of us, Calista and me, to Thalian for us to plead our case. Blindfold us if you wish, but we go together.”

The queen held his gaze before she turned to Ezra.

Ezra’s eyes flicked to me before he looked at his queen.

They seemed to have a conversation in silence.

Then the queen looked at Talon again. “I accept your terms, Death King.”


PROLOGUE IV
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TALON



I sat in the corner of the tavern, wearing my leather coat with the gold buttons, my hat back in my chambers at the outpost. My ankle rested on the opposite knee, and I drank my ale in silence as the rest of the bar was rambunctious and rowdy.

Topless women sat on men’s laps for a couple coins, while drunken men made idiots of themselves and got their coin purses stolen. We’d been at sea for a long time and were docked at this island for the foreseeable future. We had no plans, no leads on treasure, and the winter winds were coming.

Captain Blackstorm got his tankard from the bar then joined me at the table. Time and sun exposure had weathered his face, turning it into leather like his coat. Nearly twenty years had passed since the day we’d met—and that passage of time was written on his face.

He lit up a cigar and stuck it in the corner of his mouth. “I’m fucking tired.”

I drank from my tankard.

“Didn’t think I’d live this long. Pirates never do.”

“Then you must be a good pirate.”

He grinned before he sucked the smoke into his mouth and tasted it on his tongue. It left his nostrils a moment later. “I’m a damn good pirate.”

I clanked my tankard against his. “I’ll drink to that.”

He drank his ale then returned the cigar to his mouth. “So why do I look like an old fucker, and you haven’t aged a day?”

Because I’d been blessed with an immortal life—a gift I hadn’t asked for. “Guess I’m just lucky.”

“Only unlucky people believe in luck.” He sucked on his cigar again, let it coat his mouth, and then released it as a puff of smoke. “We’ve known each other for twenty years now, and I still don’t have any idea who you are.” He sank back in the chair and looked at me, his fingers still gripping the handle of his ale. “You’re a good sailor. A good fighter. And you’re loyal. That’s all I know—and I would love to know more.”

I held his gaze for a long time, my fingers resting on my glass.

“And I think your enduring youth is explained in that tale as well.”

I trusted Blackstorm with my life, but I would never tell him about Khazmuda. He was still a pirate, and pirates were greedy. “It’s a long story.”

“Those are the only stories worth hearing.”

I took a long time to begin the tale, because it was the first time I’d ever verbalized it to anyone. To speak it aloud was to relive it, but I did it because of the friendship and camaraderie we built over decades, across the world, across all the seas. But I told him the story—from the beginning to the end. I left out the details of my escape to protect Khazmuda.

He listened to every word, didn’t interrupt me with questions, and it didn’t seem like he blinked once. “Now I understand why you’ve never wanted to travel south.”

I gave a slight nod before I took a drink from my tankard. I appreciated that he didn’t tell me he was sorry about what happened, didn’t try to sympathize with something he could never understand.

“And I understand why you’ve forbidden us from taking women as prisoners…because you were married.”

“It’s not because I was married.”

He cocked his head slightly.

So much time had passed that it was hard to picture Vivian’s face in my mind. She was forever in my heart, but time had dulled her appearance and her memory. I was a different person now, and with every passing year, I lost more of who I used to be. “She was raped before I met her.”

He gave a slow nod in understanding.

“It took a long time to earn her trust, but it was worth it.” It took a long time to earn her desire, to make her feel safe with me, for her to let go and enjoy me the way sex was supposed to be enjoyed. The hard work and patience paid off—because our love was passionate and beautiful.

He gave another slight nod. “That means you’re not Commander Talon—but King Talon of the Southern Isles.”

“I’m no king.”

“You can’t reject a title that’s in your blood.”

“Well, I do.”

He enjoyed his cigar for a few moments before he put it out in the ashtray. “You have no desire to take back the throne? To avenge your family? To slay Barron in your wife’s name?”

Time had dulled my pain, faded it like the color of wood in constant sunshine. The wound would never heal, but it had scabbed over and turned into an ugly scar. It was a part of me, but it had stopped hurting to breathe a long time ago. I’d fucked whores in brothels without guilt and had moved on with my life.

And once the pain had subsided, the anger had come forth. “I do.”

He crossed his arms over his chest as he cocked his head.

“But I can’t win a war without an army. I can’t fight dragons without dragons of my own. I can’t defeat a king protected by dark magic. My only hope is to sneak into the castle and kill him in his sleep, but that doesn’t fix the problem. One of his sons would wear the crown, and the subjugation would continue.” There was no scenario where I would be satisfied, where I would find peace.

His head turned away, and his expression became heavy in thought.

It seemed like the conversation had concluded.

But then he looked at me again. “I know someone who can help you.”

My eyes narrowed.

“We sailed to the west, and a storm blew us off course and forced us farther out to sea than we’d ever been. We docked at an unoccupied island, the trees all dead and decayed, a cold desert. That was where I met him, the Lord of the Underworld—Bahamut.”
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It was a long journey, one of the longest stretches we’d ever taken as a crew. Without our level of experience and knowledge, the trip would certainly end with our ship at the bottom of the ocean and our bodies as shark food. We’d sailed so much that last year and Captain Blackstorm had promised the crew a long reprieve, so we only took volunteers. Our ship was half manned, but we still made do.

After months out to sea with storms that blew us off course several times, the island was finally in sight, a speck in the distance, a storm of clouds that circled above it while the rest of the sky was blue.

Captain Blackstorm came to my side as we looked over the bow. “There she is. Exactly as I remember her.”

My eyes were locked on the horizon, slowly watching the land grow from a speck to something more. “Tell me about him.”

“I came to the island for supplies, and he appeared out of nowhere. My ears are trained like a bloodhound. You can’t sneak up on a fella like me. But his boots didn’t make a sound. I think it’s because he’s not real.”

I turned to look at him.

“Like a mirage. You see something that’s not really there.” He continued to stare at the island in the distance. “He looks otherworldly. Hard to explain…it’s something in his appearance. It’s something in his presence. One look at him and I knew I’d met something I didn’t understand. I’ve sailed this world all my life, and I thought I’d seen it all—but I realized how wrong I was.”

“What did he say to you?” I looked at the island again.

“Told me he could make me the greatest pirate who ever lived—for a price.”

“Then you must have taken the deal.”

He turned back to look at me, a smile in his eyes. “I’m not the one who worked my way up from fisherman to commander.”

“Only because I learned from the best.”

His hand moved to my shoulder, and he gave me an affectionate squeeze, reminding me of the way my father used to grab me. When we’d started this journey together, we were the same age, but now he’d grown to my father’s age and the relationship had changed. I viewed him differently—and he did the same with me. “I didn’t take the deal. Sometimes I wonder what would have been if I did, but a pirate never looks behind. Only ahead.”

“It must have been a hefty price, then.”

“When my time comes, I want to be part of the sea, not the underworld.”

I continued to stare at his face, wanting more specific details but knowing not to ask. I would find out soon enough anyway.

“Talon, whenever you’re ready to take back what’s rightfully yours, you know you have us at your disposal. I’m sure we could recruit the other pirates as well.”

For a moment, I didn’t know what to say. “That’s awfully generous, Captain Blackstorm.”

“Ethan.”

My eyes narrowed.

“You’re more than one of my crew, Talon.”

He’d never told me his name before. None of the crew knew it either. But he shared it with me…and only me.

“And it’s not that generous,” he said with a smirk. “Because I know there will be plenty of riches when all’s said and done.”

I smirked back. “It’s all yours, Ethan.”
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The ship dropped anchor, and I rowed to the island alone.

I’d traveled to distant lands and exotic islands, but I’d never seen black sand like this. It was dark like the midnight sky, like Khazmuda’s scales. The rocks possessed the same darkness too, like they were pieces of hardened lava from a long extinct volcano.

I ventured farther inland, moving through the open spaces between the desiccated trees. Not a single leaf existed, just sharp branches that pointed menacingly to the sky. The earth was barren of vegetation, just dirt and rocks and pointed roots.

The farther in I moved, the colder it became and the less vivid the colors. Everything moved into a spectrum of gray.

I stopped when I saw the artifacts hanging from the trees. Circles and triangles made of branches, fastened together with dead roots. The symbols changed, displays of different shapes and sizes, their meaning indecipherable. I felt a warning in my heart, an alarm in my mind, and then a voice whispered in my ear.

“Go back.”

It was so quiet, I wasn’t sure if it was real, if it was just a trick of the wind…even though there was no breeze. I halted where I stood, seeing the structure up ahead, an enormous skull carved out of rock, as tall as a small mountain.

I stared at it, my pulse quick in my neck.

I hadn’t blinked, hadn’t pulled my eyes away, but then he was suddenly there.

In the uniform of a king, he stood in midnight blue, an elegant cape behind him, his armor shiny like it was buffed by servants every day. A powerful sword hung at his hip, the hilt made of solid black.

He looked like an ordinary man with dirty-blond hair and bright-blue eyes, but his presence was powerful. As powerful as a hurricane that ravaged the seas. His jawline was hard like mine, his cheekbones angular, and his eyes had a visible menace. He was young like me, a man my sister would call handsome.

His hostility was so profound it was physical.

I didn’t step closer.

“You’re not a lost sailor. You’ve come to my lands with a purpose. State that purpose and then begone.”

I blinked—and then he was right in front of me. He could move without taking a step, transfer from one place to the next with the speed of a thought. I didn’t flinch or draw breath despite the jolt of surprise. “I seek your aid.”

“I only give when I take, Talon Rothschild. The price must be equal.”

I held his gaze, knowing I faced off with a god. “My kingdom was taken from me…and my family murdered. I must avenge them and reclaim what is mine. But it’s a battle I can never win, not when they have dragons and dark elves—and I have nothing.”

A heavy silence passed, one in which he didn’t blink once, just observing me. “That is a heavy ask—and will require a heavy price. Do you wish to proceed?”

I felt no hesitation. Saying it out loud forced me to remember, forced me to remember the way my wife screamed as her flesh was burned straight off the bone…and my child was killed before they’d had the chance to live. “Yes.”

“I can’t directly intervene with the events of the living. But I can gift you the power to triumph. I can give you command of the dead, a power I myself wield. You can raise an army of the fallen to fight for you. An army that knows no pain, an army that will blindly follow whatever you command until they’re allowed to return to their silent depths. Do you accept?”

“I need more than that.”

His expression hardened before he continued. “The gift of a god is insufficient to you?”

“An army on the ground can’t defeat the dragons in the skies—and there are many.”

He stared long and hard, his eyes shifting back and forth between mine. “You need dragons.”

“Yes. Is that something you can give me?”

“No. But I can tell you that free dragons still exist in this world. I can tell you where to find them, but I can’t command them to fight for you. As I said, I have no command of the living. I can give you the resources to succeed, but I can’t claim the victory in your name.”

“Nor would I want you to.” I wanted to face Barron on my own, to bring him to his knees before I tied him to the stake and watched him burn. I couldn’t bear the sight of my family bursting into flames, but I wouldn’t blink as I watched him burn.

“Do we have a deal?”

“What is the price?”

He stared for a while, and then slowly, a smile moved across his lips. “Your soul, of course. It will be mine—for all eternity.”

A chill ran up my spine.

“Once you’ve secured your victory, I will collect payment. You will have a moment to savor your victory—then your life will be forfeit. You will never be reunited with your loved ones in Caelum.”

“Caelum?”

“What you refer to as the afterlife.”

I swallowed, thinking about the family I would never see again.

“Think carefully, Talon Rothschild. Once the deal is made, it's binding.”

It was a painful decision, but an easy one. I never wanted to face Vivian again—because I didn’t deserve to. I’d suspected Barron long before he put his plans in motion. I could have taken Vivian far away and started over in a new land. I could have forced a succession over my father and killed Barron when I wanted to. But I hadn’t done any of those things. I had just let it happen…let them all die. “We have a deal.”
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Well, he did it. Now what? Find out in The Dragon King.
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