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CHAPTER ONE
 
   Freedom rarely comes without a hefty price having to be paid. Those who enjoy it don’t realize what they have until it’s snatched away from them, and those who have never tasted its sweetness walk through an existence that is only a half-life. As I sat on Vincent’s back, enjoying my own form of freedom, I knew the joy I felt as we flew towards Vankara would be short-lived. In only a few days, I would have to lead a war against people who should be my allies, not my enemies.
 
   It’s strange that both Vankarans and Fae have lived on the same island for hundreds of years yet want absolutely nothing to do with one another. Surely, there is a better way for both people to coexist. Perhaps if we had been friendlier neighbors to the Fae, they wouldn’t be attacking us now. People who feel oppressed by others have a tendency to become resentful, which can lead to rebellion. It was true that Vankarans were far wealthier and more technologically advanced than the Fae, but the Fae could have been just as wealthy since we now know they possess magic that can turn iron, a plentiful mineral on our island, into gold.
 
   As I considered this fact, I realized wealth isn’t what the Fae desire most. What they want back is the land that they felt was unjustly taken from them in the first war. Perhaps they even felt as though it was stolen in that long-ago peace treaty that was signed by the Vankaran and Fae leaders. Intellectually, I could understand their need to reclaim what once belonged to them, but I couldn’t condone their method of retribution. However, I seriously doubted Nuala consulted her people on what they wanted. It could be that many of the Fae would have chosen diplomatic measures instead of war. I couldn’t condemn all of them because of their insane leader’s unilateral decision-making.
 
   “War is never an easy thing to go through. There is rarely ever a true victor,” Vincent said to me, having sensed the path of my thoughts. 
 
   “In all honesty, it’s a foreign concept to me,” I told him. “I understand the basics, of course, but the reality of having to live and fight in one scares me.”
 
    “It’s natural to be frightened of something that you’ve never experienced before,” he consoled. “But as a leader, you must never let your people see your worry. Sharing your concerns with others is not a luxury you can afford. If you want Vankara to be victorious, you must display strength, even if you don’t necessarily feel it. Sometimes a war can be won or lost because of how a leader reacts to the chaos around them. Your citizens need to feel comforted by the fact that you know what to do.”
 
   “But I don’t. …” I admitted, feeling the weight of the world suddenly fall across my shoulders like a mantle of burden. “I don’t have a clue, Vincent.”
 
   “Then put your trust in those around you who do know what should be done,” Vincent advised. “But from what I’ve seen, you are much wiser and stronger than you give yourself credit for, Sarah.”
 
   “Vincent is right. You should listen to him. Plus, Fallon will help you make the hard decisions,” Aurora said confidently, tilting her little head up to look at me from her warm spot inside the front of my leather coat.
 
   Queen Sora’s gift to me was proving to be quite beneficial in keeping both Aurora and I warm on our journey home. The helmet had been designed in such a way to keep my face shielded from the cold wind as Vincent flew us towards the mountains of Ledmarrow, and the multicolored leather outfit itself was more comfortable than I originally expected it to be.
 
   “I’m counting on Fallon to guide me,” I replied to my little dragonling, allowing myself a comforting moment to think about John.
 
   “And …” Aurora paused as if she were hesitant to say what else was on her mind, “Gabriel will most likely know a thing or two that should be done to win the war.”
 
   “Perhaps,” I agreed. “Though, I think he is better suited to deal with the political fallout we may have to face once the war is won.”
 
   Aurora remained silent, but through our connection to one another, I could sense she wanted to say more to me.
 
   “You might as well tell me what’s on your mind,” I told her. “Otherwise, your silence will just end up bothering the both of us.”
 
   “I was just wondering if you’ve determined the best way to approach Gabriel about everything that you’ve learned,” she finally said.
 
   I closed my eyes and instantly saw a picture of Gabriel’s face in my mind. I had always admired his handsome features and gentle nature with me. Now, knowing what I did about our common past, I couldn’t help but think of him in a slightly different light.
 
   “No, I haven’t,” I answered, letting that simple word sum up my confusion about someone I once only considered my friend. After finding out I was once married to Gabriel in my first life as Dracen’s daughter and also knowing that he could very well be the one who fathered Queen Emma’s child, I was uncertain how to broach either subject with him.
 
   How do you tell a man that the woman he was married to and thought dead is actually alive? How was I supposed to explain that Kira simply traded in her life for a chance to live a new one, forever leaving behind the pain of losing their one and only child? And then, in the same conversation, tell him that the child who was transferred to me during my transformation into Queen Emma could be his? It was an impossible situation to have to deal with, much less have a rational conversation about.
 
   “You will figure it out when the time comes, Sarah,” Vincent reassured me, sounding far more confident in my ability to juggle the topics with Gabriel than I felt.
 
   Trying to take my mind off what was to come, I let my gaze wander to the horizon where the sea met the sky. Silhouetted there was a large, three masted frigate.
 
   “Which island nation are we closest to?” I asked Vincent.
 
   “Chromis,” he answered. “The ship is also from that nation. I can see the lion’s head on the flag; it is flying on the middle mast.”
 
   I knew the emblem of Chromis was composed of a shield with a lion’s head on it and flames in the shape of wings jutting out from either side. Hovering over the top would be an imperial crown. From this distance, I couldn’t see the flag myself, but I knew the material of the banner would be black and the emblem would be stitched with gold thread.
 
   “I didn’t realize dragons had such good eyesight,” I commented.  
 
   “We can see quite far,” Vincent confirmed.
 
   “Can you see the people on the deck of the ship?” I inquired.
 
   “Yes.”
 
    “Do you happen to see a tall blond man with shoulder length hair?”
 
   “Yes,” Vincent said, a note of surprise in his voice. “He seems to be peering our way through some sort of device made of brass and glass.”
 
   “The device is called a telescope,” I said, providing Vincent with the appropriate name of the contraption. I weighed my choices on how to handle this chance encounter and decided to act as the queen would. She wouldn’t shy away from what needed to be done.
 
   “Vincent, can you fly us over to the ship? I would like to speak with the King of Chromis and find out why he is sailing home.” 
 
   Before we even reached the ship, Aleksander must have figured out why we were heading towards him. The boat’s sails were quickly dropped. The anchor must have been lowered because the ship was stock-still in the water when we reached it. Vincent landed on the starboard side, and I noticed my dragon friend was almost as large as Aleksander’s ship.
 
   Vincent extended one of his wings onto the deck, startling some of the sailors on board.
 
   “Easy men,” I heard Aleksander say as he walked up to the tip of the wing. “It’s only Queen Emma’s ride. You have nothing to be frightened of here.”
 
   I stood from my saddle on Vincent’s back, only then realizing how stiff my legs had become after the journey so far. We had been traveling for a few hours, but I didn’t realize until now how much my body needed a good stretch.
 
   “I will go eat some fish while you have your talk with the King of Chromis,” Vincent told me.
 
   “All right,” I replied. “I probably won’t be very long.”
 
   “Call to me when you are ready to continue our journey. I won’t be far,” Vincent reassured.
 
   As I walked across Vincent’s wing onto Aleksander’s ship, I could feel the eyes of every member of the crew watching me closely. Aleksander’s gaze was especially intense as he focused on my progress. The situation felt a bit awkward and doubt began to enter my mind.
 
   “Hold your chin up and meet his gaze with your own,” Aurora said to me almost like an order. “You are Queen Emma Vankar. The ruler of a great nation stepping off an immortal dragon who is her ally and friend. Who else in the world can make such a claim? No one else. Only you.”
 
   I did as Aurora instructed, feeling her own pride infuse me.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, grateful for her encouragement.
 
   “Someone has to remind you how great you are,” Aurora teased me. “And there is no room for self-doubt when dealing with someone like Aleksander. He will respect you more if you act like you deserve it.”
 
   “Queen Emma,” Aleksander greeted, as he held out one of his hands to help me make the small leap onto the deck of his ship from Vincent’s wing. “This is an unexpected pleasure.”
 
   I took Aleksander’s proffered hand until I was standing in front of him. His grip on my hand lingered for a moment longer than it needed to, but I acted as though I didn’t notice.
 
   “Yes,” I agreed, “it is unexpected. How were you able to leave Vankara by ship without Nuala’s dragons sinking it?”
 
   “I took a chance,” Aleksander said with an easy grin and nonchalant shrug. “Once I raised the Chromis flag, they left us alone. I suppose Nuala knew that if she attacked me, I would view it as a sign of war against Chromis itself.”
 
   “Still,” I replied, feeling as though there was something important Aleksander wasn’t telling me, “I’m surprised she didn’t destroy you.”
 
   “I suppose she should have since I’m only going home to rally my troops to come help you win your war.”
 
   “You are?” I asked, truly surprised by his announcement. “What about your ultimatum?”
 
   Aleksander shrugged again. “I decided your answer could wait. You won’t be able to think about my proposition clearly while your country is under siege by the Fae. I can understand that as a ruler and appreciate your tenacious single-mindedness.”
 
   Aleksander’s gaze was drawn from me as he watched Vincent swim away from his ship.
 
   “I see you were successful in gaining the support of the dragons,” he mused.
 
   “Did you doubt that I would be able to?” I asked.
 
   Aleksander looked back at me and grinned. “I never underestimate the ability of an intelligent woman. How did your negotiations go in Kamora?”
 
   “Their troops should be sailing towards Vankara soon to aid us in our fight.” 
 
   “How long before they arrive in Vankara?”
 
   “Be vague with your answer,” Aurora cautioned me. “I sense his motives in wanting to know are not completely honorable.”
 
   “I’m not certain,” I said, taking Aurora’s advice. “I am on my way to Ledmarrow Mountain before returning to Iron City to meet with the armada.”
 
   “Why are you going back there?” Aleksander asked. “I thought the plan was for you to return directly to Iron City.”
 
   “The dragons will be meeting me in the mountains,” I answered. “They fly faster than the ships can sail, so we decided Ledmarrow would be the best place for them to stay until the troops are prepared to retake Iron City.”
 
   “Sounds like a sensible plan,” Aleksander agreed. “My troops will be at your service when we arrive. With the Chromis and Kamoran armies fighting for you, it shouldn’t be too hard to drive the Fae back over to their side of the island … or annihilate them.”
 
   “I have no desire to perform genocide,” I was quick to inform Aleksander. “To my mind, Nuala is the one who should shoulder all of the blame for this war. I simply plan to force her and her troops out of my city and retake what rightfully belongs to the Vankaran people.”
 
   “Whatever you decide to do in the end, you will have the full support of the Chromis Empire,” Aleksander said with a slight bow in my direction.
 
   When Aleksander met my eyes again, his gaze soon wandered down the outfit I was wearing, making me feel as though he could see right through the tight-fitting garment.
 
   “Not your usual style,” he commented with an appreciative grin, “but I can’t say it doesn’t suit you since you are a true dragon rider now.”
 
   “It was a gift from Queen Sora,” I informed him, forcing myself not to flinch and give away how uncomfortable I felt under his scrutiny. “It’s more practical than wearing a dress while riding a dragon, especially on a long journey.”
 
   “Well, I heartily approve of it,” Aleksander said with a twinkle in his eyes and a growing smile.
 
   “If he doesn’t stop looking at you like that, I’m going to claw his eyes out,” Aurora warned rather heatedly, tightening the grip of her claws on my shoulder.
 
   I quickly decided to change the subject.
 
   “How were things in Vankara when you left?” I asked.
 
   “Gabriel was rounding up the few members of parliament that he could find and bringing them into the school to await your return. Other than that, not much has changed. Nuala’s forces still have Iron City under their control and seem to be spreading out slowly to take over the rest of the country. Time is not on your side, Emma. The sooner you have your troops in place to attack her, the better.”
 
   “And how long before your troops make it to Vankara?”
 
   “Since Chromis is half the distance from Vankara than Kamora is, I would imagine my troops will make it there around the same time as Sora’s.”
 
   “Then, I shouldn’t delay you any further,” I said, finding it to be a good excuse to leave. “And thank you for deciding to come to our aid. Your generosity isn’t going unnoticed, Aleksander. I am very grateful to you and the Chromis people.”
 
   “All I ask in return is that you consider my proposition to you with the thoughtfulness it deserves, Emma.”
 
   I nodded my head, silently letting him know I understood his meaning. It wasn’t exactly a topic we could discuss openly in front of his compatriots. I was glad of that. I didn’t want to have this particular discussion with Aleksander just yet. My mind was still in turmoil over everything I had gone through in Kamora and what I learned about myself with Vincent’s help. It was a relief to know that gaining the might of the Chromis Empire was no longer contingent on me marrying Aleksander.
 
   “Why would he willingly give up the only leverage he had to force a marriage?” Aurora asked me. I could tell from her tone that she felt he was still up to something nefarious. “It doesn’t make much sense to me.”
 
   “I don’t know why he changed his mind, but I’m sure we’ll find the answer out soon enough,” I told her.
 
   I called to Vincent, and he soon returned to the side of the ship.
 
   Aleksander extended his hand out to me once again to help me step onto Vincent’s wing. As I took it, I caught sight of something out of place on a ship full of men. Just as I turned my gaze away from Aleksander to Vincent’s outstretched wing, I saw the hem of a skirt disappear behind a door that led underneath the bow of the ship.
 
   “Who was that?” Aurora asked, having noticed the same thing as me.
 
   “I didn’t realize you allowed women on your ships,” I told Aleksander.
 
   “A what?” he asked, sounding genuinely surprised by my statement.
 
   “I don’t sense that he knows what you’re talking about,” Aurora confirmed. “Could we have been mistaken in what we thought we saw?”
 
   “Vincent,” I said, “can you sense a female aboard this ship?”
 
   “Thoughts and feelings do not come to me with a specific gender attached,” he told me. “I’m sorry, but I cannot discern the difference, Sarah.”
 
   “I thought I saw someone wearing a skirt go through that door,” I told Aleksander, tilting my head towards the door near the front of the ship.
 
   “Oh,” he said with a knowing look on his face. “You probably saw the cook. He wears a pair of odd looking pants that have wide legs. They could be mistaken as a skirt if you just caught a glimpse of them. I can assure you we don’t allow women on our ships for their own personal safety. I can’t exactly keep track of all my men at all times.”
 
   “I don’t sense a deliberate deception by him,” Aurora said.
 
   “Neither do I,” Vincent confirmed.
 
   “That must be what I saw,” I told Aleksander. Even with his logical explanation, I wasn’t able to shake off the feeling that I did indeed see a female passenger on the ship. But whether I did or not, didn’t really matter one way or the other. The possibility held no relevance to my mission.
 
   “I look forward to seeing you again when I return to Vankara,” Aleksander said to me as I walked onto Vincent’s wing. “Perhaps then we can have a private conversation about matters.”
 
   I nodded my head in agreement, not wanting to say anything and give away my thoughts on Aleksander’s marriage proposal.
 
   As I retook my seat in the saddle on Vincent’s back, I hoped the King of Chromis would take my refusal to marry him well.
 
   How could I marry him when my heart now belonged to another?
 
   “He’ll either accept it, or Fallon will make him accept it,” Aurora said just as Vincent lifted us out of the water and back into the sky.
 
   “Perhaps I should tell Aleksander the truth,” I replied. “If he knows I’m not the real Emma Vankar, I seriously doubt he will still want to marry me.”
 
   “I see no safety in him knowing the truth, only danger,” Vincent advised. “If he knows you are not the true queen, he will have no reason not to have you overthrown and take Vankara for himself. I wasn’t able to take a full reading of his character, but that much I am certain about. Power is his main objective. Whatever gains him the most of it is what he will strive to obtain.” 
 
   “Well, I suppose that settles that question then,” I said. “I can’t afford to tell him the truth. Ally or not.”
 
   “He cannot be trusted, Sarah,” Aurora warned me again. “I’ve told you this before.”
 
   “The little one is right,” Vincent agreed. “He is a man with many secrets, none of which he will willingly divulge to you. He will try to take advantage of your good heart if you let him. Be on your guard around him and never take anything he says at face value.”
 
   “So, I can’t even trust my allies?”
 
   “You can never be certain they are truly your allies or will remain your allies, for that matter,” Vincent pointed out. “Almost every ruler, human or otherwise, that I have ever known has always done whatever is necessary to maintain their power and gain more of it. The only reason you don’t feel that hunger is because you weren’t raised to crave power.”
 
   “I only want peace and to regain what Nuala took from us,” I told them. “Dena is the rightful ruler of Vankara and when she comes of age, I plan to abdicate the throne so she can rule in her mother’s place. That’s what Queen Emma wanted.”
 
   “Don’t forget about the child you carry,” Aurora reminded me. “And the children you will have with Fallon are going to have a claim to the throne as well.”
 
   “Why don’t we deal with one child at a time?” I asked in exasperation. “I don’t really want to have to think about children who may or may not come into existence.”
 
   “Do you think Fallon won’t be able to father children?” Aurora asked in concern. “He seems like a proper mate. I haven’t sensed any deficiency in him. In fact, I’m sure when you copulate with one another it will result in offspring.”
 
   I heard Vincent chuckle in my mind.
 
   “Can we drop the subject for now?” I asked Aurora, feeling my cheeks grow warm from embarrassment. “Let’s concentrate on winning the war first. Then you can worry about Fallon’s ability to produce children.”
 
   “Well, you should definitely have more children, Sarah,” Aurora said, snuggling deeper into my jacket. “Just think of the beautiful babies you and Fallon can produce with one another.”
 
   Aurora fell asleep, gracing me with her silence.
 
   I began to imagine a different life for myself with Fallon, living simply in a small home away from the palace. I knew it could never happen, but it was nice to think about nevertheless. Perhaps one day, once I handed Vankara over to its rightful heir, Fallon and I could build such a life together.
 
   It was a dream I hoped would come true one day.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER TWO
 
   The rest of the day was spent traveling, but Vincent insisted on stopping at a small island that we came across so I could stretch my legs and eat the food Queen Sora sent to sustain me.
 
   “You do have a child to consider,” Vincent gently chastised as he sat next to me on the sandy white beach, observing the bright, yellow-orange sun as it set the sky on fire with varying degrees of reddish hues. “You need to take better care of yourself, Sarah.”
 
   I tossed a small piece of sausage from my food tray to Aurora who deftly caught it in her mouth, swallowing it whole.
 
   “I don’t want the other dragons to arrive at Ledmarrow before we do,” I told Vincent. “I feel like I should be there to welcome them. A good hostess always prepares for her guests.”
 
   “As long as they have a place to sleep and food to eat, my brothers and sisters will be fine. We’ve all lived long enough to know how to take care of ourselves, Sarah.”
 
   “Still, it seems rude not to get there before them. Plus. …” I began to say but faltered.
 
   Vincent turned his head in my direction to peer down at me, waiting for me to finish my sentence.
 
   “Plus what, Sarah?” Aurora asked, never one to shy away from getting to the heart of matters. 
 
   “After learning about my life as Dracen’s daughter, I feel … homesick.”
 
   “Well, that makes perfect sense,” Vincent said, returning his gaze to the horizon to continue watching the sunset. “After all, it was your home at one time. It’s only natural that you would want to return to it. Yet, I sense that you feel guilt over this desire to reconnect with who you once were. Why is that?”
 
   “I gave that life up,” I said. “I abandoned my father just so I could forget the pain of losing a child, but I caused him just as much pain in willingly leaving him. How can he possibly forgive me for deserting our life together?”
 
   “A loving parent will do what must be done in order to provide for their child’s needs,” Vincent said wisely. “Dracen knew the best thing for you was to start over, to have a chance at a different life filled with new possibilities for happiness. He did more than most parents might have under the same circumstances, but I don’t think you should consider the path you chose as forsaking him. I don’t sense that he sees it that way at all.”
 
   “My hope is that if I go back to Ledmarrow, more of my memories will resurface. I’ve seen the worst of what happened there. Now, I would like to remember more of the happy times.”
 
   “I’m not certain you can retrieve any more memories from your first life,” Vincent cautioned. “The spell I wove to delve into your mind was a powerful one. The few memories I was able to recover may be all that is left of your life as Kira. Don’t be disappointed if you are unable to remember anything else.”
 
   Aurora flitted over to land on the hem of my coat in front of me.
 
   “We can make happy memories together to replace the ones you lost,” she promised me.
 
   I tried to smile at her but failed miserably in my task. I knew she meant well, but now that I knew about my previous life as Kira, I felt an emptiness inside my heart that needed to be filled. I prayed that something within Ledmarrow would help me find what I so desperately needed.
 
   Vincent flew all through the night as Aurora and I slept. When I awoke the next morning, I could faintly make out the snowcapped mountains of Ledmarrow in the distance.
 
   “We’re almost there,” Vincent informed me. “And it looks like we’re the first to arrive.”
 
   “Do you know the layout of these mountains well?” I asked.
 
   “I can’t say that I do.”
 
   “Then perhaps we should scout out an area that will be comfortable for you and the other dragons.”
 
   As Vincent flew over and through the mountain range, I couldn’t help but marvel at the majesty of Dracen’s home. There was a simple beauty in its isolation. Something so hard and so cold shouldn’t radiate those two qualities, but for me, I felt a connection that I could only attribute to being born and raised here. I started a family of my own in these very same mountains once and suffered through great loss.
 
   Vincent and I settled on a spot nestled between a set of mountains not far from Dracen’s home. The valley had a stream of fresh water running through it and the surrounding mountains provided enough shelter to shield the area from the biting cold winds blowing at the higher elevations.
 
   Finally, I showed Vincent where to land so I could enter Dracen’s private domain.
 
   The large piece of gray marble with spiderweb veins of gold embedded in it wasn’t hard to locate from the air. It was the only rock of its kind in the mountains.
 
   Once Vincent landed, I told him, “I won’t stay inside for too long. I’ll come back out to check whether the others have arrived. I just want to take a quick look around to see if anything sparks a memory.”
 
   “Take your time, Sarah. If the others come while you are inside, I will show them where to go. Don’t rush yourself on their account.”
 
   “All right,” I said, turning to the gray stone and placing my hand against its smooth surface. 
 
   Just like the first time I was here, I heard a faint popping sound, and the gold veins running through the marble coalesced to make one vertical line that split in two, revealing a hidden passageway. The tunnel angled downward towards the interior of the mountain in a corkscrew path. The grooves acted as steps, and the interior was lit by small, glowing orbs of incandescent light floating in the air with no visible means of attachment.
 
   “Good luck,” Vincent said in an encouraging voice.
 
   I nodded, silently accepting his well-wishes as I stepped inside Dracen’s private sanctuary. As I made my descent into the mountain, the opening closed behind me, cutting off the sound of the howling winter wind. 
 
   The tunnel led down to a large cavernous space where a small lake acted as a centerpiece. The mysterious, floating orbs covered the ceiling of the cave like a multitude of stars. Their reflections against the water’s surface brought to mind the memory of Kira finding the lifeless body of her daughter within its depths. The recollection invoked an ache within my chest but not the debilitating anguish Kira suffered through after the death of her only child.
 
   As I studied the interior, I counted twelve individual tunnels leading off this central location. I had no idea which one to go down and selected one at random, or at least I thought it was an arbitrary choice. Perhaps the remnants of Kira that remained inside me influenced my decision because I found myself exactly where I needed to be.
 
   The tunnel I chose led down to a great hall of what looked like a grand estate. A carved oak banister curved up towards a second floor landing like a pair of open hands. There was a front door with bare windows on either side looking out towards a well-manicured green lawn and gravel pathway lined with oversized oak trees forming a natural canopy. Of course, I knew everything I saw on the exterior was just an illusion, but the sunlight filtering through the trees also made its way inside the home, bringing with it a natural glow and warmth.
 
   Something urged me to walk up the stairs to the second floor. Once on the landing, my attention was drawn down the long hallway to a room at the very end of the left wing. As I approached the door, my heart began to beat a little faster.
 
   “Are you all right?” Aurora asked worriedly from her perch on my shoulder.
 
   I nodded but didn’t make a verbal reply.
 
   When I stood in front of the door, I tentatively placed my hand on the cold iron knob. Instinctively, I knew whatever lay behind the door was something Kira wanted me to find.
 
   “Be careful,” Aurora cautioned, obviously worried I might discover something within the room that would upset me. 
 
   I turned the knob and gently pushed the door open. I kept my place in the hallway to survey the interior before stepping inside.
 
   I recognized this room. It was the same bedroom where Kira wallowed in her misery and where she gave up her existence for a chance at a better life. I remembered it clearly from the memory of my rebirth Vincent was able to help me recover. But why would I be drawn to a place filled with so much despair? What good could come from me revisiting such an unhappy time in Kira’s life?
 
   With care, I took a single step inside the room to look around. The space was immaculately kept. It was logical to assume that Dracen had been the one to put it into order. Deep down within his psyche, had he spent the intervening years hoping I would return one day to reclaim who I was? I couldn’t fault him for such a human desire. Any parent who truly loved their child would yearn for their return home.
 
   Feeling braver, I walked around the room. To the left of the entry stood a chest of drawers. A single, wooden-framed family portrait stood on top of it. Kira, her husband Jacob, and her daughter Joselyn stood in the trapped moment of time, smiling like people who had their whole lives together to look forward to, but tragedy struck their lives like lightning in a storm, forcing Kira and Jacob apart to seek out their own ways to deal with an unimaginable loss.
 
   I turned away from the photograph and noticed a writing desk positioned against the left wall in front of a large bay window. As I approached the desk, I saw that the window looked out over a fanciful courtyard with a three-tiered water fountain made of white marble in the center of a geometrically shaped walkway, lined with red and white rose bushes in full bloom. The intermittent chirps of birds could be heard mimicking those found naturally in such a picturesque setting.
 
   As I ran my hand along the top of the desk, Aurora alighted from her perch on my shoulder and landed on its surface. When she took a step forward, we both heard a distinct click, like a lock’s catch being opened.
 
   “Hold still,” I instructed her, noticing the panel on which she stood was now slightly depressed with her added weight.
 
   “Is it a trap of some sort?” Aurora asked nervously as though the desk might have a mind of its own and swallow her whole.
 
   “I don’t think so,” I answered, slowly picking Aurora up so she could climb back onto my shoulder. 
 
   With Aurora’s weight removed, the panel popped open, revealing a hidden compartment. I peered into it to find a tan, leather-bound journal tied around the middle with a strip of braided rawhide.
 
   I picked it up and carefully pulled on the cord to loosen its hold on the tome. I flipped the front cover open and found words written in a neat hand on the first page.
 
   I never considered my life anything but ordinary. Yet, today, something EXTRAordinary happened, and I feel as though I might burst with joy if I don’t tell someone about it. If my mother was still alive, I would confide these words to her in small whispers. With her untimely passing, I lost my dearest and most faithful confidante. She was the one person I felt as though I could share my most personal feelings with. I love my father dearly, but there are certain things a daughter cannot talk easily about with her father. I fear he might consider what happened untoward and make Jacob leave our home. You see, today, Jacob finally kissed me! I can’t tell you how long I’ve waited for him to act on his feelings for me. I’m not sure if he purposely tried to conceal them, even from himself, out of respect for my father or for some other reason. But the cause for the delay doesn’t really matter. I know now that Jacob loves me just as much as I love him. I have freely given him my heart, and I know he is my one true love. I can’t imagine my life without him in it. I’ve decided to keep this journal in secret. I don’t plan to tell my father or even Jacob of its existence. Sometimes a person needs to feel the freedom to bare their soul without worrying about anyone else’s opinion. I may not write in it every day, but I do intend to keep a record of the most important moments in my life. Perhaps when I am old and gray, I’ll look back on the words written within these pages with fondness, remembering a life filled with laughter, joy, and a once in a lifetime love.
 
    
 
   I carefully closed the journal and retied the cord around it.
 
   “Aren’t you going to read any more?” Aurora asked me gently, sensing my melancholy after reading the passage.
 
   I don’t answer her right away, because I’m not sure what I will do. I wanted to know more about my life as Kira, and the journal would certainly provide that insight. Yet, the passage I just read was written by a young girl filled with so much hope for the future. I already knew how her story would end, and I wasn’t sure I had the courage to read any further. I may have been Kira once, but I wasn’t that enthusiastic young woman anymore. She was gone, and so were her dreams for a bright future.
 
   “Maybe I shouldn’t have come here,” I told Aurora. “Maybe this was a mistake.”
 
   “I think you should do what is right for you, Sarah,” Aurora encouraged. “If leaving your life as Kira in the past is best, then put the journal back in its place.” 
 
   “But I think she wanted me to find it,” I replied, knowing deep down that what remained of Kira led me to this journal.
 
   “I don’t believe the girl who wrote those words would mean to cause you any harm or heartache. Perhaps she believes there is something within the journal’s pages that will help you in the new life you have chosen.”
 
   “You’re right,” I said, Aurora’s words making me feel better about the situation. “I don’t think Kira would purposely direct me to her journal if she didn’t believe I could learn something useful from it.”
 
   I pushed the open panel of the desk back into place and turned to leave the room. The family portrait caught my eye again, and I stopped to look at it once more. Without overthinking what I wanted to do, I laid the journal on top of the dresser and picked the frame up. I took the felt-covered, wooden backing off and removed the picture. After tucking the photo between random pages of the journal, I left the room.
 
   As I made my way back down the tunnel towards the lake, I began to hear a faint whispering sound, almost like someone calling out my name. I stopped walking to cancel out the noise of my own movements.
 
   “Sarah. …” a disembodied voice said.
 
   “Did you hear that?” I asked Aurora. “Did you hear someone say my name?”
 
   “No,” Aurora said, sounding surprised by my question. “Is that all they said? Just your name?”
 
   “Yes.” I closed my eyes, waiting for the voice to speak again.
 
   “Sarah. …”
 
   I jumped involuntarily when I heard its whisper, even though I was expecting it.
 
   “Can you tell where it’s coming from?” Aurora asked me.
 
   “No,” I admitted. I continued to walk down the tunnel until I came to the lake.
 
   “Sarah. …” I heard again, but was only able to tell that it had come from the right of me.
 
   I slowly began to walk by each of the tunnel entrances, listening for the voice. As it continued to call out my name intermittently, I was able to discern which tunnel to go down to seek out the source. 
 
   “Don’t you think you should wait until Dracen returns? Perhaps it’s one of his experiments gone awry. I would advise against seeking the source of this voice you’re hearing. You have no idea what it could be!”
 
   I knew Aurora was right. The smart thing to do would be to wait for Dracen and the others to reach Ledmarrow. Yet, something was propelling me forward against my better judgment. I felt a deep-set need to figure out where the voice was coming from and not even common sense could make me cease my quest.
 
   “I’m sorry, Aurora, I have to figure out where it’s coming from.”
 
   Aurora huffed, expelling twin smoke trails from her nostrils.
 
   “Very well,” she said, resigning herself to my decision. “But I want it noted that I think this is a very bad idea. A very bad idea indeed.”
 
   I continued to walk up the tunnel until I came to a round iron door that was a foot taller than I was. I saw no knob to turn or any other way to open it.
 
   “Thank heavens,” Aurora said with much relief. “It looks like your search will have to stop here.”
 
   “No,” I replied, studying the door a moment longer before deciding on a course of action, “not necessarily.”
 
   I lifted my right hand and pressed its palm against the cold metal. After I heard a series of bolts slide into place, I took my hand away. I assumed the door might have the same safeguard on it that the gray marble stone on top of the mountain did. I was gratified to see that I was correct in my deduction as the door swung open on its own in front of us. 
 
   “Oh my,” Aurora said in awe as we both stared dumbfounded at the sight before us.
 
   “Oh my” was right. …
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
   After I stepped into the large, cavernous space, my eyes became fixated on the treasure that lay hidden within its walls. It was easy enough to discern what we were looking at because it was in the shape of a dragon. I knew this had to be the remains of Dracen’s dragon companion, Trill. The story Dracen told me concerning Trill had been a tale filled with ultimate sacrifice and an act of true love.
 
   Long ago, while Dracen lay on his deathbed, Trill transferred his life force into Dracen, not only saving his life but also transforming him into the world’s most formidable sorcerer. After Trill’s death, Dracen decided to transport the body of his savior here to Ledmarrow Mountain as a lasting tribute to their friendship. When Trill’s body decayed, it turned into trillian, a yellow gemstone that was able to amplify Dracen’s magical abilities even more.
 
   “He’s beautiful,” Aurora said respectfully of the sight. 
 
   “Yes,” I agreed, “he is.”
 
   The trillian itself glowed softly, casting a warmth around the room that was both comforting and awe-inspiring. Slowly, I walked up to the head of the dragon as he lay in his eternal slumber and stretched out a hand to gently glide it across the curve of his large forehead, feeling the rise and fall of each individual scale.
 
   The stone warmed against my skin, and I felt a sense of calm … until I heard the voices.
 
   I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but their cries of despair and shouts of anger suddenly pervaded my mind. I took my hand away from Trill’s corpse, instantly severing my contact with the maelstrom of disembodied voices.
 
   “Sarah. …”
 
   I involuntarily jumped at the sound of my name being spoken because it sounded as though it had just been whispered in my ear. 
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw an orb of white light suddenly appear beside me. When I turned to face it fully, it slowly began to spin and grow in size.
 
   “What is that?” Aurora asked in awe of the spectacle.
 
   “I have no idea,” I answered, as I continued to watch the light take on a silhouette.
 
   Strangely enough, the sudden appearance of the light didn’t cause me to panic. In fact, I felt a sense of comfort from its presence. As it continued to grow in size, I began to realize the final form it would take. I just didn’t understand how such a miracle was possible.
 
   “Trill?” Aurora asked in disbelief. I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me or to the ghostly form of Dracen’s long dead dragon companion.
 
   “Greetings, little one,” Trill said, his baritone voice forceful, yet kind. “It’s been a while since I spoke with a fellow dragon. I am honored that Sarah is allowing me to converse with you.” Trill turned his attention to me. “It has been a long time since you and I spoke. I am happy to see you again.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I have no memory of us ever meeting,” I confessed. “Did we meet when I was living here as Kira?” It was the only logical explanation for Trill’s familiarity with me.
 
   “Yes. You were only a very small child when you and I first met,” Trill told me, his voice sounding fond of the remembrance.
 
   “How did you know I prefer to be called Sarah now?” I asked, finding that particular knowledge of my current state of mind odd.
 
   “I heard you and Aurora speaking to one another when you entered the mountain,” Trill said, sounding apologetic for eavesdropping on our conversation. “I am sorry for that invasion into your privacy. I do humbly ask for your forgiveness. It’s just been so long since I was able to have a civilized conversation with anyone. I’m afraid I became overly excited and brash. I couldn’t prevent myself from calling out to you.”
 
   “How long has it been since you spoke to anyone?” I asked.
 
   “Since before Kira left us,” Trill said with a note of sadness.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I confessed. “Why haven’t you and Dracen spoken since then?”
 
   “I have never been able to speak to Dracen in my present form,” Trill said. “Not everyone has the ability to see and hear me. I wish I could have spoken to your father, though. I would have warned him about that boy who used him to create the plagues.”
 
   I remembered Karis well. He was Dracen’s last Fae apprentice and the one responsible for using Dracen to kill millions of people throughout the world. Nuala may have orchestrated the plan, but Karis was the one who carried it out. He used Dracen’s kindness and love for him to advance his own diabolical agenda. It was a betrayal I would never forget or forgive.
 
   “How is it that I can hear and see you, but Dracen isn’t able to?” I asked.
 
   “You were only four years old when you first discovered me in this chamber,” Trill told me. “The young can see things that adults refuse to believe in. Your heart and mind were open to all the possibilities of the world. You accepted my existence with your mind and welcomed my friendship with your heart.”
 
   “But surely I told Dracen I was speaking with you,” I said.
 
   “Yes, you did,” Trill replied. “And he did come here himself to see if he could speak with me, but it didn’t work. I believe he simply couldn’t bring himself to see me again. I feel sure it would have pained him to face the fact that I’m trapped here, and I would never knowingly force him to do something that would cause him so much sorrow.”
 
   “Trapped?” I asked. “Why are you trapped here?”
 
   “The bond between Dracen and I still exists,” Trill told me. “Even my death couldn’t sever it completely. For as long as this mountain stands, I shall remain here where my body lies.” 
 
   “Is there no way for your soul to move on?”
 
   “I am unable to do that until Dracen dies.”
 
   “But you gave Dracen your immortality,” I pointed out. “He isn’t able to die.”
 
   “Thus, my quandary,” Trill admitted.
 
   “Do you regret what you did?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” Trill said resolutely. “Even if I could travel back through time with full knowledge of the consequences of my actions, I would not change anything that I did for Dracen. If he had died, you and your brother wouldn’t exist and the world would not be the same.”
 
   “Was my brother able to see you?” I asked.
 
   “No, he never could. I think he wanted to believe in the existence of spirits, but his mind was simply too logical to truly accept the possibility. Your mother wasn’t able to see me either—only you, Sarah.”
 
   “The voices I heard when I touched you, can you also hear them?” I asked Trill, looking back at his corporeal body and shivering slightly from the memory of the sensation I felt when I touched his remains. “Were those the souls of the dead who were killed by the plagues?”
 
   “Yes,” Trill answered with great pity in his voice. “Their souls were drawn back here to where it all began. I was so proud of Dracen for coming up with the idea of the automatons. It lessened their pain and gave some of them a new purpose, a new life.”
 
   “Trill. …” I fell silent because I wasn’t sure how to ask the question I had, but I was desperate to know the truth. “Trill, do you know if two people named Liam and Imogen Harker are still trapped inside the trillian?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I do not know the names of the souls confined within what’s left of my body,” Trill told me. “All of their souls are stuck in a state of flux. Their thoughts are muddled. They are aware of a great loss, but the concept of being dead seems to elude them, for some reason.”
 
   “Is there nothing else that can be done to help them?” I asked, my heart aching at the thought of my parents existing in a state of being that wasn’t truly dead or alive.
 
    “Not that I know of,” Trill answered with deep regret. “I wish there was.”
 
   I couldn’t deny that his answer was a great disappointment to me. Since the Harkers died in the last plague, it was almost a certainty that their souls were trapped inside the trillian. Dracen wouldn’t have had the opportunity to construct new automatons between the time of their deaths and my first visit to Ledmarrow. I felt helpless. I might rule a nation, but I was incapable of ending their torment. They didn’t deserve such a fate, and an instant determination grew inside my soul to find a way to help them and the others trapped within the mountain. 
 
   As I looked at Trill, I began to wonder if Kira was somehow making sure I found all the pieces of my past in order to reconstruct it. Vincent told me that the odds of me recovering any more memories on my own were virtually impossible. The only other way for me to discover who I was would be through the memories of others. Finding Kira’s journal and Trill couldn’t simply be a coincidence. It was like being given a key into a locked room and discovering two windows inside it, each of which provided a different glimpse into a past I couldn’t remember.
 
   “How old did you say I was when I first found you?” I asked Trill.
 
   “You had just turned four,” Trill told me. “But you were extremely articulate for someone so young. You harbored a wisdom well beyond your years, even back then. I still see the same cleverness within you now. Tell me, Sarah, how many people have you been since you left Ledmarrow?”
 
   “The baby I shifted into before I left was named April Pew by the couple who adopted me. Then, I became Sarah Harker, and now I’m Queen Emma Vankar.” Even as I said the words, it was hard for me to believe I had been so many different individuals in my life. How many people could claim to have four completely separate identities within their lifetime? I may have been born as Kira, but Sarah was the person I wanted to remain. I didn’t want to lose my identity amongst the others.
 
   “How often would I come visit you when I lived here?” I asked.
 
   “Every day up until the morning of Joselyn’s death,” Trill answered. “Do you have any memory of that time?”
 
   “Some. Vincent helped me find what memories of Kira remained in my mind. He couldn’t find many, but my daughter’s death was one of them.”
 
   “It makes sense that the most profound memories would stay intact,” Trill said. “Those are the ones that define who we are and direct us towards the path we’re meant to follow.” 
 
   “Then you believe this has always been my fate? To become the Queen of Vankara?”
 
   “That is not for me to say,” Trill replied. “Some believe our destinies are written in stone, and some believe we are the architects of our own future.”
 
   “Which do you believe?”
 
   “I believe it’s a little bit of both. I think we are led down certain paths in our lives. When we come to the forks along those paths, the choice inevitably rests on our shoulders to determine which way we should go from there. Whether or not we choose the right path is impossible to predict. We simply have to adjust and live with the consequences of our decisions because they are the ones which ultimately chart the course of our lives.”
 
   “Seems as though there should be a better way to live than just guessing which direction we should go.”
 
   “Do you believe you have made the wrong choices?”
 
   “There’s no way to know for certain, is there? I have no way to compare my life as it is now to what it could have been.”
 
   “Considering what you have in your life at this particular moment in time,” Trill said, “would your life and the world be better off if you had remained here as Kira, forever mourning the loss of Joselyn? Or are you impacting lives for the better as you are now?”
 
   “I guess the answer depends on whether or not I can bring about an end to the war the Fae have started.”
 
   “Ahh, yes. The war. I did hear you say something about that the last time you were here in Dracen’s home. Can you tell me what has transpired since then?”
 
   I went on to tell Trill everything about the Fae seizing control of Iron City. I recounted my adventures in Kamora and on the dragon isle. 
 
   “Then my brethren are on their way here?” Trill asked excitedly. “I wish I could see and speak with them.”
 
   “Why can’t you?”
 
   “I am unable to leave this cavern,” Trill said, looking around the stone walls of his eternal prison. “I cannot travel far from my body, and they are far too large to walk into the mountain. But to know they will be so close is still a comfort. I have no doubt they will help you defeat the Fae and retake your city. Gregoire is a mighty warrior. He will not allow his brother to continue his crusade to enslave humanity. He will do whatever needs to be done.”
 
   “Lives will be lost,” I said, feeling the impact of such loss, even though it hadn’t occurred yet. 
 
   “Lives are always scarified during times of war,” Trill said understandingly. “This war was not of your making. You should feel no guilt over what has happened or what is to come. You are on the side of right, and it is your duty as the leader of this nation to help your people. You must be brave when others cower in fear. Show them that you are worth fighting for and beside, Sarah. That is the duty and mark of a true leader.”
 
   Trill lifted his head and looked at the stone ceiling above us as if he sensed something.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “Do you feel them, little one?” Trill asked Aurora.
 
   “Yes,” Aurora answered. “We were expecting Gregoire and the others to come here.” 
 
   “That is not Gregoire you sense,” Trill told us, sounding worried. “It is his brother and those who follow his command.”
 
   “Nuala’s dragons are here?” I asked, feeling my whole body suddenly tingle from the implications of their sudden appearance.
 
   “Yes,” Trill answered.
 
   “I have to warn Vincent,” I said, quickly turning around to leave the cavern.
 
   “If Trill and I can sense their presence, he will already know they’re coming, Sarah,” Aurora told me. 
 
   “I can’t leave him out there to face them alone,” I told her.
 
   “Sarah!” Trill called out before I stepped outside the room and into the tunnel.
 
   I turned around to face him.
 
   “Be careful,” he warned. “Tyr is nothing like his brother. He detests humans and would have no problem of conscience in causing you great harm.”
 
   “You said harm, not that he would kill me,” I pointed out. “Why wouldn’t he just take this opportunity to end my life?”
 
   “Because killing you would mean killing Aurora,” Trill replied. “Even someone such as him has a threshold of cruelty he will not cross. The killing of a young dragonling, especially a female one, would mar his soul forever.”
 
   I knew Trill’s words were true because I had already seen evidence of Tyr’s refusal to harm Aurora. When Tyr attacked my airship when we first returned to Iron City after our first trip to Ledmarrow, Aurora let out a wailing cry that shattered the windows within the cabin and warned the other dragons of her presence. It was nice to know that Tyr had some scruples, even if they might be few.
 
   “I won’t leave Vincent out there to face them by himself,” I told Trill. “So don’t ask me to.”
 
   Trill sighed heavily at my stubborn determination. “They haven’t traveled all this way simply to welcome you back home.”
 
   “Then I guess I’ll just have to go see what it is they have come for.”
 
   “Then I ask that you be very careful, Sarah,” Trill requested.
 
   I nodded, letting him know that I heard his words, but I made no promise to him in reply.
 
   As I turned to run down the tunnel and find my way outside again, all I could think about was finding Vincent before the others did. If anything happened to him because of me, I wasn’t sure my heart could take the added guilt. With this thought, I ran faster, determined to do whatever was necessary to protect my friend.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
   When I stepped out onto the mountaintop, the glare of the sun’s rays reflecting against the snow blinded me for a moment, forcing me to close my eyes. 
 
   “You should go back inside, Sarah,” Vincent told me, sounding worried about my safety.
 
   I slowly opened my eyes, allowing them to become accustomed to the brightness. Vincent stood a short distance away.
 
   “I will not cower inside the mountain like a frightened child and allow you to face them alone,” I adamantly informed him. “So don’t ask me to do that because it will not happen.”
 
   Vincent remained silent for a while as if he were judging whether he could find a way to change my mind. Apparently, he decided the attempt would be pointless.
 
   “Very well,” Vincent said, resigned to my decision. “Then at least stand closer to me. I will protect you as best I can. I have no way of knowing what Tyr’s exact intention is, but I am confident he isn’t coming to welcome us.”
 
   I walked over to Vincent to stand on his right side.
 
   “Here they come,” Aurora told me, looking off to the right of us.
 
   I followed her gaze and saw Tyr. His red, shiny scales reflected the sunlight, giving his body the illusion of being on fire. A black and a blue dragon flew on either side of him. A sense of relief washed over me when I saw that there were only three of them. It still put the odds heavily in their favor, but at least the number wasn’t overwhelming.
 
   “I can’t hear them saying anything to each other,” I said.
 
   “It’s a simple tactic,” Vincent informed me. “There is a way to shield our thoughts from others, and it’s one we will need to use in the future so Tyr’s group can’t hear us during battle. I will teach it to you when we have time, but that moment is not right now.”
 
   Tyr and his group swooped down and landed ten feet from us on the mountaintop.
 
   “Vincent,” Tyr said, his eyes squinting at my friend, “this is a surprise. I never thought you would crawl your way out of that dank little cave you’ve been wallowing inside of all these years. Did you finally get tired of grieving the loss of your human?”
 
   “I will never stop mourning Henry’s death,” Vincent said. “He will always be a part of me. Don’t you care what happens to the human you’ve bonded with Tyr?”
 
   “You believe I’m bonded to Nuala?” Tyr scoffed. “I wouldn’t degrade myself in such a way. I made another dragon bond with the Fae’s queen to make it easier for us to communicate. Nuala and I understand each other quite well. Neither of us is so disillusioned that we would consider each other friends.”
 
   “Does she know you’ll betray her in the end?” Vincent asked knowingly.
 
   “She knows what I tell her,” Tyr replied coldly. “And when the time comes for her to know the truth, she won’t care.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t she care that all you want to do is enslave the human race?” 
 
   “Nuala despises people almost as much as I do,” Tyr said. “She’s power hungry and easily manipulated through that fact. She knows the dragons under my command are the only reason she was able to take Iron City so easily. If it weren’t for me, she would still be cowering on the Fae side of the Iron Wall. She owes everything that she is and everything that she will ever become to me.”
 
   “Once we defeat you,” I told Tyr, “I don’t believe she will be thanking you at all.”
 
   Tyr turned his attention to me, but the gesture seemed somewhat reluctant. I got the distinct impression he thought acknowledging my presence was beneath him.
 
   “I know what you are, you know,” Tyr told me, as if being a shifter was something to be ashamed of. “But it makes no difference to me that you are just a shifter. Even if the real Emma Vankar were still alive, she would have as little power as you. You are simply a symbolic leader, not one of substance. Once we bring you to your knees and make you grovel at our feet, the world will understand that fighting us is an act of futility.”
 
   “Does Nuala know that I’m a shifter?” I asked.
 
   “No. It isn’t something she needs to know. I will continue to allow her to think she has outwitted the true Queen of Vankara, at least for now. Her confidence in our plan has been lifted because she believes she’s bested a queen. Telling her that she only beat a shifter masquerading as Emma Vankar might shake her resolve. I need her confident, for now, to carry out my plans.”
 
   “Or are you concerned that she might change her mind if she knew the Queen of Vankara was actually her niece?” Vincent questioned.
 
   “I seriously doubt she would care about the familial connection, Vincent,” Tyr replied confidently. “Her sister meant very little to her. I can’t imagine her niece would mean much more.”
 
   “What about my brother? Does she care what happens to him?” I asked, knowing he had remained in contact with Nuala over the years. Nuala led Adam Bellas to believe that the plagues had been caused by those attending the Royal College in Iron City. My brother now knew the truth, but obviously he had trusted Nuala at one time. She may have been our mother’s sister, but I suspected they were as different as night is to day.
 
   Tyr chuckled. “He was foolish and gullible. Nuala simply used him to cast doubt on those at the Royal College. Your determination to discover the origin of the plagues made it easy to mislead you. We kept your focus away from us so we could follow through with our plans. Maybe if you hadn’t been so single-minded, you would have seen what was about to happen.”
 
   Tyr may have been trying to goad me into losing my temper, but I knew he was right. I had been completely focused on finding the source of the plagues. It never even occurred to me that the Fae were using the plagues to weaken the world’s populace and plotting to first invade Iron City before attempting to conquer the other island nations. An uneasy alliance had existed between the Fae and Vankarans for hundreds of years. The concept of war had faded from most of our memories.
 
   “You cannot blame yourself for their aggressive behavior,” Aurora told me. “Especially with this one leading the rabble.”
 
   “You should watch what you say about your elders, little dragon,” Tyr warned Aurora harshly. “Or do I need to teach you some manners?”
 
   “I seriously doubt there is anything you could teach me that would be of any benefit,” Aurora replied, holding her head up a notch higher in defiance.
 
   I heard Tyr growl as if he might be preparing to attack Aurora.
 
   Hoping to deflect his anger, I asked, “How did you know we were here and why did you come?”
 
   Tyr fixed me with a steely gaze. “Did you honestly think we wouldn’t have lookouts awaiting your return? We assumed you went to find reinforcements. Since Vincent is here, I have to presume that you went to my home and asked my brother and the others for help. You have more gumption than I gave you credit for, shifter. I suppose knowing my involvement in this little war is what turned the tide in your favor.”
 
   “It certainly didn’t hurt,” I acknowledged. “Why are you here, Tyr? Did Nuala send you to give me a message?”
 
   “No. I came because I wanted to give my brother a message,” Tyr replied. 
 
   Before I knew what was happening, the black and blue dragons who accompanied Tyr ran straight towards Vincent, knocking me out of the way in their determination to get to him. Vincent attempted to take the high ground by lifting off into the air. The black one leapt up and rammed my friend in the chest with his head while the blue one bit down on Vincent’s tail, yanking it underneath him. Vincent came crashing back down to the mountain onto his back. The black and blue dragons quickly grabbed the top of Vincent’s outstretched wings with the talons of their front legs and kept him on his back while Tyr strolled over to him.
 
   “Leave him alone!” I ordered, even though I knew such a demand would not be heeded.
 
   As Tyr walked past me, he turned his head and snickered. “Your words mean less than nothing to me, shifter. Stay out of our way.”
 
   To emphasize his order, Tyr flicked his wing at me, hurtling me into the air a few feet. I ended up landing on my back, struggling to catch my breath after the impact.
 
   “Sarah,” Aurora said anxiously, as she hovered over me. She had been wise in taking to the air before Tyr’s attack and spared herself the fall. “Are you all right?”
 
    I was far from all right. I was totally consumed by rage.
 
   As I lay there on the snow for the few short seconds it took me to regain my breath, a multitude of thoughts ran through my mind. I thought about the Harkers being unjustly trapped within Trill’s remains, never being given the chance to find peace in death. Tyr and Nuala hadn’t only doomed my parents to such an undeserved fate; they had also condemned a large portion of the world to suffer in a netherworld between life and death. 
 
   I turned my head as I still lay on the snow and witnessed Tyr run one of his sharp, black talons down Vincent’s chest as the other two dragons made sure he stayed flat on his back. Blood pooled in the gash, dripping down Vincent’s white scales and onto the pristine snow. He roared in pain, struggling to get up but being held in place by the black and blue dragons. The sight of his torture and the sound of his wail broke something deep down within my soul, like a jar being dropped from a great height and smashing against a stone floor releasing what was trapped inside. A wave of energy coursed through my veins causing me to scream out in agony. The sound of my scream echoed against the mountains, literally causing them to tremble.
 
   In that instant, I let my rage and pain consume me. Distantly, I heard Aurora asking me what was happening. I didn’t have an answer for her because I didn’t know. I slowly sat up, still feeling wave after wave of energy flow over me like a waterfall. As I rose to my feet, a cold wind whirled around me like a tornado, helping me to stand. I turned to face the three dragons still standing over Vincent.
 
   “Get away from him,” I ordered, my voice sounding low and menacing.
 
    “Who are you?” Tyr asked me, his earlier bravado absent. “What are you?”
 
   “You need to leave,” I said, not having an answer to Tyr’s questions. 
 
   Ledmarrow Mountain began to quake violently beneath my feet, and I knew without a doubt that I was causing it. 
 
   Tyr stared at me with a mixture of fear and wonder. Before I had to give my warning a second time, he flew straight into the sky with the black and blue dragons quickly following in his wake.
 
   I fell to my knees, my body trembling uncontrollably.
 
   “Sarah! Sarah!” Aurora said, landing on my shoulder and rubbing her smooth head against my right cheek to bring me comfort. “Oh, Sarah, what is happening?”
 
   “Sarah,” I heard Vincent say as he quickly wrapped his wings around Aurora and me to shield us from the biting winter wind. He lowered his head until our foreheads touched. “Sarah, listen to my voice,” Vincent instructed in a calm voice. “You must find a place within yourself that is filled with joy and happiness.”
 
   “No such place exists,” I cried, unable to bring my emotions under control. I knew I was the one causing the mountain to continue to shudder, but I didn’t know how to stop it.
 
   “Then imagine it,” Vincent instructed. “Where would you feel safe and protected? What would make you feel happy and out of harm's way? Show me and I will take you there.”
 
   “How?” I wailed, feeling overwhelmed by my emotions.
 
   “Trust me,” Vincent said. “Close your eyes and concentrate on a place that doesn’t exist, yet might in the future. Where do you want to go, Sarah? Where do you see your life leading you?”
 
   As Vincent instructed, I closed my eyes and thought about what I wanted my future to be. I thought about what would make me happiest and imagined that it was real.
 
   I suddenly found myself resting with my back propped up against the large oak tree in the courtyard, just outside the queen’s chambers at the palace in Iron City. The sun was shining brightly in the sky overhead on a cloudless day. A slightly older Dena was being chased by a young boy who looked to be three years old. Dena wore a white dress, and the boy wore a white pair of short pants, a shirt, and a blue bow tie. Both of them were laughing so hard it was making it hard for them to run. I was smiling so broadly from watching their play that my cheeks began to ache. A larger Aurora sat to my left, and I could hear her giggle as she watched my children play.
 
   I felt a large, warm hand gently pull one of mine off my lap. When I looked to my right, I found Fallon sitting beside me. He brought my hand up to his lips. Turning it palm up, he planted a soft kiss against the tender flesh, causing my whole body to tingle.
 
   He lifted his head to meet my gaze with his own.
 
   “Are you happy, Sarah?” he asked me.
 
   “I would be if this were real,” I answered, knowing what I felt and saw was simply a figment of my own imagination. It was a place Vincent was helping me conjure to bring my emotions back under control.
 
   “It could become real one day,” the illusion of Fallon replied. “Dreams are only realities that haven’t come true yet. This can be our future if we’re willing to work for it.”
 
   “I want this,” I said, filled with a new sense of determination. “I want this more than anything.”
 
   “Then work for it,” Fallon told me. “The first thing you have to do is learn how to control your emotions, Sarah. You need to find the strength I know you have and use it to manipulate your powers.”
 
   “I don’t even know where they came from,” I confessed.
 
   “Yes, you do,” Fallon said, becoming the voice of my subconscious. “You’re the daughter of a great sorcerer, the most powerful one the world has ever known. This power has been bottled up somewhere deep down inside you your whole life. Now, it’s time for it to awaken and for you to use it to achieve your goals. You’re far stronger than you know, Sarah. You have friends who will help you realize your full potential. Lean on their strength when you have none left. They will see you through the tough times. Put your faith in those who care the most about you.”
 
   “Can I truly have this future?” I asked, squeezing Fallon’s hand.
 
   Fallon smiled at me. “Of course you can. The future hasn’t been written yet. Anything you can imagine is possible. All you have to do is work towards it to make it real. If this is the way you want your life to be, then fight for it, Sarah.”
 
   I took a deep breath, filling my body and mind with a new resolve to make my dream a reality.
 
   When I opened my eyes, Vincent’s wings were still sheltering me, and Aurora was still rubbing my cheek with her soft, smooth head. The mountain was no longer shaking beneath my feet, and I felt in control of the power that my anger had awoken.
 
   Vincent lifted his head from mine to peer into my eyes.
 
   “How do you feel?” he asked.
 
   “Better,” I replied. “More in control.”
 
   “Excellent,” he said, sounding pleased with my progress.
 
   “So I have magic,” I said aloud, mostly for the benefit of myself. For some reason, saying the words made it feel more real.
 
   “It would appear so,” Vincent agreed.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I confessed. “How could I have enough magic inside me to move mountains and not know it existed until now?”
 
   “I think that is something you will need to ask Dracen,” Vincent replied. 
 
   I thought back to the time I first went to Nuala for help in finding the source of the plagues. Back then, she gave me a vial of melted snow. The snow shimmered a phosphorescent yellow when it was held by someone with magic. Nuala told me at the time that one of her mages had cast a revealing charm on the melted snow within the vial. Anyone with magic could call upon the magic that was used to bind the plague to the water, proving that the plagues were magical in nature. I retold this story to Vincent.
 
   “You were unaware that you had magical powers at the time,” Vincent said. “Magic is a bit like a muscle. You have to exercise it for it to gain strength. You didn’t even know it existed inside you. How could you possibly know to flex it to call upon the magic within the vial? In any case, even if you had tried, I don’t believe it would have worked. I think breaking down the dam that has separated your conscious from your subconscious, reawakening Kira, is what has unleashed the magic within you.”
 
   “Dracen should have warned me,” I said.
 
   “Perhaps he thought it would remain buried forever,” Vincent suggested. “He may have thought that if he didn’t mention it, the magic would stay hidden.”
 
   “But why would he want it to?”
 
   “The power Dracen possesses is one reason he cut himself off from society. It could be that he simply didn’t want you to live with the same burden of responsibility. He may have thought he was protecting you by not telling you the truth.” 
 
   “Then he really needs to stop trying to protect me by hiding things from me,” I complained. “I can rationalize his motivation, but not telling me things like this has only caused me more problems.”
 
   “He loves you,” Vincent reminded me. “He is driven by that complex emotion to keep you safe.” 
 
   “I’m not a child, Vincent,” I said, slightly aggravated. “I am a rational thinking adult. I can handle the truth.”
 
   “Of that, I have no doubt,” Vincent replied. “But it doesn’t matter how old you are, Sarah. You are Dracen’s daughter. He will always try to do what’s in your best interest, even if it isn’t in his own. I think you know that.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, feeling guilty now for getting mad at Dracen. “I do know that.”
 
   “Then I ask that you remember that fact when you see him again.”
 
   “I will,” I promised.
 
   “Good,” Vincent said, sounding pleased.
 
   Vincent lifted his head toward the sky, as if hearing something whispered on the wind. “Gregoire and the others are close. We will need to tell them that our plan to surprise Tyr with our involvement in the war is no longer a valid option. It’s just as well. It wouldn’t have given us that much of an advantage anyway.”
 
   “Still, a small advantage could have made a big difference,” I said.
 
   “We will adapt,” Vincent replied confidently. “And we now have a new mage on our side.”
 
   “I don’t know how much help I’ll be,” I confessed. “I wasn’t able to control what just happened. You had to calm me down.”
 
   “I simply helped you find a way to control yourself,” Vincent said. “In time, you will discover how to do it on your own.”
 
   What if I didn’t have the luxury of time to figure out how to do that? In the end, would my new powers turn into an advantage or become a dangerous disadvantage? Control was the key, and something I would need to learn quickly.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
   Vincent tried to persuade me into going back inside the mountain, but I stoutly refused to abandon him.
 
   “I’ll go back in after the other dragons arrive,” I told him.
 
   “You are an awfully stubborn human,” Vincent grumbled as he kept me shielded from the elements within the circle of his wings. From the safety of my shelter, I examined the gash Tyr had made down Vincent’s chest.
 
   “What can I do to help you?” I asked, gently placing a hand next to the wound in an attempt to bring him comfort.
 
   “There is nothing you can do,” Vincent told me, “but Aurora might be able to aid in my recovery.”
 
   “Me?” Aurora asked in surprise. “How can I help?”
 
   “I need you to use your fire to cauterize the wound before I lose any more blood.”
 
   “Is there no other way?” I asked. “Perhaps something that would be less painful for you?”
 
   “It is the best solution,” Vincent assured me. “Afterwards, I will lie on the snow to take away some of the discomfort. Don’t worry about me, Sarah. I will be fine.”
 
   Aurora propelled herself off my shoulder so she could fly up to where the laceration started near Vincent’s neck. Using her fire breath, she began to mend Vincent’s wound. The smell of his burnt flesh filled the space, forcing me to cover my nose with the crook of my arm so I wouldn’t gag from the stench. It only took Aurora a few minutes to seal the injury, but it seemed like so much longer to me. Vincent didn’t make a sound while Aurora administered to him. He was far braver than I would have been under similar circumstances. Though, I suppose I had already gone through something similar back in Kamora.
 
   Once my little dragonling was through, Vincent removed his wings from around us and folded them up against his sides before lying down on the snow. 
 
   He sighed in relief from the welcomed cold against his wound.
 
   “Thank you, Aurora,” Vincent told her. “Since your fire is so small, there should be minimal scarring. You are quite impressive, little one. You have excellent control over the intensity of your flame.”
 
   “I’m just glad I could help you,” Aurora said, sounding slightly surprised at her own ability to aid Vincent.
 
   Both Vincent and Aurora raised their heads toward the sky as if sensing something at the exact same moment.
 
   “Are they close?” I asked, assuming it was the imminent arrival of Gregoire and the other dragons that they were detecting.
 
   “Very close,” Vincent confirmed, slowly rising from the snow. “They will be here in a minute. Let me handle Gregoire’s questions. He won’t be pleased to learn that Tyr already knows about our involvement in this war.”
 
   “I assume we’ll have to change our strategy,” I said. “They’ll be expecting us to attack them now that we have a dragon corps of our own for air support.”
 
   “Yes,” Vincent agrees. “Our strategy may need to change.”
 
   Aurora flew up to retake her perch on my shoulder. “Turn around, Sarah, and look at your army of dragons.”
 
   As I turned around, images flashed through my mind trying to prepare me for what I would see, but the reality of what I witnessed that day was more beautiful than I could have ever imagined.
 
   At least a hundred dragons of all colors flew across the ocean towards Ledmarrow. Since each dragon was as large as a ship, the combined mass of their bodies blocked sunlight from filtering through beneath them. As they flew over the water, the wind from their wings caused unnaturally large waves to form. Even from a distance, I could feel their strength and felt overwhelmed by their presence. It was a feeling I hoped Nuala and her dragons would soon experience, causing them to cower in the battles yet to come.
 
   As the dragons approached the mountain range, some of them veered off and dove down to the ocean, presumably to fish and eat their fill after such a long journey. Others chose to land on top of the neighboring mountains while Gregoire and Seneca, Aurora’s father, chose to fly straight towards us.
 
   When the two dragons landed a few yards away, I sensed a tense ferocity in Gregoire. It was almost as if his rage was contained in a bottle, and he was simply waiting for a hammer to release it.
 
   “How were you injured?” Gregoire demanded of Vincent, studying his freshly sealed wound. “I could smell the stench of your burnt flesh a mile away.”
 
   “Tyr was here,” Vincent replied, obviously deciding blunt honesty was the best way to handle Gregoire’s inquiry. “It seems we have lost the element of surprise.”
 
   “How did he know we were coming?” Gregoire roared, making me fear he might cause a small avalanche with just the thunder of his voice, even though I knew the sound was only inside my head.
 
   “He claimed scouts warned him,” Vincent said, sounding less than convinced Tyr had told us the truth. 
 
   “Do you believe someone told them we were coming?” Seneca asked, noticing Vincent’s undertone.
 
   Vincent sighed. “I don’t see how that could be possible. Sarah and I flew straight here from Kamora, and Tyr arrived soon after. Even if someone sent a message to Nuala, it couldn’t have reached her that quickly. Scouts make the most sense, yet I have a feeling that isn’t how they learned we were coming.”
 
   “Either way,” Gregoire said, folding his wings in and sitting down, “they know we’re here. It takes an advantage away from us that we could have used to retake Iron City.”
 
   “Yes,” Vincent agreed. “It certainly does. We may need to rethink our approach in regaining control there.”
 
   “I have a suggestion,” Seneca said, sitting beside Gregoire. “I think we need to do something they don’t expect us to.”
 
   “Which is?” I asked.
 
   “Take control of the Fae side of the island,” Seneca proposed. “They will expect us to try to retake Iron City, which means that is where they will gather the majority of their forces. Odds are we will only be met by a minimal amount of resistance on the Fae side.”
 
   “But how does doing that give us an advantage?” I asked. 
 
   “For one, it will enrage Nuala,” Seneca explained. “She will no doubt send troops and dragons back to her lands to push us out of her city. When she does that, it will weaken her forces in Iron City, but our forces will remain strong if we keep them all together. Once we defeat the troops she sends, we can then proceed to Iron City and take out the remainder of her army to win back your country.”
 
   “Won’t she know that’s exactly what we’re doing though?” I asked. “Tyr will know for sure.”
 
   “It will be the perfect time to draw Tyr out,” Gregoire replied. “If he knows I’m on the Fae side of the island, he’ll come to deal with me himself.”
 
   “I don’t like the idea of using you as bait,” I admitted.
 
   “You need to realize something, Sarah,” Gregoire said to me. “This is war, and if we are going to win this war, you have to be willing to use everything at your disposal. We are not going to be playing a friendly game of chess with Nuala and her army. Lives will be wagered and lost. Death will surround this island of yours for a very long time to come, even after the war is over. Sacrifices will have to be made, but in the end, we have to believe they were not made in vain. Life is precious, but so is freedom. If I had been stronger and taken care of my brother when I had the chance, your people would not be in the position they are now. I promise you that I will do everything I can to make right what was a bad decision on my part.”
 
   “You did what you thought was fair at the time,” I said, not wanting Gregoire to feel as though he should take all the blame for his brother’s actions. “None of us can fault you for that.”
 
   “Except myself,” Gregoire replied.
 
   “I believe Seneca’s plan is a good one,” Vincent said. “Nuala won’t expect us to do it.”
 
   “We’ll need to discuss it with Fallon and the others after they arrive,” I said. “Troops will have to be moved, and I’m not sure how long that will take.”
 
   “Considering the speed of your airship,” Seneca said, “they should arrive by nightfall. Vincent, have you had a chance to scout out a place for us to rest in these mountains?”
 
   “Yes,” Vincent said, standing to his feet. “We found a valley large and warm enough for the others to make camp in.”
 
   “Then let’s get everyone settled,” Gregoire said, also rising to his feet.
 
   “Would the two of you like to meet some of the other dragons who volunteered to come with us?” Seneca asked Aurora and me. “I would be happy to introduce you to them.”
 
   “Oh, could we, Sarah?” Aurora asked, her little heart bursting with excitement at the possibility.
 
   “I would love to,” I told her, “but I’m feeling a bit tired from all the excitement. Would you mind going with your father without me this time? You can tell me all about them when you return.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Aurora asked, not sounding convinced that she should leave me alone.
 
   “Yes. I’m sure. I just need some time to rest.”
 
   “If you need me, I will know and come to you right away,” Aurora assured me, rubbing her head against my cheek before fluttering off my shoulder to fly to her father’s back. “I will be back soon, Sarah.”
 
   “Take your time,” I told her, not wanting her to rush on my account.
 
    I watched them all fly away before returning to the interior of the mountain. Since Vincent didn’t mention my newfound abilities to Gregoire and Seneca, I had to assume he was giving me time to come to terms with them first. I didn’t truly want to be alone so I sought out someone who would understand what I was going through and possibly even help me make sense of it all. As soon as I entered the chamber where Trill’s body lay, his spirit materialized.
 
   “Are you aware of what just happened to me?” I asked him.
 
   “I dare say everyone within a hundred mile radius of these mountains felt your powers awaken, Sarah,” Trill said, sounding amused I felt the need to ask such a question. 
 
   “How have I had magic inside me all these years and not known it?” I asked. “And what else can I do?”
 
   “I have no way of knowing the extent of your powers,” Trill told me. “And you will need to ask Dracen why you’ve never experienced your true strength before now.”
 
   “When I was Kira, did I know that I had these abilities?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why didn’t I have them as her?”
 
   “You did. You simply weren’t aware you had them at the time.”
 
   “I don’t understand. Why did Dracen hide Kira’s potential from her?”
 
   “Only he can answer your questions,” Trill said. “But as Vincent no doubt told you, Dracen has lived with his powers for a very long time. They have been more of a burden than a blessing to him. Perhaps he thought he was doing you a favor by shielding you from your own gifts.”
 
   “I feel like I’ve just become a danger to everyone around me,” I confessed. “I don’t even know what I’m capable of. What if I think the wrong thing at the wrong time and turn someone into a toad?”
 
   Trill chuckles. “That would be quite amusing, if I‘m being honest. But from what you have experienced thus far, I feel sure your powers will be on par with your father’s.”
 
   “Dracen told me once that his powers leaned more towards the destructive side,” I said. “Is that what you’re telling me?”
 
   “Dracen has never truly liked being a sorcerer. He fears what he’s truly capable of because he believes he has the ability to destroy the world.”
 
   “Does he?” I asked worriedly.
 
   “Most certainly,” Trill replied without hesitation. “But his fear of performing such a despicable act will prevent him from ever doing it.”
 
   “And what about me?” I asked. “Do you think I have the capacity to destroy the world too?”
 
   “Undoubtedly,” Trill said, “but you are much like your father and won’t allow that to happen.”
 
   “How can you say that with so much conviction?” I asked, taking a seat on the cold stone floor because my legs had suddenly become very weak. “I don’t even feel that sure about myself.”
 
   “The little girl I knew as Kira was a child filled with love and laughter,” Trill said, his voice warm with memories. “Deep down, you’re still the girl I once knew. I don’t know what your life has been like since you left us, but I do know no matter what physical form you take your heart will never change.”
 
   “Has Dracen always kept so many secrets?”
 
   “Only when he deems it necessary. He does what he believes to be right. In the end, that is all any of us can do. We follow what our hearts tell us to do and hope we’ve made the right decision for those we love and for ourselves. So, when you see him next, try to be understanding of his actions. He only did what he thought was the right thing to do at the time.” 
 
   “If he wants us to have a relationship, he has to stop keeping secrets from me.”
 
   “Then tell him that,” Trill encouraged. “He will listen to what you have to say. Dracen isn’t an unreasonable man.”
 
   Involuntarily, I began to yawn.
 
   “Perhaps you should go get some sleep,” Trill suggested gently. “You obviously need some rest.”
 
   “I haven’t slept very well the past few nights,” I acknowledged.
 
   “Then go find somewhere softer than this floor to slumber. Once Dracen arrives, I’m sure he will be able to lay some of your worries to rest. Now that you know about your powers, he will teach you how to use them. After you learn control, I believe you won’t fear them as much.” 
 
   I stood from the floor, dusting off my leather outfit.
 
   “Thank you for talking with me,” I told Trill. “I can see why I came down here so much as a child. You’re a very good listener.”
 
   “Anytime you need me, I will be here,” Trill said, bowing his head before disappearing.
 
   I walked out of Trill’s chamber and made sure to close the door behind me. I then made my way back up the tunnel to find a place to take a short nap. I decided against going back to Kira’s bedroom. Even though I didn’t have many memories of her time here, I still felt uncomfortable trespassing on things that once belonged to my former self.
 
   I found my way back to the living quarters where I first saw Dracen when we came to Ledmarrow on our quest to discover the source of the plagues. I lay down on the white settee and used one of the pillows to cushion my head. In a matter of seconds, I was fast asleep.
 
   I awoke to someone softly calling out my name and squeezing one of my hands.
 
   “Emma,” I heard Fallon say. “We’re here.”
 
   When I opened my eyes and saw Fallon kneeling in front of me, I instinctively smiled.
 
   “I’m so glad you’re here,” I told him, tightening my grip on his hand like he was my own personal lifeline. “So much has happened.”
 
   Fallon lowered his head and kissed me lightly on a cheek. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “As well as can be expected, I suppose. I thought the time alone would help me sort things out, but my life seems determined to only get more complicated.”
 
   My words instantly brought a worried frown to Fallon’s face.
 
   “Complicated in a bad way?” he asked.
 
   “I guess it depends on how you look at it,” I told him, sitting up on the settee.
 
   “You’re not proposing to Emma already are you, Fallon?” I heard Inara say as she strolled into the room with Dracen and Able following close behind her. “Should we have stayed outside for a little while longer?”
 
   “I am not proposing, Inara,” Fallon said in exasperation, rising to his feet as the others made their way over to us. “And I certainly wouldn’t do it knowing you were within earshot.”
 
   Inara plopped down beside me on the settee and gave me a hug.
 
   “How are you feeling? Any morning sickness? Are you having any problems?” she asked worriedly.
 
   “Just a little tired is all,” I told her, looking away from her to Dracen. “I’ve had some excitement since we arrived.”
 
   “Well, we saw the dragons,” Inara said. “Is there more to tell?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered, realizing that I couldn’t say everything I needed to while Inara and Able were in the room. “Nuala’s dragons know that Gregoire and the others are here.”
 
   “How could they have figured that out?” Dracen questioned.
 
   “Tyr said—”
 
   “Tyr came here himself?” Dracen asked in surprise.
 
   “Yes. He came with two other dragons. They tortured Vincent.”
 
   “Is Vincent all right?” Inara asked with true concern.
 
   “Yes, he’s fine. Aurora was able to seal his wound. Though, I’m sure he’ll end up with a scar.”
 
   “Did they leave when Gregoire and the others arrived?” Dracen asked.
 
   “No. They left before that. There was an unexpected tremor in the mountains,” I said, looking meaningfully at Dracen. “That’s what made them leave.”
 
   “A tremor?” Inara questioned, perplexed by such a notion. “Is there an active volcano around here that I don’t know about?”
 
   “Anything is possible I suppose,” I answered, not taking my eyes off Dracen.
 
   “Yes,” he finally said. I could tell by the concerned look in his eyes that he understood what I was really hinting at, “anything is certainly possible.”
 
   “So, we’ve lost the element of surprise where the dragons are concerned,” Fallon said in disappointment.
 
   “Yes, but Seneca made a suggestion.” I went on to tell them about Seneca’s plan to capture the Fae city and force Nuala to divide her forces in order to defend it. I also told them about meeting Aleksander at sea.
 
   “That seems to be the best option available to us at the moment,” Fallon agreed. “It might prove to work in our favor in the long run. We need a safe place for the Kamoran forces and Chromis army to dock. If we have control of that side of the island, we can send word for them to meet with us there. I’ll need to go to Iron City and coordinate the movement of our ground troops to support the dragons when they take the Fae capital.”
 
   “I’m going with you,” I said, standing up. “I need to see Dena.” 
 
   “Then I guess we’re all going,” Inara announced, standing also. “Dracen, you got any food in this joint? We need to bring some along for the trip back home.”
 
   “Yes, I have some,” Dracen said, looking torn between showing Inara where the food was stored and staying with me so we could talk. Finally, he turned toward the entrance of the room. “Follow me and I’ll show you where the kitchen is.”
 
   Thankfully, Able decided to follow Dracen and Inara out of the room.
 
   “What was that all about?” Fallon asked. “When you mentioned the tremor, why did it make Dracen look so troubled?”
 
   “Because I caused it to happen,” I said, retaking my seat. Fallon sat down beside me.
 
   “How?”
 
   “Apparently, I inherited some of my father’s magic.”
 
   Fallon leaned back against the settee as he soaked in this new bit of information about me.
 
   “I assume you’ve never performed magic before now,” he said knowingly.
 
   “Never,” I admitted. “It frightened me, John.”
 
   Fallon covered my hand closest to him on the settee. “Why did it scare you? Did you feel out of control?”
 
   “Yes, but it wasn’t just that. I felt … powerful … and … I liked it.”
 
   “I can’t imagine what it must have felt like to cause mountains to tremble with just a thought,” Fallon told me. “But how could knowing you have the ability to make a mountain quake not make you feel powerful, Sarah? I think you had a completely natural response.”
 
   “Vincent had to help me calm down afterwards.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “By imagining what I want my life to be like in the future.”
 
   “And what did you imagine?”
 
   I looked over at Fallon. When our eyes met, I said, “I imagined us together at the palace with Dena and the little boy growing inside me running around laughing. In the dream, you told me to fight for what I wanted.”
 
   “And will you?” Fallon asked quietly.
 
   “With every fiber of my being,” I answered.
 
   Fallon smiled. “Good. So will I.”
 
   Fallon leaned over and kissed me gently on the lips. Feeling somewhat brazen, I deepened the kiss and turned slightly so I could wrap my arms around Fallon’s shoulders. We didn’t pull away from one another until we heard the slight clearing of someone’s throat.
 
   When we looked over at the doorway, Dracen was standing there looking a bit uncomfortable.
 
   “We’re ready to leave,” he told us, “if you are.”
 
   Fallon stood first and gave me a hand to help me to my feet.
 
   “We’re ready,” I said as Fallon escorted me out of the room. “You and I have quite a lot to discuss on our way back to Iron City.”
 
   “Yes,” Dracen agreed. “It seems we do.”
 
   As we made our way out of the room, I wondered what the future would hold for me. Would I be able to have everything I wanted, or would everything I wanted be taken away? In all honesty, I had to admit to myself that it was probably going to be a little bit of both.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER SIX
 
   As we approached the lake in the center of Dracen’s home, I came to a halt in midstride, causing the two men at my sides to stop just as abruptly.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Fallon asked worriedly.
 
   “I wouldn’t exactly say wrong. …” I looked over at Dracen and asked, “Can you make me a talisman that can transport me back here whenever I want to come?”
 
   “Yes, I can do that for you after we reach Iron City,” Dracen answered, looking perplexed by my request. “I will need to physically stand in a spot of your choosing that will be your anchor point. But … why would you want to do such a thing?”
 
   “I would like the ability to return here to see Trill when I have need of his counsel,” I told him, watching for his reaction to my reason.
 
   Instead of appearing surprised by my answer, Dracen looked forlorn at the mention of his long dead dragon companion.
 
   “How is he?” Dracen asked, a deep-set longing to see his friend again in his voice.
 
   “He seems fine,” I told him, having nothing to judge Trill’s state of mind by except a comparison to my own feelings. “He misses being able to speak with you.”
 
   Dracen nodded slightly as though he shared Trill’s yearning to be reunited.
 
   “I will use the trillian in my bracelet to act as a connection point to Trill,” Dracen explained. “In fact, your idea is something I probably should have thought of earlier. I’ll make us both talismans to transport us back here. It will provide us with an easy way to communicate with Gregoire and the others to coordinate our efforts more efficiently. We’ll be at the very limit of such a spell’s reach, considering the distance between here and Iron City, but they don’t call me the greatest sorcerer who ever lived for nothing.”
 
   I smiled at Dracen’s almost self-deprecating words to describe himself. He was, in fact, the greatest sorcerer who ever lived, yet such a distinction seemed trivial to him.
 
   “Speaking of sorcery. …” I began to say, but had to stop my train of thought when I spied Inara and Able walking out of one of the other tunnels. Their arms were laden with baskets filled with food for the last leg of our journey home.
 
   “Everyone ready?” Inara asked, sounding slightly out of breath from the added weight of her burden.
 
   “Here, let me carry one of those,” I told her, reaching out for one of the four baskets looped over her arms.
 
   Inara backed up a step and left me grasping at nothing but air.
 
   “Absolutely not,” she said, sounding as if I had just greatly insulted her. “You, my dearest friend, are a queen, not a servant girl.”
 
   “Then hand them to me,” Fallon told her, not waiting for Inara to make a reply before pulling two of the baskets from her arms. “I’m just part of the hired help around here.”
 
   “Not for long. …” Inara replied slightly under her breath as she gave me a knowing look and wink, leaving the sentence hanging with meaning.
 
   I smiled at her, but my smile quickly waned. 
 
   I needed to tell Inara the truth about who I actually was, but just the thought of revealing my secret to her caused my heart to ache. We had all been lying to her for so long I wasn’t sure if she would be able to forgive any of us for our subterfuge. I knew she would be angry after learning the truth, but I had no way of knowing how long it would take her to forgive me, if she ever did. She was fiercely loyal to Queen Emma, and that loyalty might prevent us from ever developing a genuine relationship with one another. Inara would probably always view me as an imposter, or worse, a ghost of her best friend, forever haunting her days.
 
   “What’s wrong, Em?” Inara asked, bringing me out of my silent reverie.
 
   I shook my head. “Nothing. I’m just worried about Dena is all.”
 
   “You shouldn’t worry about her,” Inara said confidently. “Gabriel would protect her with his own life, if it came to that. Plus, she’s in the most fortified location in Iron City. Nuala would be crazy to attack the school considering the magic those kids have.”
 
   “We’re not all children,” Able pointed out, standing a bit taller to emphasize his point.
 
   “Sorry. I should have said ‘present company excluded,’ ” Inara apologized, giving Able an admiring sideways glance. “I didn’t meant to suggest that you were only a boy. You’re definitely a man, but you have to admit, you’re one of the few adults still at the college.”
 
   “Age does not directly correlate with magical ability,” Dracen pointed out to Inara. “I would wager there are some very powerful mages at the college who are quite young. Possibly too young and reckless to be of any use to us in this war, though.”
 
   “Hopefully, the Royal Sage has selected a few who are mature enough to do what needs to be done,” I said. “I’m sure she understands the capabilities of her students better than anyone else.”
 
   “Isabelle struck me as a very intelligent woman,” Dracen agreed with a nod. “I’m sure she knows which talents will be most useful to us. Able has certainly proven his worth on this mission thus far.”
 
   “Thank you, Master Dracen,” Able said humbly, bowing at the waist slightly to his elder for the generous compliment.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’ve had any visions of late,” I said to Able, desiring some sign of hope that we would come out victorious in the war we were preparing to wage.
 
   “I have, but I don’t understand it at all,” Able replied, looking perplexed by his vision. “I keep seeing an elderly woman.”
 
   “From the way you said that, am I right in assuming you don’t know who this woman is?” I asked.
 
   Able shook his head in dismay. “I’ve never seen her in my life, Your Majesty. And I’m afraid I lack the skill to draw a likeness of her that would be recognizable as more than anything but a stick figure.”
 
   “Was there anything in your vision that might indicate why she is important? Or if she’s important to us or the Fae?” Fallon asked.
 
   “I’m afraid not,” Able confessed. “But sometimes my visions come in bits and pieces. I’m hoping I’ll see something else soon that will help explain what role she plays in the future. My gut tells me that she will be important to both the Fae and us. I just can’t tell you how or why.”
 
   “Well,” I said, unable to hide my disappointment in the lack of information from Able’s vision, “I’m sure it will all become clear soon. Right now, I think we should all focus on our return to Iron City and the work which faces us once we get there.”
 
   When we exited the mountain through the marble entryway, Seneca was lying in the snow with Aurora fluttering eye level in front of her father.
 
   “I promise you that I will find out what Tyr did to make your mother go mad, little one,” Seneca said with conviction and an underlying anger. “I will avenge her death when the opportunity presents itself.”
 
   “I would like to know what made her attack Sarah and Fallon,” Aurora admitted. “As for revenge, I will leave that to you, Father. I fear my size would only be a hindrance in aiding in such an endeavor.” 
 
   “It is my place to seek justice for whatever was done to her,” Seneca said ominously. “Trust me, Aurora. I will make sure those who harmed your mother will pay for what they did.”
 
   Seneca directed his gaze towards me as I walked out onto the mountaintop.
 
   “Your chosen companion is here,” he announced to Aurora, even though such an acknowledgment of my presence was unnecessary.
 
   Aurora was fully aware of my presence at all times through the connection we shared.
 
   My little dragonling turned in midair to face me. As I walked up to Seneca, Aurora met me halfway to take her place on my shoulder. It made me realize how natural it felt to have her perched there, and how much I would miss her closeness once she grew too large to sit there comfortably.
 
   “We will always be together, Sarah,” Aurora promised, sensing my melancholia. “In this life and in the next.”
 
   “Are the other dragons comfortable in the valley Vincent and I picked out?” I asked Seneca.
 
   “Yes,” Seneca replied, “everyone is pleased with the accommodations.”
 
   “After we reach Iron City and speak with the other leaders of Vankara,” I said, “we will come up with an attack plan to gain control of the Fae capital city. Dracen also intends to make us talismans that will allow us to travel back here when we have something to communicate.”
 
   “We will be awaiting your orders,” Seneca replied with a slight bow of his head to me. “And I know it isn’t possible right now, but when you return to tell us what it is you want us to do, could you come to the valley and meet with the others who have come to help you? I think they would appreciate the kindness.”
 
   “Of course.” I felt a deep pang of guilt for not having the time to show the others my gratitude. I should have thought to do it when they first arrived instead of taking a nap.
 
   “You were tired, Sarah,” Aurora gently reminded me in an effort to ease my guilt. “You had just used your magic for the first time. It wasn’t the most opportune moment to entertain guests.”
 
    “Still, I wish I had tried,” I replied before returning my attention back to Aurora’s father. “Please let the others know how much I appreciate them coming here to help us. I’m sure our efforts to take back Iron City would fail without your aid.”
 
   “I’m not so sure about that,” Seneca said, narrowing his eyes on me. “I believe we will expedite the matter faster than you could have on your own, but I doubt you would have ever given up on regaining control of your city, no matter how long it might have taken. Sometimes, persistence is just as effective in a war as might.”
 
   “Nevertheless, I want to make sure the others know how much I appreciate them. As soon as I am able, I will return to tell them that in person.”
 
   Seneca stood up. “We will be awaiting your return. I look forward to seeing you again, Aurora, and wish you safe travels.”
 
   “Thank you, Father.”
 
   Seneca stretched out his wings and began sweeping them back and forth, causing the snow to whirl around us. As Aurora and I observed his departure, I could feel her yearning to spend more time with him.
 
   “When things are less hectic, perhaps we can go back to the dragon islands for a longer visit,” I suggested.
 
   “Oh, could we, Sarah?” her desire for such a thing clearly etched in her voice.
 
   “I will make sure that we do,” I promised.
 
   As I walked us over to where Inara had anchored the airship, I found Fallon waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the traveling compartment. He held a crooked arm out to me.
 
   “Is everything all right with the dragons?” he asked as I took hold of his arm.
 
   “Yes,” I replied, walking beside Fallon up the stairs. “Though, I feel like an extremely bad hostess for just leaving them here to fend for themselves.”
 
   Fallon smiled. “I don’t think you have to worry about them. They seem fully capable of taking care of themselves.”
 
   When we entered the traveling compartment, only Dracen was present.
 
   “Is Able in the control room with Inara?” I asked, on the off chance that he was merely using the bathroom.
 
   “Yes,” Dracen told me. “I thought we might need this time to talk about what happened to you.”
 
   Fallon pulled up the stairs and secured the outer door. Inara was apparently waiting for this to happen, because as soon as the door was closed, the airship began to move away from Ledmarrow towards Iron City.
 
   Fallon and I sat down on the settee while Dracen took a seat in the wingback chair across from us.
 
   “Why didn’t you warn me that I had magical abilities?” I asked Dracen, not accusingly, just curious.
 
   Dracen lowered his gaze from mine as his brow furrowed, showing his concern over the matter.
 
   “Honestly,” he said in a quiet voice, “I was hoping you would never have to deal with your powers.” He lifted his gaze to look at me pleadingly. “Please, believe me when I say that my actions were only ever meant to protect you.”
 
   “Trill told me that when I was Kira, I never knew I had powers either. How is that possible? Didn’t I ever question it?”
 
   “Of course you did,” Dracen sighed heavily, “but your mother and I were able to wield a spell to bind your gifts.”
 
   “Why would you want to do such a thing?”
 
   Dracen leaned back against his chair and simply stared at me for a while before he answered. “I didn’t want you to end up like me. I didn’t want you to feel as though you had to cut yourself off from the world in order to live a full life.”
 
   “Are your powers that terrible?” I asked, not completely sure I wanted to know the answer.
 
   “They can be.”
 
   I fell silent, thinking over what I knew so far.
 
   “Trill said we had the power to destroy worlds,” I said. “I was able to make the mountains tremble because of my anger against Tyr. What will happen if I find myself in a similar situation and end up losing control of my temper?”
 
   “I have no way of knowing for certain. …”
 
   “Then,” I had to swallow hard before finishing my thought, “can you tell me what the worst case scenario might be?”
 
   “Do you honestly want to hear it?” Dracen asked, a warning in his voice that I might not want to know the truth.
 
   “I have to know,” I replied.
 
   “I have no way to prove this, of course,” Dracen said, “but there have been instances in my life where I felt as though I could tear this world asunder with just one malicious thought. My power, and yours, it would seem, comes from the Earth itself. We are able to harness the energy that keeps this planet revolving around the sun. Not only can we draw power from the core of the planet itself, but we can also control gravity, Sarah.”
 
   I allowed myself some time to think over Dracen’s words before asking, “And my brother, Orin … or Adam Bellas … I’m not sure what to call him now. What is the etiquette in such a situation?”
 
   Dracen shrugged his shoulders. “It all depends on the shifter, but most normally adopt the name of the person they shifted into.”
 
   “Except for me,” I added in quietly.
 
   “You’ve simply decided to keep the identity of the last person who made you feel whole, Sarah. There’s no shame in that. I’m sure the real Queen Emma would have understood.”
 
   “Does my brother have the same powers as us?” I asked.
 
   “No. He inherited the gifts your mother possessed, not mine. He isn’t as powerful as we are, but he has his own peculiar talents.”
 
   “Like traveling between realities?” I asked, remembering my trip to an alternate reality where I was still April Pew.
 
   “Yes,” Dracen said, unsurprised by my knowledge of my brother’s capabilities. “He’s able to transport himself between different dimensions, but he isn’t able to do that within our own.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He isn’t able to travel from Ledmarrow to Iron City within our own world, but he can travel from our Ledmarrow to an alternate Ledmarrow, if he so chose to. However, his ability is limited. Though, I’ve learned that the carriage he made is able to transport passengers in much the same way he is able to transport himself. I have to admit, I never thought he had it in him to be so ingenious.”
 
   “So I don’t have to worry about my brother destroying the world? Only you and I have that burden to bear?”
 
   “No, you don’t have to worry about your brother doing such a thing. He can only do what I just described and smaller magical spells such as invisibility and the like,” Dracen answered.
 
   “When I discovered this power I have, Vincent had to help me bring my emotions under control. My greatest fear is that I won’t be able to do it by myself. Can you help me learn how to control my powers better?”
 
   “I’m not sure if what I do for myself will work for you,” Dracen said. “Do you mind me asking how Vincent helped you? What was the trigger that made you stop?”
 
   I briefly glanced in Fallon’s direction before saying, “He helped me visualize a place where I was happy. It isn’t a place that actually exists, at least not yet, but it was one that brought me peace. What do you do to control your power?”
 
   “I think of your mother,” Dracen said with a wistful smile. “I picture her happy and laughing at me. She was the only one who ever truly understood me.”
 
   “I wish I could remember more about her,” I told him, feeling an empty void inside my heart for the lost memories of my mother. 
 
   “All she ever wanted was for you to be happy,” Dracen said. “Once the war is over, I pray that her wish for you will finally come to fruition.”
 
   I noticed Dracen give Fallon a fleeting look and knew he understood the great role the man sitting beside me would play if I were to ever achieve a happy future. 
 
   Dracen cleared his throat as if his next words were going to be difficult for him to say.
 
   “Have you decided how much of the truth you will tell Gabriel?” Dracen asked me.
 
   “I plan to tell him everything,” I replied without hesitation. “No good can come from withholding information from him. Eventually, lies always come out in the open, no matter how hard you try to keep them a secret.”
 
   “Do you need me to be there with you when you tell him the role I played in helping you become April Pew?” 
 
   “I would rather discuss things with him in private. And honestly, for your own sake, I think you should stay away from him for a while after he learns the truth. I’ve never known Gabriel to resort to violence, but he might decide to make an exception in your case. I don’t think he will appreciate the fact that you sent him to look after his own wife and did not disclose such an important detail to him.”
 
   “No, I don’t suppose he would appreciate that,” Dracen agreed. 
 
   “Do you want me to be with you?” Fallon asked. “I don’t like the idea of you explaining things to him on your own.”
 
   “I have nothing to fear from Gabriel,” I assured Fallon. “He’s always done whatever it took to protect me. I don’t believe he will stop doing that after he learns the truth. I have faith in his love for Sarah.”
 
   “And what about his love for his wife?” Fallon asked, a hint of trepidation in his voice. Fallon might not have said it outright, but I knew he was worried that my revelation would stir up Gabriel’s emotions for Kira.
 
   “I’m not Kira anymore,” I said simply. “Gabriel’s wife died a long time ago, and she isn’t coming back.”
 
   “He may not see it that way,” Fallon stressed. “Plus, if the child you carry does belong to Gabriel, how can you be so sure he won’t view this as a second chance for the two of you to find happiness with one another again?”
 
   I shook my head. “Whatever happiness we shared as Kira and Jacob is long gone, John. Those feelings aren’t alive anymore.”
 
   “Perhaps not for you,” Fallon conceded, “but you can’t really speak for him. If I was in his shoes and given a second chance to right my wrongs, I would jump at the opportunity to make things right with the wife I abandoned.”
 
   “You should heed Fallon’s words,” Dracen added. “You may not remember how much Gabriel loved you as Jacob, but I do. You need to prepare yourself for his reaction. There’s no way of knowing how the truth will affect his emotional state.”
 
   “Do you think I should postpone speaking with him until after we’ve set our plans for retaking Iron City into motion?”
 
   “I would suggest,” Dracen said with measured words, “that you wait until things are settled. We need a clear-headed Gabriel who can strategize with us. Considering the revelations you’re about to set on his doorstep, I don’t think anyone in their right mind would be able to think straight after learning them. Do you?”
 
   “No,” I agreed, remembering that I was able to take a couple of days for myself to deal with everything I learned about my past. Gabriel would not have that luxury, but he also deserved to know the truth as soon as possible.
 
   “After we devise our attack plan,” I said, “I’ll tell him right away. I think the longer I delay, the worse it will be for the both of us.”
 
   “Do what you need to do,” Fallon told me. “I’ll support you in whatever you decide.”
 
   “As will I,” Dracen promised. “Whatever you need of me, it is yours for the asking.”
 
   “Thank you,” I told both men.
 
   I was grateful for their show of support, but I knew telling Gabriel the truth about our relationship would not be an easy endeavor. I couldn’t be completely sure it wouldn’t irrevocably damage our friendship. I prayed it would strengthen us in the end, not weaken us. It all depended on Gabriel’s ability to separate his feelings for Kira from his feelings for Sarah.
 
   Would he be able to do such a thing? Or would he, as Fallon said, begin to view me differently? The last thing I needed was more complications in my life.
 
   “Don’t worry, Sarah,” Aurora said soothingly. “Whatever happens, we will face it together.”
 
   I reached up and gently rubbed Aurora up and down her glossy scales from throat to chest, taking as much comfort in the act as she received. Having her by my side brought me peace. I simply prayed it wasn’t a peace short-lived.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   Dracen wasted little time tutoring me about magic. His first lesson began with a short discussion concerning self-control.
 
   “Magic can be as wonderful as it can be horrible,” he said gravely. “It’s the wielder who decides what form it will take. From the reaction you had during Vincent’s torture, it appears that you are a lot like me when it comes to allowing your anger to seize control of your actions. You will need to learn the art of concealing your feelings, not only from others but also yourself.”
 
   “That sounds impossible,” I said in dismay.
 
   Dracen smiled at me understandingly. “It may seem like a daunting task, but with a little practice, you’ll learn that it isn’t as hard as you think.”
 
   “So how do I practice controlling my emotions without bringing down a mountain in the process?”
 
   “There’s no guarantee that you won’t cause some sort of destruction as you learn,” Dracen replied with a small shrug, “but you’re aware of your powers now. I believe that, more than anything else, will cause you to consider your reaction to what others do around you with a more critical eye. There are small slights that people make to others every day, which causes blips of various emotions. As you encounter and deal with those instances, they will help you hone in on what’s worth your anger and what’s not.”
 
   “So is anger the only emotion I have to worry about?”
 
   “Yes and no,” Dracen warned. “Anger is the one that will turn destructive.”
 
   “And what will happiness do?”
 
   Dracen smiled. “True happiness will allow you to work the best magic of all … live a fulfilled life.”
 
   As I observed Dracen, I noticed his gaze falter from mine slightly. I had a feeling he was thinking back to happier times when his family was whole and lived in Ledmarrow. My heart ached for the loss of his joy. From what I could remember, it seemed as though Dracen was a wonderful father to my brother and me. We all shared a good life together at one time. Yet, I did have one question.
 
   “Why did my brother leave Ledmarrow?” I asked.
 
   “Orin, or Adam. … I suppose I should get used to using his new name,” Dracen said with a shake of his head. “I wouldn’t want to cause confusion by using his given name in front of others. From a young age, Adam wanted to venture out into the world and experience everything he could. After your mother died, he wandered from island nation to island nation. He was able to delve deeply into each culture by shifting into those who died. As I told you before, I didn’t tell him what I helped Kira do until you had transformed into Sarah Harker. He became quite livid with me after I told him the truth about your disappearance.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, perplexed why my brother wouldn’t want his sister to build a new life for herself. From what Dracen had just said, Adam had lived many different lives on various continents.
 
   “I think the fact that I wouldn’t disclose your new location was the cause of the rift between us, but I wanted you to have a chance to start over completely. I knew if I told Adam where you were, he wouldn’t be able to make himself stay out of your life. Eventually, he would feel the need to tell you the truth, and that wasn’t something I could allow to happen. Not after everything we sacrificed to provide you with a chance to live a new life.”
 
   “Then why did you send Gabriel to me?” I asked, viewing this course of action as being just as risky. “Didn’t you worry that he would learn the truth?”
 
   “I never thought he would, to be honest,” Dracen replied, looking troubled. “I gave him specific instructions that under no circumstances were you to ever come to Ledmarrow Mountain. I feared bringing you back there would awaken your memories of being Kira. If you never remembered who you were, how would he ever find out the truth?”
 
   “He never questioned your order?”
 
   “No. He wanted to do whatever he could to make up for leaving Kira and placing the burden of her care solely on my shoulders. He knew he should have stayed to help you through your grief, but he simply wasn’t strong enough at the time.”
 
   “I’m sure he had a great deal of difficulty working through his own sorrow,” Fallon said, joining the conversation. 
 
   “He did,” Dracen agreed with a small nod. “That’s one reason why I gave him a mission that would not only help my daughter, but also help him heal, even if he didn’t realize it at the time. Gabriel has always been one to help others when he could. I think his inability to help Kira overcome her grief ate him up inside to a point where he lost himself for a while. When I sought him out to ask for his help in watching over you, he had taken on the form of an old beggar man and was back to living on the streets. After I sobered him up and told him that a new shifter had been born and needed his protection, he instantly became a new man, and I don’t mean simply shifting into a new, more respectable body. I think all he needed was a purpose, and you gave him exactly what he required at the time, Sarah.”
 
   “Knowing that Gabriel and I were once married in our former lives is a very strange concept to me,” I admitted. “I’ve looked up to him for so many years as my mentor and protector. I hope he doesn’t expect me to think of him in any other way after I tell him the truth.”
 
   “So …” Dracen began, briefly glancing in Fallon’s direction before asking, “none of your feelings for him have returned? None at all?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not really. I mean, I empathize with how Kira felt about him, but as for me, no. I haven’t felt anything other than what I’ve always felt for Gabriel—friendship.”
 
   I heard Fallon let out a small sigh. Most likely, Dracen wasn’t even aware of it from where he was sitting, but I was acutely conscious of it. I didn’t want Fallon to second-guess my feelings for him in light of the revelation that Gabriel was once my husband. That life was far behind me now, and I intended to keep it that way.
 
   The hard, stiff object tucked into the back waistband of my pants reminded me that my time with Gabriel as my husband wasn’t completely lost to me.
 
   I stood from the couch. “If the two of you will excuse me, I would like to change out of these clothes. I’ve been in them for days.”
 
   Fallon and Dracen both stood from their seats.
 
   “Of course,” Fallon said. “Would you like me to prepare a bath for you?”
 
   “Is that your subtle way of telling me that I have a peculiar aroma surrounding me, Marshal Fallon?” I jested.
 
   Fallon smiled. “Not at all, your majesty. I simply thought you might want some time alone to relax.”
 
   “Actually,” I said, “a warm bath would be wonderful.”
 
   “I’ll see what food Inara and Able were able to dig up from my kitchen,” Dracen said. “I’m sure you could use something to eat as well.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said to both of them before heading into my bedroom to find some clean clothes to change into after my bath.
 
   From my wardrobe, I pulled out one of the simpler dresses hanging inside it. It was a periwinkle-colored silk creation with a full skirt, high bodice, and pearl buttons down the front.
 
   When I walked into the bathroom, I saw that Fallon had taken off his maroon leather jacket and had the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to his elbows. He was leaning over the tub in the center of the room with the fingers of his right hand gliding across the water’s surface to test the temperature.
 
   Aurora flew off my shoulder to perch on the edge of the tub. She looked up at Fallon quizzically to ask him a question only I could hear.
 
   “Jump in,” he told her, having correctly guessed at what she was asking. “It’s warm but not too warm, especially for a fire dragon.”
 
   I heard Aurora giggle inside my head, which made me smile. It had been so long since either of us had a moment where the weight of the world wasn’t resting on our every decision. It was nice to just relax and enjoy a calm moment together.
 
   Fallon took a step back from the tub as Aurora did a belly flop into the water, causing a mighty splash.
 
   I laughed at her antics, feeling her joy as she swam underneath the surface of the water.
 
   “Oh, Sarah, you have to come in!” she said, sharing her bliss with me through our connection. “It’s simply divine!”
 
   “I’ll join you in a moment,” I told her aloud for Fallon’s benefit.
 
   “I wish I could hear her voice,” Fallon admitted as he watched Aurora swim. “I only ever hear half of the conversation when the two of you speak to one another.”
 
   Not even that most of the time, I thought to myself but didn’t say.
 
   Fallon walked over to carefully take the dress in my arms from me and laid it out on a nearby chair in a corner of the room.
 
   When he turned back around to face me, a slow smile spread his lips. 
 
   “I don’t suppose you need help undressing this time. …” he said, gently reminding me of the occasion when he had to bathe me in this very same bathroom. Of course, back then Dracen had cast a spell over his eyes, which kept him temporarily blinded.
 
   I smiled back. “No, my wounds have pretty much healed thanks to the cream Sora’s healers gave me. I’m afraid I don’t require your assistance in bathing this time, Marshal Fallon.”
 
   “You may not need it,” Fallon replied in a low voice as he took a step closer to me, closing the distance between us to barely an inch, “but if you desired it, I would be more than willing to lend a hand or two.”
 
   I heard and felt a splash of warm water hit both Fallon and I across our legs as Aurora reminded us that she was still in the room.
 
   “His proposition is not appropriate, Sarah,” Aurora reminded me. Even though I wanted to ignore her reasoning, I felt certain there wasn’t any way she would allow that to happen.
 
   I took a step back from Fallon.
 
   “No matter how much I might desire your help,” I told him, “I’m afraid my little dragonling would never allow us a moment of privacy for such an encounter.”
 
   Aurora flew out of the tub to grasp its edge with her talons. With a little more violence than she probably needed to, Aurora shook off the excess water from her body, causing it to spray us as if to emphasize my words to Fallon with an added warning.
 
   Fallon began to chuckle as he shook his right hand out to remove the excess water from Aurora’s show of overprotectiveness.
 
   “Well, that was certainly better than having her breathe fire on me,” Fallon stated good-naturedly. “She’s right though. This probably isn’t the best time for such a thing.” Fallon looked into my eyes as if he wanted to make sure I was listening to his next words. “Though, I hope she doesn’t intend to keep me at arm’s length from you forever.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s her intention,” I said to Fallon while silently asking Aurora, “Is it?”
 
   “Of course not,” Aurora huffed as if I shouldn’t have even had to ask the question. “I simply don’t think it’s proper to have a romantic interlude with Fallon, considering your father is in the next room. Do you?”
 
   “No,” I begrudgingly admitted. “You’re right.”
 
   “Besides, I’ve already told you that I approve of Fallon as your mate. Whenever you want to be with him, all you have to do is tell me, and I will give the two of you your privacy.”
 
   “So if we ever do decide to … mate … as you put it, you won’t be listening in, will you?”
 
   “I can be discreet,” Aurora replied, sounding somewhat offended by my question. “You and I will always have to share in experiences, Sarah. There isn’t anything I can do about that, but I will not interrupt your mating ritual with Fallon, if that is your concern. You have my solemn oath.”
 
   Aurora’s promise didn’t do much to ease my concern, but as she said, there really wasn’t anything either of us could do about the connection we shared. The mere thought of being intimate with Fallon made my cheeks grow warm.
 
   “And what did the two of you just say to each other to make you blush so profusely?”
 
   “Nothing that you need to know,” I assured him, unwilling to say more.
 
   “Then I suppose I should leave so you can bathe.” Fallon leaned in and kissed one of my very warm cheeks. “Enjoy your bath and take your time. There’s no rush.”
 
   After Fallon walked out of the room and shut the door, I shrugged my coat off, causing the book tucked into the waistband of my pants to drop to the floor behind me. I turned around and picked up Kira’s journal. I wasn’t sure why I kept it hidden from the others. I supposed it was because somewhere deep down, I knew that the words inside its pages were meant only for me to read. Kira wanted me to know more about her, and this was the only way such a miracle could happen. Most of the memories of my first life were forever lost to me. Only the words she had written down in the pages of her diary could tell me what I needed to know. Or … did I need to know them? I could go on with the life I had chosen without having to delve into Kira’s past, but in a way, that seemed disrespectful to her sacrifice. I didn’t truly feel like she was a part of me anymore, but I did want to honor her memory. The only reason I had my life was because she had given up her own.
 
   I disrobed and grabbed the journal before stepping into the bathtub. The water was just the right temperature for a much needed, relaxing soak. I looked down at my arms, seeing that they were in fact completely healed from the injuries I had sustained during my abduction in Kamora. 
 
   I rested my head against the back of the tub and opened the journal to the second entry Kira had made.
 
   I never knew life could be filled with so much joy! I know I must sound like an adolescent ninny, but maybe love is supposed to make you lose all reason. I would do anything in the world for Jacob, and I know he feels the same way about me.
 
   How is it that two souls separated by such a great distance all their lives can find one another by chance and bind the rift inside their hearts to become one? I have no way of knowing how such a miracle came about, but I am truly grateful to whatever higher power there is that we found one another.
 
   Today, Jacob and I told my father that we are in love and want to marry. My father didn’t say anything for a long time, and I worried he wouldn’t give us his consent to wed. Thankfully, he said he was happy for us and wished us a long and happy life together.
 
   One thing bothers me though. I saw a look of fear pass across my father’s features, as if he thought our union was something that shouldn’t take place. He told us what we wanted him to say, yet, my heart tells me that he doesn’t completely approve of our marrying. I don’t know what he fears, and I’m not sure he would tell me even if I asked. He’s always been so careful to keep me protected from the outside world, and I don’t know the reason why. I may never know. …
 
   I closed Kira’s journal, thinking about her entry.
 
   “Dracen must have been worried that marriage to Jacob might awaken Kira’s powers,” I told Aurora.
 
   “It is a logical assumption,” she agreed as she floated in the water in front of me. “It seems as though marriage can be a difficult undertaking for humans.”
 
   “I suppose it can be for some,” I said. “The Harkers never had a harsh word to say to one another, so I know it can be a happy experience too. Though, the Pews fought like cats and dogs quite often.”
 
   “I’m sure your marriage to Fallon will be more like the Harkers,” Aurora said reassuringly.
 
   I let out a small laugh. “You sound as though we’re destined to be married.”
 
   “Don’t you think that way?”
 
   “Right now, I simply want to make it through the next day and the next. I can’t really make myself think too far into the future, and marrying Fallon wouldn’t be possible for quite some time.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Aurora said, lifting her head a notch higher. “You could marry him at any time of your choosing, Sarah. You’re the Queen of Vankara. Who is there to tell you that you can’t do what your heart most desires?”
 
   “Parliament, for one,” I said. “I have a feeling if I married Fallon without their approval, they would use it against me. Plus, Aleksander might withdraw his troops if he believes there isn’t a chance I will accept his proposal of marriage. In fact, parliament might even force me to marry Aleksander just to keep him as an ally in case Nuala ever decides to attack us again.”
 
   “I will not allow that to happen,” Aurora said with vehement conviction. “I will burn the Halls of Parliament down before I allow them to bully you into a marriage with that man.”
 
   “I’m sure it won’t come to that,” I said, feeling Aurora’s rising anger at my suggestion. “We’ll figure things out, but right now, I don’t need to antagonize the allies I have. I need to keep them by my side until this war is over and we have our country back.”
 
   Aurora sighed. “As you wish, Sarah. But know that I will do what I said if it comes to such a drastic measure.”
 
   I extended my hand to stroke the top of Aurora’s head. She closed her eyes and looked contented by my loving attention.
 
   “As long as we have each other,” I told her, “nothing can get in our way. It will all work out like it should in the end.”
 
   “Yes, it will,” Aurora agreed before opening her eyes and looking at me. “One way or another, Sarah.”
 
   Aurora’s tone sounded almost ominous, but I knew she only wanted what was best for me. The future would unfold the way it was supposed to, and I had to keep my faith that it would work out in my favor.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   After bathing and dressing in fresh garments, Aurora and I walked back into the sitting room. Dracen and Fallon had apparently been busy setting up the coffee table in the cabin with snacks for us to enjoy. Among the items laid out were two types of sliced cheeses, ham, roast beef, bread, and an array of fruit, including ripe strawberries, grapes, and apples.
 
   “How were you able to keep all this food fresh inside your home?” I asked Dracen, as I came to stand between the couch and coffee table where our meal lay. He had been away from Ledmarrow for quite some time. Even the best cold box wouldn’t have kept the food from spoiling.
 
   “It’s a simple enough spell,” Dracen said nonchalantly. “Even a novice sorcerer can cast it.”
 
   “Even me?” I inquired, curious to know what type of magic I could perform.
 
   “Yes,” Dracen answered with a smile, “even you, with the right guidance.”
 
   “Show me,” I said, eager to test my new abilities.
 
   “Well,” Dracen began, “the first thing you need to learn about casting spells is that each spell has a word or a series of words to enact a specific sequence of events. For instance,” Dracen picked up one of the two red apples from the fruit basket, “if I wanted this apple to stay fresh indefinitely, I would say ‘habitus,’ which means ‘stasis.’ ”
 
   “Is that all?” I asked, finding this far too easy. “Just say the word?”
 
   “Well,” Dracen hedged, “I wouldn’t say that was all. You can’t just say the word and expect what you want to happen to just happen. You need to focus and tap into the core of magic inside you.”
 
   “How do I do that?”
 
   “It’s slightly different for everyone, unfortunately. You will need to find the way that best works for you. I can’t give you specific instruction on how to do it. It will just take some practice.”
 
   “And how will I know if I’ve cast the spell correctly?”
 
   “For this particular enchantment, the apple should briefly glow green. If you can make it do that, then you’ve successfully cast your first spell.”
 
   “You can do it, Sarah,” Aurora said encouragingly. “I know you can.”
 
   “But how do I tap into my ‘magical core’?” I asked her, finding the concept a bit ridiculous, even though I knew it must be real.
 
   “Think back to when Vincent was being tortured,” Aurora suggested. “You felt something deep down inside you break open. That has to be where your magic is stored.”
 
   I did remember feeling a burst of energy when I drew from the magic inside me for the first time. Nevertheless, how was I supposed to reach for it again without my anger pushing me to use it? Perhaps if I thought about something that made me angry, I could use it to tap into the magic I contained.
 
   One infinite source of anger for me was Nuala. I thought about how she would have killed Dena if she had been given the chance. Thankfully, Adam saved my daughter from her clutches when Nuala first invaded the castle in Iron City. That fact added with the callous way Nuala exploited her dragons to strike fear in the populace—sometimes even allowing them to eat citizens in front of crowds of onlookers—swiftly brought my anger to the surface.
 
   After becoming friends with Vincent, I knew dragons were intelligent, thoughtful creatures with honorable souls. I wasn’t sure what Nuala and Tyr had done to the dragons under their command to twist their psyches enough to become murderers, but by whatever spell or maybe even potion, it made me wonder if Aurora’s mother had become victim to it.
 
   “Do you really think so?” Aurora asked, aware of my wandering thoughts. “Do you think she was cursed or poisoned?”
 
   “It makes sense,” I said. “Obviously from what the dragons on the council told us, your mother wasn’t the type to attack humans without provocation. She was trying to heal the rift between the two dragon factions. I can’t think of any other way her attitude could have been altered so drastically in such a short amount of time. Can you?”
 
   “Now that you mention it, no I can’t.” 
 
   I returned my attention back to the apple Dracen was still holding up in his right hand. I delved down to the place where my anger for Nuala festered and focused those feelings on the apple before saying, “Habitus.”
 
   We all watched as the apple began to glow green. I started to smile at my success until the apple began to glow so brightly, I had lift a hand to shield my eyes from its glare. I heard a loud pop and quickly lowered my hand to see what had happened.
 
   Dracen stood before me covered in what looked like applesauce.
 
   I stared at him.
 
   He stared at me.
 
   Then, we both began to laugh.
 
   Once I caught my breath, I said, “I think we can chalk up my first attempt at a spell as a failure of epic proportions.”
 
   Dracen licked off the applesauce on his lips and smacked his mouth as he tasted it.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said musingly, “it is rather tasty. You know, if this whole queen thing doesn’t pan out for you, you could always open up your own business and produce magically prepared applesauce. You could call it The Exploding Apple Company.”
 
   I giggled at the concept. “I’ll keep that in mind if, as you said, this queen thing doesn’t work out for me.”
 
   My head tilted of its own accord as I studied Dracen. “I sincerely hope you brought a new set of clothes with you.”
 
   “Well, I’m not a complete barbarian,” Dracen said in mock offense. “I do happen to own more than one pair of clothes. If the two of you will excuse me, I think I will take advantage of the lavatory.”
 
   Dracen grabbed his brown leather satchel from the side of his chair and made his way to the bathroom to freshen up.
 
   After he was gone, Fallon said, “I could almost see it then.”
 
   I looked over at him in confusion. “See what exactly?”
 
   “The father-daughter connection between the two of you,” Fallon clarified. “Didn’t you feel it?”
 
   I sat down beside Fallon on the couch, thinking over what he said.
 
   “I suppose so,” I replied, not exactly sure what I felt for Dracen. “I only have a few memories of him from my life as Kira, but he was always loving in the ones Vincent helped me recover.”
 
   “I can’t imagine how hard it is for him to be around you now that you know he’s your real father. I can see him struggling to keep his distance so you don’t become overwhelmed by his feelings for his daughter.”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed, realizing how true Fallon’s words were. “It must be very hard for him to be around me.”
 
   “I believe he is happy regardless of the situation, Sarah,” Aurora said, using her gift as a blue dragon to observe Dracen’s emotional state. “I think he understands that it’s important for you to separate your old life from your new one. He only wants you to find happiness.”
 
   “I’m trying to,” I told Aurora, unable to stop myself from looking over at Fallon. “I think I can live a happy life with John. I just don’t know how far in the future that dream will have to wait.”
 
   “Well, if my opinion matters any, I think you should marry him as soon as the war is over. I understand that you have to fight for your people, but you should also fight for yourself, Sarah. If you are happy, your people will also be happy.”
 
   “Have you thought about us getting married?” I asked Fallon pointblank.
 
   Fallon almost choked on the strawberry in his mouth after I asked my question. He quickly swallowed it and took a sip of water from his cup.
 
   “Sorry,” he apologized to me. “Your question caught me off guard.”
 
   “Why?” I asked. “Is it something you haven’t considered before now?”
 
   “Of course I’ve thought about it, Sarah,” Fallon said. “But I thought we would wait until after the war to have a serious discussion about it.”
 
   “I would rather know now whether or not you see a future for us,” I told him. “If I’m going to fight parliament to make you my husband, I want to start laying the ground work for such a union now so the struggle isn’t as hard once things get back to normal.”
 
   “Oh,” Fallon said, considering my words carefully, “you know, I hadn’t actually thought of that. I suppose it would be better if we slowly gained the cooperation of some members of parliament. I’m sure they’ll want to vote on it. They may even have to make a new law that allows royalty to marry commoners.”
 
   “You are anything but common,” I told Fallon, stretching out my arm and giving him my hand. “And once we win this war, I believe every member of parliament will see what a great leader you are. They won’t be able to argue that you’re not qualified to stand by my side as King of Vankara.”
 
   “I’m not sure they will allow that,” Fallon said in all seriousness. “I think the best we can hope for is consort of the Queen. And … I don’t need a title, Sarah, just you.”
 
   “I see why you love him,” Aurora swooned. “He is just the kind of man you need, Sarah. He will always put your needs first.”
 
   “Then it’s settled,” I told Fallon. “We’ll marry as soon as the war is over.”
 
   Fallon chuckled. “So … did you just propose marriage to me?”
 
   “Yes. Is that a problem?”
 
   Fallon shook his head with a grin on his face. “No. It’s not a problem at all, Sarah.” Yet, I watched as Fallon’s smile slipped not only from his lips, but also from his eyes.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked. “What just entered into that logical brain of yours?”
 
   “I would love to say yes to your proposal, but I think we should wait. At least until after you speak with Gabriel about everything.”
 
   I’m sure my face looked puzzled because my mind certainly was. “What does Gabriel have to do with us?”
 
   Fallon sighed heavily, an indication that he didn’t want to voice his thoughts but knew he must. “There’s no way of knowing exactly what you’ll feel for him after everything is out in the open. What if the feelings you had for him when you were Kira return? What if he asks you to give him a second chance to prove himself to you? What if—”
 
   “Stop,” I said, cutting him off abruptly, raising my right hand up to physically halt the flow of his next words. “You’re just speculating, John. Besides, do you think my feelings are so fickle? Don’t you believe me when I say I love you?”
 
   “I believe you do … now,” Fallon replied with a wane smile. “But you’ve awoken what remains of Kira inside you. Can you honestly tell me that what’s left of her won’t react when you’re with Gabriel again?”
 
   I sat silently for a moment seriously considering Fallon’s words.
 
   “I guess I can’t,” I replied truthfully. “But only because I can’t see into the future. Just like I told Dracen, I only see Gabriel as the friend he has always been to me.”
 
   “But will he still see you as Sarah, or will he begin to see you as the wife he thought he lost?”
 
   I shrugged. “How should I know how he will react?”
 
   “Exactly,” Fallon said, reaching out to take one of my hands with one of his to hold it gently. “You don’t really know how either of you will react to one another. We have plenty of time to decide what the future holds for us. After we face the challenges ahead, let’s revisit talk of marriage … if you still want me by that time.”
 
   “I will,” I said, squeezing his hand fiercely tight. “I have no doubt in that, John.”
 
   “Then let’s talk about it again after things have settled down,” Fallon said, trying unsuccessfully to give me a reassuring smile.
 
   “Why does he doubt me?” I asked Aurora.
 
   “I don’t think it’s your feelings for him he doubts, Sarah,” Aurora tried to reassure me. “He simply wants to make sure that when the two of you truly come together that there aren’t any doubts in your mind about where your heart truly lies. I don’t believe a man such as Fallon wants to win your heart by default. He wants to know that you love him and only him. All he’s asking for is some time for you to search out your feelings. I think he’s trying his best to look out for your best interest. He doesn’t want you to pledge yourself to him when it’s entirely possible that the man who used to be your husband will win your heart back.”
 
   “That’s not even a possibility in my mind.”
 
   Aurora remained silent, which was unusual for her. Did she doubt my feelings for John also?
 
   “Of course I don’t.” Aurora literally huffed impatiently as twin trails of smoke erupted from her tiny nostrils. “I simply want what John wants.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “For you to be happy with whomever you choose to love.”
 
   “I love John.”
 
   “Then fight for that love in the days to come because once Gabriel learns the truth, I believe he might try to win his wife back.”
 
   “But it’s been so long and so much has happened between the two of us. …”
 
   “Exactly, Sarah. So much has happened between the two of you since then. Why not have some patience and wait. Or do you fear time will lessen what you feel for Fallon now?”
 
   “No,” I said readily. “In my heart, I feel like he is the only man for me.”
 
   “Then give yourself and Fallon the certainty that nothing will change after you speak with Gabriel. I don’t think he’s asking much from you.”
 
   “All right,” I said to both Fallon and Aurora. “We can make our plans later.”
 
   “Thank you for understanding,” Fallon said, letting go of my hand. “Now, are you hungry?”
 
   “Famished,” I replied, eager to taste the fare laid out on the table.
 
   It took almost a day and a half for us to reach Iron City. During the voyage, the bond between Fallon and I grew as he watched me practice not blowing things up with my magic. Not only did I feel the bond between Fallon and I grow stronger, I also began to feel a closer connection to Dracen. There were times I caught him looking at me with pride, like any good father would. After a few instances of this, I noticed that I began to anticipate making him proud of my accomplishment, as any child would want from their parent. He was more relaxed and carefree with me now. The change in him was remarkable. It was almost as if he had walled up his emotions after Kira left him and only now felt comfortable enough to peek over that wall. He was reaching out a hand of friendship to me, and I readily accepted it.
 
   As we approached Iron City, Inara steered the airship directly towards the Royal College. From the air, the city didn’t appear much different from when we had left it. Dragons were still perched on the tallest buildings, keeping their eyes trained on the streets below them to quell any uprisings quickly. I was thankful to see that there were fewer fires blazing. Perhaps Nuala finally came to the realization that taking a city didn’t mean destroying it. If she truly wanted to be Queen of Vankara, she would need to learn how to rule without relying so heavily on brute force.
 
   It made me wonder exactly how she treated her own people. I could remember the one and only time I set foot inside the Fae capital. The townsfolk acted frightened, but I had a feeling it wasn’t me they were afraid of. At the time, I felt sure that it was repercussions of Nuala’s wrath they feared if they tried to speak to Fallon or me.
 
   None of the dragons tried to attack us as we flew in. I could only presume that they had been told to stand down when we reentered the city. Though, they did know that the airship was protected by the same magic that protected the school. Isabelle had cast her spell on it to ensure our safe departure the last time we were here.
 
   Even though I knew the dragons could do us no harm if they attempted an attack, I didn’t breathe easier until we were safely on the ground in the courtyard of the college.
 
   Fallon let down the stairs and turned to me.
 
   “Are you ready?” he asked, holding out a crooked arm in my direction.
 
   “Not really,” I replied in all honesty. “But we need to get things done quickly so we can have that little talk you promised me.”
 
   Fallon smiled. “I absolutely agree.”
 
   As Fallon and I walked down the stairs to the grassy courtyard, Dracen followed close behind us.
 
   “Gabriel!” I heard a man shout.
 
   When I looked up towards the entrance to the school, I saw Gabriel running towards us with Adam Bellas chasing after him and screaming, “Gabriel, stop!”
 
   It was obvious from the wild, angry look on Gabriel’s face that he was paying no mind to Adam’s plea.
 
   Before I knew what was happening, Gabriel ran up to Dracen, who was standing to my right, and slammed his fist so hard across Dracen’s jaw I could have sworn I heard bones break.
 
   As Dracen lay flat on his back on the grass, Gabriel made to jump on him to continue his attack. Thankfully, Fallon’s quick reflexes prevented that from happening as he placed himself between Gabriel and Dracen.
 
   “Hold on, Gabriel,” Fallon grunted, placing a restraining hand on the other man’s chest. “What’s gotten into you?”
 
   I knelt down beside Dracen, worried that Gabriel had permanently injured him.
 
   “Are you all right?” I asked him worriedly, studying his face for any signs of damage.
 
   Dracen lifted his left hand up to cradle his injured chin.
 
   “I think so,” he said weakly, as he tried to lift himself up.
 
   I placed a supporting hand on his back to help him in his effort to sit upright on the ground while he opened and closed his mouth as if testing its functionality.
 
   “Get the hell out of my way, Fallon,” Gabriel growled, trying to push past Fallon to get to Dracen, but John kept him at bay by roughly forcing him back.
 
   By this time, Adam Bellas, my brother, finally made it to us and stood with Fallon as they presented a united front to protect Dracen from any bodily harm Gabriel still wanted to inflict.
 
   “What the hell has gotten into you, Gabriel?” Fallon questioned, just as confused by Gabriel’s actions as I was.
 
   “That son of a bitch had it coming for what he did!” Gabriel stormed irately. 
 
   “And how exactly,” Dracen said, regaining his feet with a little help from me, “did I offend your sensibilities all the way from Kamora?”
 
   “I know what you did!” Gabriel screamed accusingly, practically frothing at the mouth with anger. “I know everything about Kira!”
 
   I heard myself gasp at this revelation and could do nothing but stare at Gabriel for what felt like a long time. In actuality, it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds.
 
   “Is there nothing that you don’t fail at?” Dracen questioned Adam heatedly, singling out the only other person present who knew my secret.
 
   “I lost my temper with the insufferable lout and the truth just spilled out of my mouth before I knew what I was saying,” Adam said in his own defense. At least he had the decency to look ashamed of his weakness. “I was so angry, the only thing that I could think to do was tell him the truth.”
 
   “It wasn’t your secret to tell,” I whispered, still feeling stunned that the one thing I thought I would have control over had been taken away from me.
 
   My words seemed to act like a bucket of cold water on Gabriel’s anger. He stared at me in confusion and disbelief before asking, “You knew … all this time?”
 
   I immediately shook my head. “No. I only found out on this trip. I promise.”
 
   Gabriel’s breathing became steadier, and his shoulders began to relax as his full attention remained on me.
 
   “Then we need to talk,” he finally said in a calm voice.
 
   Slowly, I nodded my head.
 
   “Yes,” I replied. “I think we do.”
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
   I looked towards the entrance of the Royal College and saw Isabelle standing there surrounded by a few members of parliament that I recognized. One of them was Thaddeus Irondale, Inara’s father.
 
   “What’s going on?” Inara asked me, her brow furrowed as she looked between Gabriel and me.
 
   “It’s a very long story,” I told her, realizing she would now demand an explanation that was long overdue. “Why don’t you go say hello to your father, Inara? You and I can discuss things later, if you want.”
 
   Inara audibly gasped at the mention of her father’s presence. She quickly whipped her head around in the direction of the college and smiled brightly when she saw him standing there.
 
   “All right,” she said to me as she began to stride towards the college, “but I expect a full explanation when I see you again.”
 
   As I watched Inara walk away to reunite with her father, I wondered if her words would be some of the last civil ones she ever uttered to me. After I told her the truth about my life and all the lies we had all told her, would she ever be able to accept me as a friend again? Since the moment we met, I had basically lied to her about everything. I wouldn’t blame her in the slightest if she hated me after she learned the truth, and I hated myself for keeping things from her for so long. The timing just never seemed right, but it appeared I would need to come clean with her about my past sooner rather than later.
 
   By sheer willpower alone, I forced myself to turn and face Gabriel once again. His drawn expression made him look like a man who had lost his way, unable to escape the puzzle his life had suddenly become. For the most part, I pitied him for his apparent confused state, but a small portion of my soul held no sympathy for his emotional turmoil. Could I be feeling the lingering remnants of Kira’s last feelings for Gabriel? If I was, there appeared to be no affection lost on her side of their tragic love affair. Perhaps a spark of her resentment for his leaving when she needed him the most remained within me. I pushed it aside because those feelings were no longer mine. They belonged to someone who willingly relinquished her life years ago, and I would not allow them to affect the person I had become.
 
   “Perhaps we should go into the airship to speak privately,” I suggested to Gabriel, not wanting to take the chance that our conversation would be overhead by those inside the walls of the college.
 
   Gabriel nodded his head in agreement but remained mute on the subject.
 
   “If you need me,” Fallon said to me in a low voice, “I’ll be waiting here at the foot of the steps.”
 
   “Thank you,” I told him, giving him a reassuring smile that everything would be all right.
 
   I’m not sure if I was trying to set his mind at ease or my own. Regardless, it didn’t appear to work in either of our cases.
 
   I walked back up the stairs to the airship’s traveling compartment, acutely aware of Gabriel’s presence behind me every step of the way. Even though I couldn’t see him, I could feel his gaze watching my every move. As if the situation wasn’t awkward enough, this sensation made it feel doubly so. Once inside the cabin, I walked over to the area between the couch and the coffee table. I kept my back to Gabriel because the unease between us was practically suffocating. I didn’t know how to start this conversation, and luckily, I didn’t have to figure it out.
 
   “How much do you know?” Gabriel asked me, his voice husky with pent up emotions. “And when did you find out?”
 
   “All he wants is the truth, Sarah,” Aurora said to me. “Give it to him.”
 
   I took in a deep breath to help steady my nerves before turning around to face him. Gabriel looked even more haggard now than he did when we were outside.
 
   “I didn’t find out until we reached the dragon island,” I told him. “A dragon named Vincent helped me recover some of my memories from when I was Kira.”
 
   “What do you remember?”
 
   “Not much,” I admitted with a shake of my head. “I know your name was Jacob. I remember how we met. I remember the death of our daughter, and I remember you leaving Kira, and her choosing to shift into a dying child. I can’t remember anything else.”
 
   “And when you look at me,” Gabriel said, already looking worried about my response to his next words, “what do you feel?”
 
   I wasn’t sure if I should be honest or simply try to ease his worry.
 
   I decided to be honest.
 
   “Resentful,” I told him. “But I don’t think they’re my feelings, only remnants of Kira’s last feelings for you.”
 
   I didn’t think it was possible, but Gabriel’s face began to look even gaunter after my words.
 
   “Tread lightly, Sarah,” Aurora cautioned. “I sense his emotions are a jumbled mess.”
 
   “Gabriel,” I said, taking a cautious step towards him, heeding Aurora’s words. “I still see you as my friend and one of my closest confidants. I can’t help it that I still sense some of Kira’s feelings for you, but they’re not my own, not really.”
 
   Gabriel’s eyes squinted as he considered me. “How can you talk about Kira as if she’s someone else? You are Kira.”
 
   I immediately shook my head. “No, I’m not. Kira died the day she transformed into April Pew.”
 
   “But that’s not entirely true, is it?” Gabriel questioned harshly. “You just admitted that you can feel her resentment for me. She must still be inside you somewhere!”
 
   “Stop yelling at me,” I told him, feeling my temper rise. “If this is the way you treated Kira while you were together, I can understand why she chose to leave her old life behind.”
 
   If I had physically slapped Gabriel in the face, I think it would have had the same effect as my words. He stared at me in stunned disbelief, obviously shocked by what I said. To be honest, I was a little appalled that I said that aloud. I wasn’t normally rude to people, especially not my friends. Gabriel had been a friend and protector to April Pew when she needed one the most. Perhaps awakening Kira was having more of an effect on me than I realized. John was right when he suggested that my relationship with Gabriel might change now that our true identities had been revealed to one another. However, I didn’t expect that change to be an aggressive one.
 
   “Then, you really can’t remember how we were when we were together, can you?” Gabriel asked, looking confused and hurt by my words. “All those years we spent laughing and loving each other. …”
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t remember any of that,” I admitted, feeling guilt over something I had no control over. “I only remember bits and pieces of our relationship as husband and wife. I assume that’s how Kira wanted it.”
 
   Gabriel’s eyes looked red with unshed tears. He sniffed and looked away from me so that I could only see his profile.
 
   “I guess it’s just as well that you can’t remember,” he whispered. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t either.”
 
   The longing in Gabriel’s voice told me that his life with Kira wasn’t always filled with pain, and I know from reading the passages in Kira’s journal that she loved Jacob as fiercely as she loved life itself. With the tragic and untimely demise of their daughter, all of that changed, leading them both down different paths in their lives. Yet, were our destinies always meant to converge at this particular point in time? Were we always meant to find ourselves fighting to save Vankara? If our daughter had lived, neither of us would hold the positions we do now. Perhaps fate, or whatever higher power there was in the universe, had been leading us here since the moment we met.
 
   “This isn’t the way I wanted this conversation to go, Gabriel,” I confessed. “I wish Adam hadn’t told you the truth. I wanted you to hear it from me first.”
 
   Gabriel looked back at me, but I’m not certain he actually saw me. His eyes looked unfocused, as if he was remembering a time I couldn’t recall.
 
   “I’ve always known there was something … familiar about you,” Gabriel told me, his voice sounding detached as he tried to make sense of everything. “Though, the possibility of you being Kira never even entered my mind. I’m not even sure I can think of you that way anymore.”
 
   “Perhaps you’re not supposed to, Gabriel. We’ve been friends for a very long time now in the new lives we chose for ourselves. Please, don’t make me lose a friend over something neither of us can change.”
 
   Gabriel looked me in the eyes then, and I knew he was back with me in the present.
 
   “I have very few people who I consider a friend,” he told me. “And you have been one of my most important ones in all of my lives. I don’t think it’s possible for us not to care about one another.”
 
   “I take it …” I paused for a moment because I wasn’t sure this was the most appropriate time to broach the subject with Gabriel, but I knew it needed to be out in the open as soon as possible, “that you and Queen Emma were intimate friends.”
 
   Gabriel’s eyes narrowed on me. “How would you know something like that? Have you had visions of my relationship with Emma?”
 
   “Then it’s true?” I asked, needing to know.
 
   “If you’re asking me if Emma and I were lovers,” Gabriel clarified, “then yes, we were for a time.”
 
   “Were you in love with her?” I asked, finding myself more than slightly curious to learn the answer.
 
   “I loved her as a friend, nothing more. We were convenient for one another. Neither of us wanted a relationship with strings attached, but we both had physical desires that needed to be met. We were compatible in bed, but love never accompanied us there.”
 
   Involuntarily, I lowered my right hand to my belly, wondering what the child within my womb would think about his parents making him from pure lust for one another.
 
   “I did consider the possibility that the child could be mine,” Gabriel told me, looking pointedly at where my hand rested. “At the time, I was too embarrassed to tell you about my carnal relationship with Emma. Besides, I had no way of knowing if the babe was Chromis’ or mine. It’s still possible that it’s his child. I don’t know what Emma did during her trip to Chromis.”
 
   “Aurora believes that the babe isn’t his.”
 
   “I know it isn’t!” Aurora told me rather adamantly.
 
    “I hope it isn’t either,” I continued. “Of the two of you, I would much prefer it if you were the father, Gabriel. Technically, the child isn’t mine. I will love him as if he were, just as I do Dena, but if the child can have a relationship with at least one of his real parents, he should be given the opportunity.”
 
   “You seem so calm about everything,” Gabriel commented in amazement. “Don’t you find this at all strange? My once thought to be dead wife is possibly carrying my child conceived by another woman? If it wasn’t happening to me, I certainly wouldn’t believe it.”
 
   “I’ve had a few days to get used to the idea. After you get over the initial shock, things will begin to look a lot clearer, and you’ll realize what’s most important. Right now, we both need to put away our personal feelings and find a way to get Nuala and her dragons out of our city.”
 
   “You’re right,” Gabriel agreed, focusing on the logic of my words. “That is our first priority.”
 
   “Well, my first priority is to see Dena,” I told him. “Where is she?”
 
   “I left her with a group of students. They were showing her some magic tricks the last time I saw her.”
 
   “Can you take me to her, please?” I practically begged.
 
   “Of course … Sarah.”
 
   The hesitation in Gabriel’s voice was a dead giveaway to the continued turmoil of his thoughts. I couldn’t say I blamed him. Officially, I had four names he could have chosen from, but he settled on the one that I most identified with. I appreciated his thoughtfulness and was thankful that he was willing to respect my wishes.
 
   As we exited the airship’s traveling compartment, I saw Fallon standing at the foot of the stairs waiting for me, just as he said he would. Surprisingly, he was the only one present in the courtyard and those who had been gathered at the college’s entrance were no longer in the vicinity.
 
   “Where did everyone go?” I asked as I came to stand by Fallon’s side.
 
   “Dracen took Isabelle and the others inside to tell them about our deal with Queen Sora and the dragons.”
 
   “And where is Adam Bellas?” I asked, wondering where Kira’s brother might have scampered off to.
 
   “Probably sulking in a corner somewhere,” Fallon said, sounding slightly amused. “Dracen gave him a good dressing down after you left. I’m not sure you’ll be able to find him anytime soon.”
 
   “Just as well, I suppose,” I said. “I’m not sure I have any kind words to say to him right now.”
 
   I noticed Fallon’s gaze lift slightly to look at Gabriel before turning his attention back to me with an unasked question on his face.
 
   “Gabriel said Dena was being entertained by some of the students,” I said to him, wanting to wait and speak with him in private about my conversation with Gabriel. “I want to see my daughter, John.”
 
   “Then let’s go find her.” Fallon held a hand out to me, and I placed one of mine into his without even thinking about it.
 
   As the three of us walked towards the college, I wondered what Gabriel thought about me holding hands with Fallon. Then again, what did it matter what he thought? The sooner everyone understood my feelings for Fallon the better—Gabriel included.
 
   Once we reached the entrance to the college, Gabriel told us: “They should be in the dining hall.”
 
   He took the lead to walk in front of us as if to show us the way, but I got the distinct feeling that the real reason was so he didn’t have to look at Fallon and me any more than he had to.
 
   Before we even stepped foot inside the dining hall, I heard the jovial sound of Dena’s laughter. Just as the ointment Sora gave me healed the wounds on my arms, the sound of Dena’s glee mended a tear inside my heart that I didn’t even realize was there until that moment. As I walked through the entryway of the room, I immediately caught sight of my daughter’s curly blonde head bobbing up and down as she jumped for joy. A young boy, who didn’t look any older than eleven years old, stood in front of her conjuring animals out of thin air with small waves of his hands. I saw Dena reach out and try to touch the mastiff standing in front of her, but as soon as her hand reached the dog, the illusion dispersed into white smoke.
 
   “Again, Thomas! Again!” Dena begged.
 
   I saw Thomas look up and see me enter the room. The other twenty or so students in attendance saw me as well and smiled. I was glad to see that none of them bowed to me, as most people were prone to do. I did request that they not feel as though they needed to be so formal with me before I left for Kamora.
 
   “I can do better than an animal this time, Princess Dena,” Thomas said with certainty. “Close your eyes and I’ll make your heart’s deepest desire appear right here in this room.”
 
   I heard Dena gasp in excited anticipation. Thomas beckoned me with quick waves of his hands to walk closer to the pair of them. 
 
   “Keep your eyes closed, Princess.” Thomas said.
 
   I stood quietly behind Dena, as Thomas gently placed his hands on her shoulders to turn her to face me.
 
   “Now, open your eyes,” Thomas instructed.
 
   Dena did as she was told. When she saw me, her eyes lit up with happiness and she threw her arms around my waist. 
 
   “Mummy!”
 
   I bent down and picked Dena up, holding her close and smelling the sweetness of her hair and skin. An instant calm infused my body, and I knew I was truly home.
 
   Aurora rubbed her smooth head against one of Dena’s cheeks, causing my daughter to giggle with delight.
 
   “Dena,” I said, pulling away from her just enough to look into her vibrant blue eyes, “I gave our little dragonling a name while I was away.”
 
   “What is it, Mummy?” Dena asked.
 
   “Aurora.”
 
   Dena looked at Aurora and tried to say her name, but mangled the pronunciation the first few tries until finally getting it right.
 
   “Pretty, Aurora,” Dena said, petting Aurora on the head.
 
   “Have you been a good girl while mummy was away?” I asked Dena.
 
   Dena nodded her head and said, “I was very good, Mummy. I got ice cream every day.”
 
   I laughed, thinking it funny for Dena to measure her good behavior by the consumption of ice cream.
 
   Dena leaned in and kissed me on the lips before lying her head against my chest and wrapping her arms around my neck.
 
   “I missed you,” she told me, as I treasured the feel of her in my arms. “Don’t leave me.”
 
   I hugged Dena tightly, knowing it wasn’t a promise I could make to her.
 
   I had a war to fight to reclaim her birthright. I wasn’t sure where the battles would end up taking me, or how far I would have to go to win them. The only thing I knew for certain was that nothing would stop me from forcing Nuala and her dragons out of my city. I was willing to do whatever it took to keep my promise to Queen Emma and see her daughter ascend to the throne and rule Vankara one day. As I held Dena, I realized it wasn’t only Queen Emma’s wish now, it was also mine, and I would make it come true, by any means necessary. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
   I stayed with Dena in the dining hall for as long as I could. Eventually, Inara sought me out to remind me I had other pressing matters to attend to that day.
 
   “They need you in the war room,” Inara told me, sitting down beside Dena on the bench at the table where we were seated. Both Fallon and Gabriel had been in the war room discussing our strategy with the others. I was simply putting off the inevitable for as long as possible. “Fallon is waiting for you by the door to escort you there.”
 
   I sighed, knowing my respite with my daughter was over for now. I leaned over and kissed Dena on one rosy cheek.
 
   “I’ll be back soon,” I solemnly promised her.
 
   “Okay, Mummy,” Dena said, hugging me tightly around the waist. “Can Aurora stay?”
 
   “Well, of course I will stay with her,” Aurora told me, hopping off my shoulder and onto the table in front of Dena. “Don’t worry, Sarah. I’ll take care of our girl while you’re away.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Would you mind staying with them while I deal with things?” I asked Inara.
 
   “Oh gosh, I don’t know. …” Inara said, feigning her dismay at my request. “Then I’ll have to share the mint candy the cooks just gave me.”
 
   “Candy?” Dena said with undisguised interest.
 
   I laughed at my daughter’s natural response to the prospect of sweets as I stood from the table. “I’ll leave them both in your good hands.”
 
   “Em,” Inara said, catching my attention before I left, “you still need to explain things to me.”
 
   I nodded as her words twisted the already tight knot of guilt in my stomach. “I know.”
 
   I gave Inara a weak smile before turning my back to her and walking towards the door to the room.
 
   My heart sank at the thought of telling her all my secrets. But she deserved to know the truth just as much as anyone else in my life. This realization made me think about the future. Eventually, I would have to tell Dena and her not-yet-born brother the truth of who and what I am. Dena was still too young to understand what a shifter was, much less the role her mother had asked me to play in her life. I decided to place these thoughts in the back of my mind for now. There wasn’t any point in getting upset about things that would happen so far in the future.
 
   I breathed out a sigh of relief when I reached Fallon. His presence always brought me peace when my life felt on the precipice of turmoil. It was comforting to have someone to confide in who knew exactly who and what I was. I didn’t have to put on a show for him and pretend to be someone I wasn’t.
 
   Without caring what others might think of my actions, I wrapped my arms around Fallon’s waist and laid my head against this shoulder. It was an act of normalcy that I desperately needed to feel. All I wanted was to be a woman who could hold the man she loved during a very difficult time.
 
   Fallon held me close without saying a word. I think he understood I wanted a moment where I could just be Sarah, showing someone how I truly felt about them without having to be concerned about the repercussions.
 
   We stood in perfect silence for as long as we dared. Finally, I pulled away from him and sighed my regret for having to leave his embrace.
 
   “So, how goes the war?” I asked Fallon, trying to make light of a situation that was anything but.
 
   “Everyone has agreed with our plan to attack the Fae capital. Thaddeus was especially supportive of the idea.”
 
   “Really?” I asked, surprised that Inara’s father would lend his support to any endeavor I proposed. “I thought for sure after our confrontation in parliament over the Population Reconstruction Bill he would be against anything I suggested.”
 
   Fallon shrugged his shoulders. “I guess he’s decided to put that in the past, at least for now. We’re all on the same side and want to remove Nuala from our city as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Take me to the war room,” I requested, even though it was the last place I actually wanted to go. “The sooner this war is over, the sooner we can all get back to living our lives.”
 
   “Before we go in, I wanted to make sure you remembered the names of the commanders of your army.”
 
   “Yes,” I nodded. “I remember you telling them to me on the airship on the way here.”
 
   “Good. I just didn’t want you to go in there unprepared. Introducing them to you when you should already know who they are would appear strange, to say the least. Come on then. They’re anxious to speak with you.”
 
   The war room was actually the teacher conference room at the college. It was on the second floor in the center of the main building. A long wooden table stood in the middle of the room. Its surface was covered with various printed maps of Vankara. A group of three people stood on one side of the table discussing something amongst themselves away from the small group of politicians who were huddled together off to the left side of the room near a large, colorful, stained glass window.
 
   The commanders of the different divisions of my army were all dressed in a similar leather outfit to Fallon’s, only the colors varied. The man with short red hair wore a dark green leather uniform, and I knew from Fallon’s previous tutelage that his name was Edmund Acker. He was the commander of our cavalry and infantry. The brown haired man wearing a copper-brown uniform was Gavin Overton. He was in charge of artillery and tanks. The solitary woman of the group was dressed in a black outfit that was so dark it didn’t reflect any of the light in the room. Her name was Nicole Jardine. She commanded the special operation forces, which included spies and snipers. 
 
   Fallon and I walked over to the table, first, to speak with the leaders of my forces.
 
   “Commanders,” Fallon said, drawing their attention to us, “Queen Emma would like to be brought up to speed on your discussion.”
 
   The three on the other side of the table all bowed at the waist to me.
 
   As they all stood upright again, Edmund said, “We were just trying to determine whether or not Gavin’s men will have anything to do in this war.”
 
   “I don’t see why my tanks can’t be used,” Gavin said defensively. “We could shoot some of those blasted dragons out of the sky!”
 
   “Give it up, Gavin,” Nicole scolded, crossing her arms over her chest as she looked at the commander of our heavy artillery units. “We’ve already told you that your men won’t be able to distinguish between the queen’s dragons and Nuala’s. You would probably end up killing as many of our allies as enemies.”
 
   “Well, there must be something my men can do!” Gavin protested.
 
   “They’ll just have to join the regular infantry,” Edmund told him. “We don’t want to destroy our own city with your artillery either.”
 
   “Commander Edmund,” I said, “I’m sorry for the loss of your men in the initial attack by Nuala.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Edmund said, bowing slightly at the waist to me again. “If it hadn’t been for her dragons, I feel sure we could have kept control of the city for you. They were simply too powerful for us to fight against.”
 
   “I understand. Now that we have our own dragon corps, I feel sure we’ll be able to take it back.”
 
   “Your plan seems to suggest you want to take control of more than just Iron City,” Nicole said to me, sounding impressed. “Do you plan to keep dominion over the Fae capital once we have it?”
 
   “I have no intentions of conquering the Fae side of the island,” I assured her. “We’re simply using that as a way to split Nuala’s forces and make it easier for us to regain control here.”
 
   “But why not keep it?” Edmund asked as his brow furrowed. “If we rule the Fae, Nuala won’t be able to strengthen her forces for a second attack.”
 
   “I understand your concerns,” I said. “But I don’t believe the Fae actually want this war. I think Nuala is forcing them to fight, whether they want to or not. I have no intention of taking Nuala’s place as their dictator.”
 
   “But you don’t intend to leave Nuala in power, do you?” Nicole asked. It was obvious from her tone that she thought allowing such a thing was a very bad idea.
 
   “No,” I confirmed. “We cannot allow Nuala to keep her throne. We will have to find someone more suitable for her position as leader of the Fae.”
 
   “And who do you plan to put in her place?” Gavin asked.
 
   “I think we should concentrate on one thing at a time,” Fallon told them to redirect the conversation. He knew I wouldn’t have an answer to Gavin’s question. I wasn’t sure any of us did, actually. “Now, what are your plans for invading the Fae capital?”
 
    “My main problem,” Edmund began, “is finding a way to get our troops over there in time, but the more I think about it, the more I believe we shouldn’t move the ones stationed around Iron City at all. I suggest we divert the ships with Chromis and Kamora to the Fae side of the island. They can handle the ground assault there while our dragons support them from the air. If we can find a safe harbor somewhere close to Iron City for our naval ships to dock, we can add them to what’s left of our forces here. Nicole, have your people been able to infiltrate the Fae capital? Do you know how many troops Nuala left there?”
 
   “We were able to gather some information,” Nicole said hesitantly, “which, I might add, came at a hefty price. The feral dragons on the Fae side of the island killed all but one of the eight operatives I sent over there. She was able to escape but just barely. She reported that Nuala has left approximately five hundred troops and twenty-five trained dragons within the capital. I believe your strategy is sound, and we can take their city with the combined forces of the Chromis and Kamoran armies. It’s a move Nuala won’t see coming. Also, my agent noticed something peculiar when she infiltrated the dungeons within Nuala’s stronghold.”
 
   “What did she see?” I asked, my interest piqued.
 
   “She said there was a dragon being kept in a cell there. It was kept under constant guard by at least ten soldiers at any given time.”
 
   I took in a sharp breath, realizing what Nicole’s agent may have unwittingly discovered.
 
   “That has to be the dragon Nuala is bound to,” I told them all. “They would want to keep it protected.”
 
   “I thought she was bound to the red dragon that’s always at the castle,” Edmund said, looking confused.
 
   I shook my head. “No, Tyr isn’t bound to anyone. He believes it’s demeaning to have such a relationship with a human.”
 
   “Then if we could get to that dragon, we could take Nuala out by proxy,” Nicole reasoned excitedly.
 
   “I will not sanction an assassination of the Fae’s leader,” I told Nicole. “We don’t need to make Nuala a martyr to her people. If we kill her, we run the risk of alienating the rest of the Fae and any hopes of a peaceful future with them. What we need is someone to take her place as leader of the Fae. Hopefully, a person who is more reasonable and open-minded than she is.”
 
   “I may know of someone,” a new voice to the conversation said.
 
   I looked over at the group of politicians standing together and saw Thaddeus Irondale staring straight at me.
 
   “You know of someone among the Fae who would be willing to help us?” I asked him.
 
   “I believe she will, if we can find her,” Thaddeus answered, sounding skeptical that we would be successful in locating the person he had in mind. “She was ruler of the Fae before Nuala organized a rather brutal coup against her. After Nuala seized control, Lanai went deep into the forest and was never seen or heard from again, as far as I know.”
 
   “Lanai?” I asked, feeling my heart begin to race. I looked over at Fallon and saw that his eyes were wide in surprise, just like mine. “We met her when Fallon and I went to speak with Nuala about the plagues,” I told everyone. “She helped heal Fallon after Aurora’s mother attacked us.”
 
   “Then you know where she is?” Thaddeus asked with newfound hope for our cause. “If we can convince her to come with us to the Fae capital, we may be able to persuade the Fae to accept her as their leader again and decrease the number of lives lost during the battle. It’s quite possible we could perpetrate our own coup instead of an invasion.”
 
   “But those most loyal to Nuala will not accept Lanai as their new queen,” Edmund pointed out. “Especially that boy she left to rule in her place while she is gone.”
 
   “Boy?” I asked. “What is his name?”
 
   “Karis,” Nicole provided me. “I believe you’ve had a run in with him already.”
 
   I felt my body instantly tense at the mention of the young sorcerer who used Dracen like a puppet to conjure up the plagues. He was supposed to be Dracen’s apprentice and friend, but he turned out to be someone with his own evil plans to further Nuala’s agenda.
 
   “Yes, I’ve met him,” I admitted, glancing at Dracen to see what his reaction to this new bit of information was. The slight slump of his shoulders indicated sadness, but the intense focus of his eyes showed me he wanted revenge for what Karis made him do against his will. I couldn’t blame him for either emotion. To realize someone you loved and nurtured for years had simply been using you for his own nefarious purposes had to be gut wrenching. Even with the few memories I retained from Kira, I knew Dracen had been a devoted and loving father to her. I felt sure Dracen was much the same way with Karis while he lived in Ledmarrow Mountain.
 
   “If I may,” Thaddeus said, “I would like to suggest a slight alteration in your plans, Edmund.”
 
   From the stiffening of Edmund’s posture, it was easy to tell that the commander of my army wasn’t used to having his plans questioned.
 
   “And what, exactly, is your proposal?” Edmund asked.
 
   “I would suggest that you send what’s left of our navy to the Fae side of the island instead of placing two of our allies in a position to retain the ground we gain over there. Chromis and Kamora may be our allies for the moment, but that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t join forces to maintain control over that side of the island.”
 
   I saw the logic in Thaddeus’ suggestion. Considering Sora’s initial demand for Vankaran soil when we negotiated the terms for her country’s help, I had to admit that his suggestion was a prudent one.
 
   “I would have to agree with Thaddeus on this point,” I told Edmund, hoping not to poke at his ego too much. “If Sora or Chromis thought they could keep the Fae side of the island, they would do it in less than a heartbeat. I think it would be a good idea to keep their forces separate.”
 
   “Agreed,” Edmund said with little resistance.
 
   “And might I also suggest,” Thaddeus said, “that we bring the Chromis forces to Iron City? They are the more experienced army, and I wager we will end up with a more bloody battle here at home than we will in the Fae capital. If things work out, placing Lanai on the throne might even keep the fighting to a minimum over there. It’s quite possible that the Kamoran troops will act more as peacekeepers than invaders.”
 
   “That is agreeable,” Edmund said, “and rather well thought out for a politician.”
 
   I wasn’t completely sure if Edmund meant his words as a compliment or an insult. I could tell by the tight-lipped grin on Thaddeus’ face that he wasn’t at all sure either.
 
   “Thank you,” Thaddeus replied, deciding to view Edmund’s words as a compliment. “I do have some skill for strategizing.”
 
   “Fallon,” Nicole said, “do you think you can show us on a map where we can find this Lanai?”
 
   “I can do better than that,” I told Nicole before Fallon had a chance to reply. “I can take you to the spot where we met her.”
 
   Nicole narrowed her eyes at me, looking somewhat puzzled by my suggestion. “Your Majesty, your place is here at the college, not in the wilds of Fae territory.”
 
   “Lanai will not listen to you,” I said, looking at everyone present to make sure they all heard me. “She is an old woman, completely set in her ways. Even though I’m sure you can be very persuasive, Nicole, I don’t believe she will place her trust in you. Sometimes only a queen will listen to another queen. I believe I have the best chance of convincing her to help us and her people.”
 
   “I would have to agree with Queen Emma,” Gabriel said in support of my idea. “Lanai already has a relationship of sorts with her, and hopefully, a certain amount of trust.”
 
   “As a diplomat,” Thaddeus said, “I would also have to agree. Since our queen already has a foundation to build upon with Lanai, she is the logical choice to be our voice in this matter.”
 
   “What about you, Thaddeus?” Fallon asked. “You seem to have a previous relationship with this woman.”
 
   “That was a very long time ago,” Thaddeus replied. “Lanai and I did not part company on good terms with one another. I would suggest that I stay here where I can be more useful.”
 
   “I will go with Queen Emma,” Dracen volunteered.
 
   “Then, I’m going too,” Fallon said.
 
   Gently, I placed a hand on Fallon’s arm to draw his attention. “I would rather you stayed here and kept an eye on things in my absence. You know as well as I do that we will have to take advantage of Nuala splitting her forces. When that happens, you’ll need to help coordinate our troops. You’re the only one I trust to keep Aleksander and his army in line.”
 
   “I don’t like the idea of you being in enemy territory without me,” Fallon said in a low voice meant for my ears alone.
 
   “I can take care of myself,” I said meaningfully, subtly reminding him that I was far from helpless. My powers might not have been completely under my control, but I felt sure they would serve me well if my life was ever in danger. “Plus, Dracen will be with me.”
 
   “I believe I should go as well,” Gabriel announced. “I can help you negotiate any terms with Lanai, if need be.”
 
   I didn’t particularly want Gabriel to come along, but refusing his help would have looked suspicious to the others. I suspected his motives weren’t entirely political in nature, but I couldn’t very well call him out on it considering our present company.
 
   “Of course,” I said to him, “your help would be greatly appreciated, Gabriel. I believe we should set this plan into motion as soon as possible. Dracen, how quickly can you enchant the trillian to transport us back to Ledmarrow? We will need to coordinate with our dragons so they can send out messengers to the ships at sea. Edmund, you should take this time to decide where you want the Chromis ships to make harbor.”
 
   “I will need an hour or two to make the talismans,” Dracen told me.
 
   “I’ll need about that much time to send some of Nicole’s scouts out to see where the safest place for the ships to dock is,” Edmund replied.
 
   “I don’t see a problem with that time schedule,” Nicole said, agreeing with Edmund’s assessment.
 
   “Good, then let’s all meet back here in two hours,” I told everyone. “In the meantime, I’m going to spend as much time as possible with my daughter before I have to leave her again.”
 
   “Allow me to escort you back to her,” Gabriel volunteered before anyone else had a chance to offer.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, being as gracious as possible, even though I would have rather made the trip back to the dining hall alone.
 
   “As soon as we have everything ready,” Fallon said to me, “I’ll come get you.”
 
   “The sooner the better,” I told him. “I want Nuala off our lands.”
 
   “We’ll get her out,” Fallon promised, “one way or another.”
 
   Gabriel walked up to me and held out a bent arm for me to take. I placed my hand through to grip the crook of his elbow. 
 
   The flash of a long lost memory played inside my mind. I saw a vision of Gabriel as Jacob, holding my arm in a similar manner as we walked down a city street together.
 
   “I’ve planned a surprise for you today,” Jacob told me as we walked down the crowded sidewalk.
 
   “And what is this surprise?” I asked him, filled with excitement.
 
   “It wouldn’t be much of a surprise if I told you what I had planned.” He chuckled. “Patience, my love, and all will be revealed.”
 
   The vision ended as abruptly as it started. It left me wanting to know what it was Jacob had done for Kira that day. I looked over at Gabriel, but thought better of asking him to tell me what his surprise for Kira had been. He wasn’t the only source of such information. If the day ended up being one important to Kira, she probably wrote about it in her journal. Once I had a moment to myself, I would look to see if she made an entry describing what happened. Gabriel was the last person I wanted to ask for a favor. In fact, I toyed with the idea of requesting that he stay here in Iron City while Dracen and I dealt with the battle on the Fae side of the island. The last thing I wanted to do was spend time with Gabriel, but I knew my personal feelings would have to be pushed aside for the greater good of my country.
 
   I needed to find a way for us to be friends again, even with the knowledge of our past lives out in the open. I just wasn’t sure if I could make that small miracle happen. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   After Gabriel and I left the room, silence enveloped us like a third party as we made our way down to the dining hall. It was then certainty took hold of my heart, and I knew Gabriel felt as uneasy around me as I did him now. When Gabriel cleared his throat—a sure sign that he was preparing to say something to me—I felt my body involuntarily tense as if it was bracing itself to hear what he had to say.
 
   “Am I misreading the signs, or did you fall in love with Fallon during your trip?” Gabriel asked, his voice suspiciously void of any emotion except curiosity.
 
   The question caught me off guard. I didn’t expect Gabriel to inquire about my feelings for Fallon so openly. How I felt about John was none of his business; yet, something buried deep down inside me yearned to tell him the truth. Would the truth cause him pain, or perhaps make him jealous? I wasn’t sure which, if either, emotion he would feel, but I did know he deserved to hear the facts from me.
 
   “Yes,” I confided. “I did fall in love with Fallon during our trip.”
 
   “And is what you’re feeling real or simply Emma’s latent emotions projecting themselves through you?” Gabriel asked harshly.
 
   Gabriel’s words stung my heart and brought up a question I had asked myself at one time. Now, however, I knew what I felt for Fallon were my own feelings and not those of Queen Emma. Intellectually, I understood Gabriel was just lashing out at me the only way he could. Considering our strange circumstances, I couldn’t fault him for his human emotions. However, I knew him. I knew the goodness of his heart. Even if what he just said was meant to hurt me, he would hate himself later on for doing such a thing to a friend.
 
   “They are my own feelings,” I declared proudly, wanting to make sure Gabriel understood my love for Fallon was real and not simply a remnant of Queen Emma’s affections.
 
   Gabriel remained silent for the remainder of our walk back to the dining room. I didn’t push him to speak to me. All I could do was hope that he would quickly sort out his feelings concerning our unique situation. We couldn’t afford any animosity between us because we had too much work to do.
 
   When we entered the dining hall, I was surprised to see Adam Bellas sitting across from Inara and Dena at the table. Dena giggled at something Adam said, making him smile in return.
 
   “I think it would be best if I didn’t accompany you any farther,” Gabriel said to me, eyeing Adam with undisguised hatred.
 
   “I agree,” I replied, not wanting to subject Dena to the tension between the two men. “Please let me know when Dracen is finished making the talismans.”
 
   I removed my hand from Gabriel’s arm. He bowed to me at the waist and left without saying another word.
 
   When I looked back at the table, I saw Adam staring at me. His blue eyes were alight with excitement, and a smile lit his handsome face. My only memories of my brother were those few that Kira shared with me. I knew she loved him, and it was plain to see that he loved her too. Apparently, he had loved her so much that he traveled to alternate worlds to find her doppelgängers. Such undertakings indicated to me that he had been desperate to be with Kira again.
 
   Adam stood from the table and asked to be excused by Inara and Dena before he made his way over to me. I felt a tightening in my chest at his approach and knew in that instant that Kira’s feelings for her brother ran just as deeply as his did for her.
 
   “Can you forgive me?” Adam asked as he came to stand in front of me. “I never meant for my crusade to find you to cause you any pain. That was the last thing I wanted.”
 
   I glanced around the room at all the students present, realizing this wasn’t the best place for us to have our conversation.
 
   “Why don’t we take a walk?” I suggested to Adam.
 
   Adam nodded as he followed me out of the room.
 
   As we walked through the corridors of the college in silence, I noticed a group of three students mopping the floors.
 
   “Why are the students cleaning?” I asked Adam. “Most people use the automatons for such menial tasks.”
 
   “The automatons left the city a few days ago,” Adam informed me.
 
   His words made me come to an abrupt halt. “Left?” I asked in bewilderment. “Where did they go?”
 
   Adam shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not sure. No one has seen them since the Fae occupation started. It’s almost as if they went into hiding and are just waiting for the fighting to stop.”
 
   I thought about this possible explanation for the automatons’ odd behavior. Of course, I knew that the automatons weren’t just machines. The trillian that powered them also contained the souls of those who died during the plagues. Why would they run away when the fighting began? As far as I knew, the automatons did what they were told. They didn’t have the power to reason things out on their own.
 
   I continued to walk down the hallway with Adam by my side, but the exodus of the automatons still plagued me.
 
   Once we arrived in the outer courtyard, where my airship was still anchored, I turned to Adam and found myself staring into his blue eyes with nothing to say. Finally, I found my voice.
 
   “I don’t have many memories of you,” I confessed. “I only have a few from when we were younger.”
 
   “That’s actually more than I could have hoped for,” Adam said. “When our father told me about what he helped you do, he also warned me that even if I was able to find you, you probably wouldn’t remember me. So, a few memories is better than none, Kira.”
 
   Slowly, I shook my head. “I’m not Kira anymore. You need to understand that too.”
 
   A sad smile stretched Adam’s lips. “I do realize that, but you’re still my sister, no matter what form your body has transformed into. I will always love you as such, even if you can’t remember me. I have enough memories for the both of us.”
 
   Adam’s words made me realize that I did, indeed, have another source for Kira’s memories. The only question was: how much did I truly want to know about the person I was born into this world as, and could I trust Adam’s memories to be unsullied by his own personal feelings? It was obvious that he had loved his sister greatly, but could I trust him to keep his anger towards Gabriel out of the retelling of my life? Anything he said about Gabriel would have to be taken with a grain of salt.
 
   “Maybe once this war is over, we can sit and talk about the past,” I told him. “Right now, we all need to concentrate on removing Nuala and her troops from Iron City.”
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t see how mad for power she had become,” Adam apologized. “If I hadn’t been so consumed by my own agenda, I would have realized what her plans were and been able to give you some warning.”
 
   “I still have a hard time wrapping my mind around the idea that she’s our aunt,” I confessed. “From the few memories I have of our mother, I don’t understand how her sister could be so different from how she was.”
 
   “Those differences may be one reason our mother volunteered to go to Ledmarrow when our father was ready to take on a new apprentice. She and Nuala never got along very well. Even when they were children, mother said her sister had a sadistic streak that she could never fully comprehend. I think Nuala forcing the reigning queen of the Fae out of power was the last straw for our mother.”
 
   “Funny you should mention that,” I said with a wry grin. “We will be going to the Fae side of the island to find the queen Nuala usurped and ask for her help.”
 
   “Really?” Adam asked, looking intrigued by this plan. “To what end?”
 
   “We want to place her back on the Fae throne.”
 
   Adam’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Well, I can’t say I saw that twist coming. I wager neither will Nuala.”
 
   “Have you spent much time with the Fae?” I asked, remembering Dracen mentioning that my brother had spent time living within a multitude of different cultures around the world.
 
   “I spent some time there after our mother passed away. I needed to get away from Ledmarrow for a while, and Nuala was kind enough to let me stay with her.”
 
   “I find it hard to imagine Nuala being kind, even to a child.”
 
   Adam let out a harsh laugh. “I know. Maybe kind isn’t exactly the right word. It was more like she tolerated my presence there. Although, I can’t say I ever thought she was power hungry enough to start a war. I hate it that she used me to further her own agenda. I’m truly sorry about that.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault,” I consoled. “You couldn’t have known what she was up to.”
 
   “I should have known though. I’m usually a better judge of character than that.”
 
   “Sometimes when people let their emotions get the better of them, they lose their way. It certainly seems like that’s the case with Gabriel.”
 
   Adam took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he considered my words.
 
   “I think you’re right,” he admitted. “Whenever I see Gabriel, all I see is red. I’m not sure I can ever forgive him for abandoning you after Jocelyne’s death.”
 
   “He was her father and hurting just as much as Kira,” I tried to remind Adam.
 
   “I understand that, but as your brother, I felt like he should have been a stronger man for you. Maybe if he had been, you wouldn’t have felt the need to become someone else.”
 
   “Perhaps,” I had to concede, “but you can’t focus on the what-ifs in life. You need to move past your anger with him, Adam.”
 
   “Have you?”
 
   His question caught me off guard, and I hesitated before saying, “Of course I have.”
 
   Adam narrowed his eyes on me. “You shouldn’t feel ashamed if you haven’t. He pledged to love you for better and for worse and to stand by your side no matter what. Any man who breaks a promise like that can’t be trusted.”
 
   “You’re wrong,” I said in defense of Gabriel. “He’s one of the most trustworthy men I know.”
 
   “Do you really think you know him? I don’t even think Kira truly knew the real Jacob. When he abandoned you, he broke what was left of your heart. I’m sorry, but I can’t forgive him for that no matter how much you want me to.”
 
   What could I say to that? It was obvious there would be no way for me to change Adam’s mind about Gabriel. I felt as though I would just be wasting my breath trying to reason with him.
 
   “Is Father still angry with me for telling Gabriel the truth?” Adam asked, showing me a glimpse of a boy who still wanted the approval of his last remaining parent. “I’m not sure what he would have done to me if you hadn’t already discovered the truth during your journey.”
 
   “I think he’s too busy at the moment to be mad at you.”
 
   “What’s he doing?”
 
   I went on to tell Adam about the talismans Dracen was making and what our strategic plans were concerning our planned attack of the Fae capital.
 
   “Is there anything I can do for you?” Adam asked. “I’m not much of a sorcerer or a fighter or a diplomat for that matter, but there has to be something I can do to help.”
 
   And that’s when I had a brilliant idea.
 
   “There is something you can do for me,” I told him, feeling excited about my plan. “I want you to take Dena back to that alternate reality you took her to and keep her there until everything is settled here. Can you do that for me?”
 
   “Of course I can do that for you.” Adam narrowed his eyes on me and asked, “Do you really feel that deeply about her, like she’s your own child?”
 
   “Yes. I do.”
 
   Adam slowly shook his head. “I can’t say I’ve ever truly connected with the people I’ve shifted into to that degree.”
 
   “Maybe it’s a female thing,” I said, making light of what he said.
 
   “Or perhaps it’s a Kira thing,” Adam replied, reminding me who I had been once upon a time.
 
   “Either way, knowing you have Dena somewhere safe will give me peace of mind and allow me to concentrate on ending this war.”
 
   Adam cocked his head as he considered me. “You didn’t say, ‘Win this war.’ Instead, you chose to say, ‘End it.’ ”
 
   “Is there a difference?” I asked, confused by why my choice of words seemed to bemuse him.
 
   “It tells me that you’ve already decided you’ll win the war and that it’s only a matter of time before you kick Nuala out of your city.”
 
   “That’s the only way I can see the future unfolding,” I told him. “We cannot fail.”
 
   “You won’t fail. Once you set your mind about something, you always find a way to succeed.”
 
   Adam’s words brought a reluctant smile to my face. His confidence in me stirred up a strange sense of calm within my soul, and perhaps he knew that was the way it would affect me. The bond between us had probably been strong at one time, but I doubted we could ever share such a closeness again. I watched Adam’s face as he seemed to come to the same realization.
 
   “I would like for us to be friends,” he told me, a note of hopefulness in his voice. “I’m not naïve enough to think that we can ever go back to the way things were, and that’s not what I’m asking for from you. All I want is a chance to get to know who you are now and for you to get to know me. Is that something you would be willing to do?”
 
   Without having to think about it, I reached out and gently took hold of Adam’s left arm. With a small squeeze, I said, “I would like nothing more than to get to know you better, and I would very much like for us to become friends.”
 
   Adam’s smile made his blue eyes twinkle with delight.
 
   “Then once you end this war, I am formally requesting time in your majesty’s presence at least once a week.”
 
   “Granted,” I said, returning Adam’s infectious smile. “Who knows? Maybe I can even find you a job in the castle to keep you out of trouble.”
 
   “I am in need of a cause to fight for now, and a job would certainly keep me out of trouble.”
 
   “Let’s go back inside,” I said, wrapping an arm around one of Adam’s. “I want to spend some time with Dena before you need to take her away.”
 
   “I’m sure we won’t be gone for very long,” Adam tried to reassure me. “From what you told me, it sounds like this war will be won within the week.”
 
   I didn’t make a reply. I feared anything I said, positive or negative about the situation, would jinx our cause. I needed luck on our side, not against us.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   I treasured the short amount of time I was able to spend with Dena. It wasn’t until she yawned and crawled into my lap to take a nap that I told her about my plans for Adam to take her back to his alternate reality. In a way, I felt guilty for having the means by which to whisk my daughter off to safety when so many other mothers in Iron City didn’t have the same luxury. However, I knew I couldn’t dwell on that guilt. The best thing I could do was keep my mind focused on the task at hand. The sooner we won the war, the sooner everyone’s lives could return to normal.
 
   “No, Mummy, I want to stay with you,” Dena protested weakly, her eyelids fluttering as she struggled to stay awake for just a little while longer.
 
   I sat in the rocking chair before the hearth in the room and gently rocked my daughter to sleep as I cradled her in my arms.
 
   “It’s too dangerous for you here,” I explained, the sting of tears making my eyes burn. “And think of all the cookies Uncle Adam will let you make in his home. You enjoyed doing that last time, didn’t you?”
 
   Dena’s eyes drooped until they finally closed, but she still managed to nod her head in answer.
 
   “I promise you won’t be gone for long, my little love.” I leaned over and kissed Dena on the forehead. “Mummy will make the evil lady in our castle leave, so she never has a chance to hurt you again.”
 
   I rocked Dena for a little while longer before I motioned to Adam to come closer. 
 
   “I’ll take good care of her,” Adam swore to me as I stood from my chair with Dena in my arms. “No harm will come to her while she is in my care. You have my word on that.”
 
   “I know you’ll protect her for me,” I told him, gazing at my daughter’s slumbering form once more before letting her go. 
 
   Adam took Dena into his arms and cradled her close to his chest, treating her as if she was the most precious person in the world.
 
   “I’ll come back here every few days to see if it’s safe to return,” he promised.
 
   “Hopefully, we’ll have things sorted out soon, but I can’t make any promises.”
 
   “Just do what needs to be done,” Adam advised me. “Dena’s safety is the one thing you don’t have to worry about.”
 
   “Thank you for doing this for me.”
 
   “It’s the least I can do since I’m the one who caused you so many problems in the first place.” Adam looked down at Dena before he said, “I should probably leave before she has a chance to wake up. I’m sure if I ply her with sweets and toys, she’ll forget all about you.”
 
   “Spoil her just enough to keep her happy,” I instructed before leaning over and kissing Dena on the forehead while whispering, “I love you.”
 
   As Adam walked out of the room with my daughter safely cradled in his arms, Aurora retook her place on my shoulder once again.
 
   “She will be fine, Sarah,” Aurora tried to reassure me. “He will take good care of her. I sense he has a good heart and that he would do anything he could for you.”
 
   “I know, but it doesn’t make being separated from Dena any easier. I feel like all I ever do is say good-bye to her.”
 
   “You are protecting her legacy. It’s exactly what Queen Emma wanted you to do.”
 
   “Well, I need to have this war over and done with. The sooner I accomplish that, the sooner we can all have a normal life again.”
 
   “I fear normalcy will not be a part of our future,” Aurora warned. “The price of being a leader of people means that your life will never be your own again.”
 
   “I realize that, but even a queen should be able take care of her children and live in her own home without fearing it will be snatched away at any moment.”
 
   “There are no guarantees in life,” Aurora reminded me. “Even if you were a commoner, the threat of losing your job and becoming homeless would still be present.”
 
   I knew Aurora was right. We were all born into this world without having any assurances that things would work out in our favor, but if you worked hard and stayed true to yourself and your family, a life filled with contentment was usually the result. The Harkers taught me that lesson. We never had much in the way of material wealth, but we always had food on the table and a roof over our heads. Most importantly, love filled the home we shared together like a fourth member of our family. I couldn’t have asked for a better life.
 
   While I was remembering my time with the Harkers, Inara walked back into the dining hall. Shortly after I returned to spend time with Dena, she excused herself from our company to find her father. After being separated from him for so long, not knowing if he was alive or dead, I understood why she wanted to seek him out. 
 
   As she strode over to me, I could tell from the determined look in her eyes that she was ready to hear my explanation concerning Gabriel’s less than hospitable welcome of Dracen back to Vankara. 
 
   “I don’t know if I can do this,” I told Aurora as my heart began to pound inside my chest with dread. “I don’t think I can tell her the truth.”
 
   “You promised her that you would, Sarah,” Aurora gently reminded me. “And you are not one to make false promises.”
 
   “She’s going to hate me afterwards. …”
 
   “I don’t believe she will,” Aurora said confidently. “Queen Emma told you not to tell Inara about her death or the truth about what you are. If Inara knew her friend at all, I’m sure she will see the wisdom in the queen’s orders. Inara has spent a great deal of time with you during the last few weeks. I don’t believe she will hold a grudge against you. Besides, your heart needs to unburden itself of this lie. It’s been eating away at your soul for far too long.”
 
   “I know you’re right, but it doesn’t make telling her any easier.”
 
   “Do you have time to talk, Em?” Inara asked as she came to stand in front of me.
 
   I nodded my head, bracing my heart for what had to come next.
 
   “Why don’t we go to Isabelle’s office?” I suggested. “I would rather have this discussion in private.”
 
   I started to walk out of the room before waiting for Inara to acquiesce to my request. There was no way I was going to confess that I was a shifter in a room full of students.
 
   Our walk to the Royal Sage’s office was done in awkward silence. Aurora rubbed her smooth head against my cheek for added comfort, but even that did nothing to lessen the butterflies inside my stomach. As we walked down the hallway, I saw Gabriel coming towards us from the opposite direction.
 
   “Gabriel,” I called out, realizing I might need his help, “do you have a moment?”
 
   Gabriel looked between Inara and me, appearing to instantly understand what was about to take place.
 
   “I am always at your disposal,” Gabriel said to me. “How can I help you?”
 
   “I’m about to tell Inara everything,” I said, stressing the last word to confirm what he seemed to already suspect. “I was wondering if you could stand outside the door in case she needs for you to clarify some things for her.”
 
   When I glanced at Inara, the expression on her face told me that she was confused by my odd request to Gabriel. It couldn’t be helped. She would know the truth of things very shortly anyway.
 
   Odds were that Inara wouldn’t believe the tale I had to tell her. She would probably end up thinking I had completely lost my mind. And why shouldn’t she? If someone told me the fantastical story of my life, I would think them mad too. But if Gabriel backed up all my claims, Inara would either believe what I told her or think he and I had both lost our minds.
 
   “Of course,” Gabriel replied with a slight inclination of his head, eyeing Inara cautiously. His wariness of the situation did nothing to alleviate my worry that I was making a colossal mistake in confiding my secret to Inara.
 
   Once the three of us reached the Royal Sage’s office, Gabriel stayed out in the hallway while Inara and I made our way into the room.
 
   “You should probably sit down,” I suggested. “What I have to say will take some time to explain.” Not to mention the fact that I was about to forever change the way she thought about the world. “I want you to know that everything I’m about to tell you is the truth. If you can, I would appreciate it if you don’t ask me any questions until I’m finished. There is a lot I have to say, and if I stop, I’m not sure I can start again.”
 
   “Em,” Inara said, looking worried as she sat down in the chair in front of Isabelle’s desk. “You’re starting to scare me.”
 
   “I don’t mean to,” I told her, meaning it with all my heart, “but we’ve kept you in the dark for too long, and I can’t go on living this charade. I want you to know that I’ll understand if you hate me after you learn the truth of who I truly am. …”
 
   “Who you are?” Inara’s face was a mask of confusion. “What in the world are you talking about?”
 
   “My real name is Sarah Harker, Inara,” I began, “but it’s not the only name I’ve gone by in my life.”
 
   I started by telling her the facts surrounding Queen Emma’s death. I tried my best not to leave out anything important as I wove my tale. It was one Inara had been unwittingly a part of without knowing what was really going on around her. I watched as her facial expressions changed from disbelief to horror and ultimately to anger. By the time I was finished, Inara was leaned over in her chair with her head in her hands like the action was the only thing keeping her world from spinning out of control.
 
   I remained silent and still, allowing her the grace of time for the truth to sink in. Finally, she sat back up in her chair and stared at me as if she were seeing me for the first time in her life. In actuality, she was doing just that. She was looking at me, not me as Queen Emma. Even though Inara and I met while I was still Sarah Harker, our time together had been brief. I doubted she even remembered what I used to look like.
 
   Inara continued to stare at me wordlessly. I began to feel rather uncomfortable under her intense scrutiny.
 
   “What is she feeling?” I asked Aurora, knowing her talent as a blue dragon would allow her to sense Inara’s emotional state.
 
   “Everything but happy,” Aurora said worriedly. “She’s sad, mad, and confused for the most part. Yet, I sense a small part of her is also relieved. I believe she knew something was wrong with you, but she could never quite put her finger on the problem.”
 
   “I can’t say I blame her if she hates me. We’ve all been lying to her for a very long time. I would probably feel the same way if I were in her shoes.”
 
   “Tread cautiously with her, Sarah,” Aurora warned. “I think she wants to forgive you for your deception, but then again, how can she fully trust you? If you’ve lied to her once, what’s to stop you from lying to her again?”
 
   “I don’t intend to keep any more secrets from her.”
 
   “I think she needs to hear that from you. It might help.”
 
   “I want you to know,” I told Inara, “that I never took any joy in keeping the truth from you. If it had been left up to me, I would have been honest with you in the beginning.”
 
   “Don’t you dare do that,” Inara said scathingly. “Don’t you dare lay all the blame on Emma.”
 
   I shook my head. “I didn’t mean it that way. …”
 
   Inara quickly stood to her feet.
 
   “You’ve had plenty of opportunities to tell me what was really going on. Why didn’t you?” she demanded.
 
   “You’re absolutely right. I did have times where I could have told you the truth, but I was afraid I would lose you as a friend if you knew.”
 
   “We were never friends,” Inara told me incredulously, as her eyes looked me up and down as if I was something that had just crawled out of a dark and dank cave. “I don’t know who the hell you are, and quite frankly, I don’t want to know!”
 
   Our attention was drawn by a series of three quick knocks on the door.
 
   “Am I needed in there?” we heard Gabriel ask from the other side.
 
   It was only then I noticed that I was holding my breath after Inara’s outburst. Before I could take in any air to make a reply, Inara stomped over to the door and slammed it open, revealing a startled Gabriel.
 
   “How could you?” Inara questioned him accusingly. “How could you let her die and not tell me?”
 
   Gabriel quickly walked into the room and closed the door behind him to ensure that our conversation was kept private.
 
   “Emma begged us not to tell you, Inara,” Gabriel said, his tone implored Inara for her understanding. “She knew you wouldn’t agree to go along with her wishes, and she didn’t want you to act differently towards Sarah after the transformation.”
 
   “Is that supposed to make me feel better about being lied to?” Inara asked heatedly. “You let me stand there at that funeral for that girl,” Inara glanced in my direction since I was “that girl,” “when it was actually my best friend we were cremating! I wasn’t even given the chance to say good-bye, Gabriel! How could you take that away from me?”
 
   Inara pushed Gabriel out of her way, threw open the door, and rushed out of the room. As I watched her walk hurriedly down the hallway, I saw her lift both of her hands to her face and wipe away what I had to assume were tears off her cheeks. 
 
   “Maybe I made a mistake,” I said to Gabriel as I continued to watch Inara until she turned a corner and was no longer in my line of sight. “Maybe I should have gone on letting her believe I was Queen Emma.”
 
   Gabriel exhaled heavily. “No, you did the right thing. She just needs some time to adjust. We’ll be traveling to the Fae side soon. I suggest we leave Inara here to mourn Emma’s loss. I don’t believe she can properly grieve if she has to be around you. Perhaps when we return, she’ll be in a better frame of mind to listen to reason. Inara’s one of the smartest people I know. She’ll come to realize that Emma made the correct decision about us not telling her what was actually happening. For what it’s worth, I think you made the correct decision about telling Inara the truth. If she had somehow figured it out on her own, she would have never forgiven you. Now, at least you have a chance to make her a true friend.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” I said, even if I had my doubts. “I have so few people who I consider to be my friends. I don’t want to lose her as one of them.”
 
   “Then give her the time and distance that she needs right now,” Gabriel advised. “She’ll come around. Once her mind is clearer, I think she’ll understand why Emma wanted us to keep her in the dark about what was truly going on.”
 
   “Gabriel is right,” Aurora said to me. “Inara will come to realize you meant no malice towards her. I believe she cares enough about you to forgive you for withholding the truth from her.” 
 
   “But how long will it take before she’s ready to forgive me?” I asked.
 
   “Unfortunately, I cannot see into the future, Sarah. We will all have to wait and see how long it will take. Just remember that the burden of guilt doesn’t solely rest on your shoulders. She will have to find a way to forgive Gabriel and Fallon for their deception as well.”
 
   “Does Inara have any other friends?” I asked Gabriel. “Anyone else besides Queen Emma that she can go to for counsel?”
 
   “Not really,” Gabriel said with a slight shake of his head. “The only other person she might confide to would be her father.”
 
   “If she does that,” I said, “everything Queen Emma wanted could be lost. Thaddeus has been looking for a way to undermine the queen’s authority for a long time now. If Inara tells him the truth of what I am, he will surely try to dethrone me. He might even try to have me beheaded.”
 
   “I won’t let that happen,” Gabriel said fiercely. “He would have to go through me first before he touched a hair on your head.”
 
   Gabriel’s protective spirit where I was concerned was like a physical presence in the room. I knew he would give his life if that was the only way to safeguard mine. I felt sure it wasn’t just because I was carrying the child he and Queen Emma made together either. Though, I supposed there was still a possibility that it was Aleksander Chromis’ child that I carried.
 
   “It is not even a remote possibility,” Aurora informed me succinctly. “I am certain Chromis is not the father, Sarah. Gabriel is. Why is it so hard for you to take my word on this matter?”
 
   “If Gabriel truly is the father,” I told her, “then we will forever be linked to one another. If I’m being honest, I’m not sure I want that.”
 
   “Gabriel is a better choice than Chromis. That is a fact you can’t deny.”
 
   “I know you’re right, but it doesn’t make things any easier.”
 
   “I was coming to find you before your talk with Inara,” Gabriel informed me. “Dracen has made your talismans, and we’re ready to send instructions to the fleets on where they can find safe harbors to anchor their ships.”
 
   “Good,” I said. “I can go to the dragons at Ledmarrow and give them their instructions. Can you take me to Dracen?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Gabriel led the way out of the room. I stayed behind him as we strode down the hallway together. I didn’t believe either of us was in the mood to come up with polite chitchat as we walked, and I took the time to send up a silent prayer that Inara would eventually be able to forgive me for my subterfuge. The possibility that she could tell her father the truth about me was a real one, but I knew there wasn’t anything I could do to prevent that from happening. I had just confided all of my deepest, darkest secrets to her in hopes that she would be able to come to terms with the truth. I simply prayed I had made the right decision.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   Gabriel escorted me back up to the war room where most everyone was still gathered. The one person most noticeably absent was Inara. Not that I expected her to be in the room, but if I hadn’t just turned her world upside down, I felt sure she would be here with me, lending her support.
 
   I noticed Dracen and Fallon had separated themselves from everyone else in the room and were speaking to one another in hushed tones. While Gabriel walked over to speak with Thaddeus Irondale and the others, I went directly to Dracen and Fallon. As I approached, Dracen was the one who noticed me first. He welcomed me with a smile that was both warm and proud. I could see the light of a father’s love in his eyes as he looked at me, but I didn’t feel wholly deserving of such an emotion from him. I had caused him over twenty years of heartache. How could he still love his daughter after living with the pain of loss for so long?
 
   When I didn’t return Dracen’s smile, his own faltered and he asked, “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”
 
   In a low voice for only Dracen’s and Fallon’s ears, I said, “I told Inara everything.”
 
   “And how is she handling knowing the truth?” Fallon asked, looking concerned over the prospect of Inara’s reaction to my revelations.
 
   “She walked out of the room crying,” I informed them, feeling not only a great sense of guilt, but also sorrow for someone I considered to be a friend. I couldn’t help Inara deal with her confusion and pain unless she came to me. I highly doubted that would happen anytime soon. For the sake of my own sanity, I decided to push Inara out of my mind for now and tackle the next task I needed to handle. I looked to Dracen and said, “Gabriel told me you were successful in making the talismans we need to travel back and forth to Ledmarrow.”
 
   Dracen reached into an inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out what appeared to be a necklace. He held it out in the palm of his right hand to show it to me.
 
   It was a gold locket approximately two inches in diameter. In the center of the locket, was a thin yellow disk of trillian. The gold surrounding the gem had been molded into the shape of a dragon. It appeared so lifelike it was almost as if it was protecting the trillian by cradling it within the circle of its body. 
 
   “Oh my,” Aurora said, sounding in awe of the necklace. “It’s so shiny.”
 
   The dreamlike quality to her voice reminded me that all dragons are attracted to precious metals and gemstones. In fact, I had promised the dragons that they could take the section of the Iron Wall that the Fae had transformed into gold back home with them after the war was over. It was a small token considering their willingness to help us in our time of need.
 
   Dracen brought up his other hand and opened the locket to show me what was inside. My face instantly scrunched up into a mask of confusion.
 
   “Why is there hair inside it?” I asked, staring at the two small locks of dark hair, each tied with a tiny piece of red silk.
 
   “One set of strands are from me and the other set are from Fallon.” Dracen snapped the locket shut and spread the chain apart just before he slipped it over my head. “The locket itself is your anchor to the college. The trillian will transport you to Trill in Ledmarrow. The strands of our hair link you to both Fallon and me.”
 
   “Link me to you in what way?”
 
   “You’ll be able to form a mental connection to either one of us or both of us, if you wish, at any given time. For me, it’s a precautionary measure in case we are separated while we’re in Fae territory. For Fallon, well, I thought the two of you would like to be able to speak to each other while you’re separated.”
 
   When I looked into Fallon’s eyes, I could see that he was uncertain about what I thought of such an arrangement. Obviously, he had agreed to it since the necklace contained a lock of his hair.
 
   I smiled at him and said, “I think that’s a wonderful plan. Will it bother you if I invade your mind like that?”
 
   Fallon shook his head as a relieved smile stretched his lips. “Not at all. I’m grateful we’ll still be able to speak to one another while we’re apart. Maybe I won’t worry about you quite as much.”
 
   “Now that that’s settled,” Dracen said, sounding relieved, “I believe Edmund has written down instructions and procured maps for the dragons to take to each of the fleets heading this way. All we need to do is go to Ledmarrow and hand them off to the fastest fliers the dragons have.”
 
   “Where is your talisman?” I asked Dracen, since he was supposed to make each of us one.
 
   Dracen reached into his right pant pocket and pulled out a bronze pocket watch on a thick, matching chain. A piece of trillian was embedded within the decorative cover.
 
   “This belonged to Isabelle’s father,” Dracen told me. “So it binds me to her and the chamber where Trill’s body is in Ledmarrow.”
 
   “So what is the plan exactly?” I asked them. “I know we need to go to Ledmarrow and give the dragons their instructions, but where do we go from there?”
 
   “We decided,” Fallon began to explain, “that your group should take a portion of the dragons with you to find Lanai. Considering where we met her in the woods, it should be far enough away from the Fae capital for you to go there without being detected. Once you’ve convinced her to help us, it’s simply a matter of waiting for the Kamoran fleet and our own armada to arrive before storming the city itself.”
 
   “I’ll be tagging along on this adventure too, if that’s all right with you, Your Majesty,” I heard Nicole Jardine, the commander of our special operation forces, say behind me. 
 
   I turned around to look at her. “That’s perfectly fine,” I told her as she walked up to join us. “You probably know that side of the island better than any of us.”
 
   One corner of Nicole’s mouth lifted in a half-grin. “I’m sure I do. Plus, I can lead you directly to where we’re instructing the fleets to anchor their ships.”
 
   I turned back to look at Fallon. “How many of the dragons are we supposed to take with us?”
 
   “We thought we would leave that up to Gregoire,” he told me. “He’ll probably decide that we need the bulk of their forces here to help us in Iron City. But we have a plan that may help make it appear that you have more dragons with you than you actually do when you storm the Fae capital.”
 
   “And how are we going to work such a miracle?” I asked.
 
   Fallon looked over towards the door of the room as it opened.
 
   “Perfect timing, Isabelle,” Fallon said. “I was just about to tell Queen Emma about our plans for Thomas.”
 
   I turned to face Isabelle as she walked to us with the young man I saw earlier entertaining Dena in the dining hall with his magic. He had just conjured the illusion of a mastiff for Dena when I saw him.
 
   “The plan,” Dracen said, drawing my attention back to him, “is to have young Thomas here use his gift to conjure an illusion which will make it appear that we have more dragons with us than we actually do.”
 
   “But what if the Fae dragons try to attack one of his illusions?” I asked. “They’ll know right away that they’re not real.”
 
   “True,” Dracen admitted, “but hopefully our deception won’t be put to the test. Intimidation, even if it’s based on trickery, is a great tool to use in a war if implemented correctly.”
 
   Isabelle and Thomas came to stand with us in our small circle.
 
   As I looked at Thomas, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt for using someone so young in this conflict. He hadn’t even entered puberty yet, and here we were asking him to take part in a war I felt sure he didn’t understand.
 
   “Do you feel up to the task, Thomas?” I asked, giving him an opportunity to bow out of something he may have been coerced into taking part in. “I would understand if you would rather stay here instead.”
 
   Without hesitation, Thomas looked me straight in the eyes and said, “I want to go, Your Majesty. I want to do my part in the war.”
 
   He seemed steadfast in his resolve to help. Who was I to dissuade him just because of my own fears for his safety? But his involvement begged for another question to be asked.
 
   “Are we using any of the other children here at the college in this war?” I directed my question to Isabelle. Since the students here were under her care, she had been the one charged with deciding which of them would be the most useful to our cause.
 
   “I have chosen a handful of the most skilled students I have to help us,” she answered. There seemed to be a note of sadness in her answer, but it was overshadowed by her determination to do whatever it took to get the Fae out of our city.
 
   “And will any of your students be caught in the line of fire?” I asked. “Are they being asked to kill our enemies?”
 
   Isabelle briefly directed her gaze to the floor before she looked back up at me. “A couple of them are healers. A few have the power to conjure a smaller version of the shield I made to protect the college. They’ll be used to advance small groups of our troops into the castle to retake it. I’ve also asked a couple of the older students to aid in the attack in a more offensive capacity. Each of them has destructive powers that can be used to our advantage. Considering their talents, they may be forced to kill our enemies in order to protect our troops.”
 
   “Did you give them a chance to back out of joining the combat?” I asked. The luxury of having a choice to join the conflict wasn’t something many of us were given, but shielding our young from the horrors of war seemed to be the only humane option left open to us.
 
   Isabelle nodded. “Yes, I did allow them to choose, Your Majesty. I would never force any of my students to do something against their will or principles. All of them want to do what they can to help us retake the city.”
 
   “It’s one thing to want to do something,” I said, “but do you think they’ll be able to face their fears when the time comes for them to use their magic to kill people, even if it’s only to save their own lives?”
 
   “I have no way of knowing what they will do when they come face to face with their own mortality,” Isabelle admitted. “All we can do is hope for the best. Even our trained troops will be facing something new to them. None of us have ever fought in a war before now.” Isabelle glanced in Dracen’s direction. “Except for you, of course.”
 
   “Wars are always difficult and beset with their own unique problems,” Dracen told us. “It doesn’t matter if you’ve ever had to live through one or not.”
 
   “Up until now, we’ve only run simulations of battle conditions,” Fallon added. “But I have faith that our troops will do what they were trained to do. I think we all knew we would have to face war at some point. It’s just human nature to want more than you have and to take it by force if necessary.”
 
   “I guess we should be thankful that we’ve been able to live in peace for so many years.” It was a truth I hadn’t thought about until that moment. In the history of the world, war had been a common occurrence in most societies. Fallon was right. Whether it was a man who coveted his neighbor’s possessions or a nation hell-bent on strengthening their holdings, war was an inevitability in life. We had been fortunate to remain devoid of the horrors of it for so long. “Do I have time to change before we leave? I think I would prefer to wear my riding outfit if we’re going to be using dragon mounts to find Lanai.”
 
   “I need to get a few things together also,” Nicole said. “I’m not about to go over there without a few weapons handy.”
 
   “Why don’t we meet back here in thirty minutes?” Dracen suggested. “I need to gather up some items as well.”
 
   “Do I need to bring anything?” Thomas asked.
 
   “Just yourself and a warm set of clothing,” Dracen told our youngest sorcerer. “It gets cold when you ride on the back of a dragon.”
 
   Thomas’ eyes lit up with excitement. After all, what boy his age wouldn’t want to ride a dragon?
 
   Fallon held out a bent arm to me. “I had some of the students retrieve your things from the airship and place them in your bedroom here. May I escort you to your room so you can prepare for your trip?”
 
   I accepted his arm and smiled. “I would appreciate that very much. Thank you for offering.”
 
   As we left our companions, I noticed Nicole watch Fallon and me with a half-smile. It wasn’t like we were trying to fool anyone, but we didn’t want to blatantly force our newfound feelings for one another in anyone’s face either. As long as we remained discreet, I saw no harm in our showing a little affection for one another.
 
   I happened to glance in the direction of the politicians and noticed that they were all watching us exit the room. It was just as well. As I told Fallon, we needed to prepare them for my decision to marry him after the war. The sooner they became aware of our relationship, the easier it would be for them to accept it later on. Out of the group, Gabriel and Thaddeus were the ones who watched us with the most interest. After we left the room, I let out a long breath, only then realizing that I had even been holding it in.
 
   “Are you having any doubts about us now that we’re back in the real world?” Fallon asked me as we walked down the hallway towards my room.
 
   I looked over at him so quickly I feared I might have strained the muscles in my neck with the action.
 
   “No,” I immediately answered. “Are you?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” he reassured me with a shake of his head, “but I’m not the one who has to work with a past-life spouse either.”
 
   The way in which Fallon framed my ridiculous situation brought a reluctant smile to my lips.
 
   “It does sound a bit crazy when you say it out loud like that. I should have been the one to ask you if you had any doubts about us now.”
 
   “I don’t give my love to someone and take it back, Sarah. That’s not the kind of man I am. I will stick by you no matter who or what might try to keep us apart.”
 
   “I could just eat that man up,” Aurora said with a dream-like quality to her voice, as if she were the one in love with Fallon and not me. “Figuratively speaking, of course.”
 
   I couldn’t prevent a giggle from escaping my lips at Aurora’s remark.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Fallon asked. “Did Aurora say something to you?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. She seems to think you’re quite the romantic hero.”
 
   Fallon chuckled. “Well, I’ll take that compliment from her and hope that you think that way about me too.”
 
   “Oh, Sarah, he deserves a kiss for that remark,” Aurora proclaimed.
 
   “And are you going to give it to him?” I asked her jokingly.
 
   “I just might if you don’t!”
 
   “Aurora has informed me that you deserve a kiss for making that statement,” I informed Fallon.
 
   “Does she now?” Fallon asked, his interest piqued by such a notion. “Well, I’ve often heard that dragons are very wise. It might be best if you take her advice. Besides, who knows how long it will be before we’re able to kiss one another again.”
 
   “So, just so I know exactly where you stand on the matter, you think I should follow through with her suggestion?”
 
   Fallon smiled. “Most certainly.”
 
   As we reached the door to my room, I looked to the right and left of me down the hallway to make sure we were alone. I tightened my grip on Fallon’s arm, opened the door to my room, and dragged him inside.
 
   “Am I about to be taken advantage of?” Fallon asked eagerly.
 
   “Only for a kiss,” I informed him as Aurora flitted off my shoulder to lay on top of the bed in the room. “For anything else to happen, I’m afraid we’ll have to be married first.”
 
   Fallon pulled me up against him and wrapped his arms around my waist to keep me put.
 
   “You certainly seem to be proposing to me a lot,” Fallon teased. “I suppose I’ll have to succumb to your begging one of these days.”
 
   “I was not begging,” I replied, playfully slapping him on the side of his arm for his banter. “Now, do you want to kiss me or not, Marshal Fallon?”
 
   “I most certainly do, my queen.”
 
   As Fallon pressed his lips against mine, all thoughts of the war emptied from my mind. His kiss wasn’t only physically blissful but also mentally soothing. I wanted nothing more than to curl up next to him and forget the outside world existed, even if it was only for a short time. It was only when he pulled away from me that the real world ebbed back into my consciousness, reminding me that we both had work to do before we could fully enjoy each other’s company.
 
   Fallon simply stood before me without moving or saying a word. He stared into my eyes as if he were taking a mental picture of me.
 
   “The next time you return home, we will have won this war,” he said to me with conviction. “And after that, if you still want me, I’ll marry you.”
 
   “Of course I’ll still want you,” I said, wondering why he placed such a condition on his statement.
 
   Fallon smiled weakly before saying, “I hope so.”
 
   He leaned towards me and kissed me on the cheek.
 
   “You should get dressed. The sooner you and Dracen get to Ledmarrow, the sooner we can set our plans into motion.”
 
   Fallon left my room. I found myself staring at the door, even after he left, wondering why he seemed so uncertain that my feelings for him would change.
 
   “I believe he still worries that more of your memories as Kira might resurface,” Aurora told me.
 
   I turned my gaze to find Aurora lying curled up on my bed.
 
   “Even if they do, my feelings for Fallon won’t change,” I assured her.
 
   “You and I know that, but your relationship with him is still new. I believe Fallon’s fears stem from not knowing whether or not you will begin to remember your marriage to Gabriel.”
 
   “Even if I do, it won’t change anything.”
 
   “Only time will prove that to him, Sarah. Now, why don’t you get dressed so we can finally get the business of this war over with? After that, we can handle the intricacies of your love life.”
 
   Aurora was right. We had more pressing matters to deal with right now. As I disrobed to put my riding suit back on, I began thinking about Lanai. I worried she might not want to retake her place within Fae society. Even if she did, would the Fae want her back as their leader? Our plan to take control of the Fae capital didn’t exactly hinge on Lanai’s cooperation, but it could act as a cornerstone to a lasting alliance between them and us.
 
   All I could do was hope and pray that things would work out as they should in the end.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   Once I was dressed, I walked out of my room only to find Fallon with his back leaned up against the wall directly across from my door, waiting for me.
 
   “I get a personal escort back as well?” I asked, secretly pleased he had remained close while I was getting dressed. “I must be special to receive such treatment.”
 
   “I take my duties as Queen’s Marshal very seriously,” Fallon said. He held his facial features in a mask of sternness to prove just how sincere he was about his responsibilities.
 
   “Well, I appreciate the devotion you show to your position, Marshal Fallon,” I replied just as seriously.
 
   I didn’t smile until I saw Fallon crack one first.
 
   “Come on.” He held out a bent arm for me to take. “Let’s go find Dracen and the others so you can begin the first part of your mission.”
 
   When we walked back into the war room, I was caught unawares to find Inara present. She was having a heated discussion with her father about something and holding the Mantle of Vankara over one of her arms. If Fallon hadn’t been leading me into the room, I’m sure I would have stopped dead in my tracks at the first sight of her.
 
   “Do you think she’s telling her father the truth about you, Sarah?” Aurora asked worriedly, feeling the same trepidation as me, considering Inara’s livid facial expressions and the urgent manner in which she was speaking to Thaddeus. 
 
   “I can’t say for sure. Can you sense anything about her emotional state?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Aurora said, sounding disappointed in herself. “Her feelings seem to be all over the place. All I do know is that she’s upset about something, but you can see that for yourself without my help.”
 
   “Can you tell if she’s still mad at me?”
 
   “She’s definitely mad about something, but I’m sorry, Sarah, I can’t tell who or what it is she’s mad at.”
 
   When Inara noticed that I had walked into the room, she excused herself from her father and began walking towards me. I let go of Fallon’s arm and came to a standstill as I anxiously watched her approach.
 
   “I thought you would need this,” Inara said, as she handed me the cloak. “There’s no telling what kind of dangers you might encounter over in Fae country. You’re going to need all of the protection you can get.”
 
   “Thank you,” I told her, accepting the mantle.
 
   Inara seemed to be having trouble meeting my gaze. I’m not sure if she feared what she would see in the depths of my eyes or if she simply couldn’t bring herself to look at me. I was, in fact, a stranger to her encased in the ghostly visage of her best friend. I couldn’t blame Inara for such a natural reaction, but the fact that she had brought me the cloak seemed to indicate that she cared about me at least a little bit.
 
   “I agree,” Aurora said to me. “It’s a very good sign, Sarah.”
 
   “I hope you’re successful over there,” Inara said, her gaze meeting mine briefly. “I would go with you, but my father seems to think I would be of more use here during the main battle.”
 
   “Our troops will need strong leaders,” I told her. “And you’re one of the strongest people I know, Inara.”
 
   “But you don’t really know me,” she replied in a low voice, finally looking me in the eyes. I watched as her gaze searched my face for something intangible. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to see me for the person I was or searching for any sign that her best friend was still somehow present inside me.
 
   “I know you,” I told her with conviction, lifting my head up a notch. “And in time, I hope you allow yourself to get to know me better.”
 
   Inara simply stared at me for a few seconds before nodding her head.
 
   I sighed in relief. All wasn’t lost with her. It appeared that she was willing to give me a chance to get to know her and vice versa.
 
   “I think we’re all ready to go to Ledmarrow,” I heard Dracen say as he, Thomas, and Nicole joined us. “Are you ready, Your Majesty?”
 
   “Yes,” I said with a firm nod of my head, making me look more confident than how I actually felt. “Let’s go.”
 
   “The war will be won by the time you get back,” Fallon assured me. “Good luck in your part of it.”
 
   I looked around us but saw no sign of Gabriel being present.
 
   “Where’s Gabriel?” I asked.
 
   “He said he had to get something,” Dracen replied, looking uncomfortable as he said it. “He didn’t say what though.”
 
   We stood around in mutual silence for at least a minute before Gabriel came rushing back into the room, slightly out of breath. He was adjusting the strap of a leather satchel that crossed over his torso while the bag itself rested against one hip.
 
   “Sorry for the delay,” he said as he joined us. “I had to grab a couple of things.”
 
   “Well, now that we’re all together, perhaps we should get going,” Dracen suggested. He held out his hands to both Nicole and Thomas, leaving me to be the one who transported Gabriel.
 
   “So, how many people can we teleport with us?” I asked Dracen.
 
   “We’re both limited to two souls each,” he replied.
 
   “Good to know.”
 
    I held out my left hand to Gabriel, who accepted it rather hesitantly. I felt no emotions stir within my breast as the two of us stood there together. When I looked over at Fallon, I noticed he was staring at mine and Gabriel’s conjoined hands. Fallon lifted his gaze to look me in the eyes, and I winked at him, hoping to reassure the man I had given my heart to that the physical contact between Gabriel and me wasn’t unearthing any long buried feelings of love between us, at least not on my part.
 
   “Now,” Dracen said to me, “simply think of Trill and you will be transported to his chamber.”
 
   It sounded easy enough, but I couldn’t prevent myself from envisioning the exploding apple when Dracen first began tutoring me on how to control my magical abilities.
 
   “Well, please don’t explode us, Sarah!” Aurora said in alarm.
 
   I took in a deep breath.
 
   “I’ll try not to,” I told her. It was the only assurance I could give.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Dracen said to me, obviously having heard my trepidation. “My magic is very reliable. The locket I made you will work, Your Majesty.”
 
   Of course. How could I be so stupid? I wouldn’t have to call upon my own magic for the teleportation spell to work. All I had to do was rely on Dracen’s magic within the locket itself.
 
   I thought about Trill and instantly found all of us standing within his chamber in Ledmarrow.
 
   Trill’s petrified body brought the otherwise empty chamber inside the mountain a warm golden glow. I was pleased to find his ghostly form already manifested within the room.
 
   “Well, what an unexpected pleasure,” Trill said to Aurora and me. “I did not expect to have so many visitors today. It’s quite the treat.”
 
   I heard Thomas take in a sharp, surprised breath from where he stood.
 
   “Who is that?” he asked in awe as he stared up at Trill’s misty white form.
 
   Nicole looked towards the spot Thomas was staring at, but it was obvious by the confused look on her face that she couldn’t see or hear Trill at all.
 
   “Am I missing something?” she asked, looking confused. “Who is who, Thomas?”
 
   “Him!” Thomas said, pointing excitedly at Trill. “Can’t you see the big dragon standing over there?”
 
   I did remember Trill telling me that children were more likely to see him than adults. Since Thomas was able to see him, it was obvious the young man had an open and accepting mind.
 
   “We can’t see him, Thomas,” Dracen began to explain. “Only you, the queen, and her dragon companion can see Trill’s ghost.”
 
   “Ghost? Why is the queen able to see a dragon’s ghost?” Nicole asked, looking perplexed by my ability to see Trill.
 
   “Most adults are too closed-minded to see apparitions of the dead,” Dracen told her. “Our queen is more willing to accept new ideas than most.”
 
   “I guess that’s a good thing,” Nicole replied, not sounding completely sure my open-mindedness was indeed an asset.
 
   “But how is Thomas able to hear Trill without being bonded to a dragon?” I asked Dracen.
 
   “Trill is more of a spirit now than he is a dragon,” Dracen explained.
 
   “Are you one of the dragons helping us in the war?” Thomas asked Trill.
 
   “Unfortunately, I’m unable to undertake such an exciting endeavor,” Trill told him. He looked as disappointed by his limitations as he sounded. “As it is, my condition is very restrictive and forces me to stay within this chamber.”
 
   “How come?” Thomas asked.
 
   “It is my final resting place, young Thomas.”
 
   “Well, what if we moved your body?” Thomas asked. “Could you leave then?”
 
   “I’m afraid not. My soul is tethered to this place, and I’m unable to leave the mountain while it still stands.”
 
   “That’s really sad,” Thomas said, exuding the innocence only a child can possess.
 
   “It’s not an ideal situation,” Trill agreed. “But it is one I have made peace with.”
 
   “So where are the dragons that I can see?” Nicole asked, gently slapping the black leather satchel hanging from her left shoulder. “We need to get these instructions to them as quickly as possible so they can fly out to meet the fleets.”
 
   “Of course,” Dracen said, heading towards the door of Trill’s chamber. “If you’ll follow me outside, I can call to one of the dragons to help us get down to where the others are staying.”
 
   “I should go down there too,” I told Trill. “But I’ll come back before we leave Ledmarrow.”
 
   “I look forward to speaking with you then,” Trill said kindly before disappearing from my sight.
 
   We all followed Dracen up to the exit at the top of the mountain. Once there, I heard him call out to Gregoire, the leader of the dragons. Within a matter of seconds, Gregoire, Seneca, and Vincent swooped down from the sky to land in front of us.
 
   “Woah,” I heard Thomas say beside me as he gazed up in awe at the sight of the three dragons before us.
 
   “Why have you brought one of your younglings here?” Gregoire asked, as he regarded Thomas as if he were a curiosity. 
 
   “He has the potential to become a great sorcerer,” Dracen said aloud for the benefit of those around us who weren’t mentally connected to the dragons. “Thomas here is going to help us with our mission on the Fae side of the island. Right now, we need three of your fastest fliers to take messages to the Kamoran, Chromis, and Vankaran fleets that are still at sea. They need to know where they can make safe harbor and meet up with the people leading the assaults on Iron City and the Fae capital.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that your people agreed with my plan to take the Fae capital first,” Seneca said.
 
   “It’s a sound course of action,” I told him. “And if we’re able to convince the previous queen of the Fae to retake the throne, I think it will help them in the long run. The last time I was over there, it seemed as if Nuala’s method of ruling was primarily through fear. My hope is that the Fae are tired of living that way and will take this opportunity we’re about to give them to improve their lives.”
 
   “I think it will all depend on whether or not Nuala’s reign has worn them down to the point where they fear her more than they want freedom from her tyranny,” Vincent told me. “Prolonged fear of something or someone has the ability to incapacitate a person before they even realize what’s happened to them, and fear is one of the hardest emotions to conquer once it’s been instilled.”
 
    “Sarah,” Gregoire said to draw my attention back to him, “who are these other people?”
 
   “Gregoire,” I turned my head to look at Nicole, who was standing to the right of me, “this is Nicole Jardine. She is commander of our special operation forces.” I looked to my left where Gabriel was standing. “This is a good friend of mine. His name is Gabriel, and he’s one of my trusted advisors where political matters are concerned.”
 
   I noticed Vincent narrow his eyes on Gabriel with added interest after learning his identity. He didn’t say anything to me about Gabriel’s presence in front of the others, but I was sure he could feel my unease.
 
   “If you could take us down to meet with the other dragons,” I said, “we can discuss our plans in more detail with everyone all at once.”
 
   All three of the dragons lay down on the snow-covered mountain to allow us an opportunity to climb on their backs. I decided to take Thomas with me on Vincent’s back. Since my leather saddle was still mounted on him, I knew I could keep him safely in my arms during the flight down into the valley. Dracen and Nicole mounted Gregoire’s back together, which left Gabriel to ride on Seneca by himself.
 
   Thomas’ youthful enthusiasm proved to be contagious as Vincent soared through the sky with us.
 
   “This is awesome!” Thomas yelled at the top of his lungs, holding his arms up in the air as if he didn’t have a worry in the world. “Woohoo!”
 
   I, on the other hand, did worry and wrapped my arms around his waist to make sure he stayed firmly in the saddle.
 
   “Oh, Sarah,” Aurora admonished, “let him have some fun. He won’t fall off that easily.”
 
   “While he is in my care, I will continue to hold him just to make sure.”
 
   “Woohoo!” Thomas shouted again as he began to laugh with glee.
 
   “Ahh, to be as carefree as him,” Vincent said longingly. “I can remember when I was just a little dragonling. It seemed as if nothing could hurt me. I think we’re braver in our youth when we don’t know the perils that exist within the world.”
 
   I remained quiet because I feared this may be the last time in his life that Thomas would ever have the chance to think like a child. Even though he wouldn’t be fighting in hand-to-hand combat, there was no way I could shield him from witnessing its aftermath. In a few short days, he would have to face the horrors of war and lose the innocence of childhood.
 
   “I never thought of it like that,” Aurora admitted. I could feel her emotions swell into sadness, just like mine were at the thought of what awaited Thomas. “Then let him enjoy what time he has left to be a child, Sarah.”
 
   I loosened my death grip around Thomas’ waist. As he continued to holler in glee over riding a dragon for the first time in his life, my eyes filled with tears because I knew what truly awaited him after this war was over. He would be forced to grow up quickly if he was going to be of any use to us. The guilt over using him in battle overwhelmed me, but I reminded myself that it was his own determination to help his country that changed my mind about him joining the fight in the first place. Aurora was right. I needed to allow Thomas the freedom to act like a child while he still could. It was the least I could do considering the sacrifice he was about to make.
 
   As we approached the valley where the other dragons were staying, I involuntarily gasped at the sight of them. Every color of dragon was represented, only yellow seemed to be in short supply, but that was to be expected. Dracen told me that the yellow dragons really weren’t fighters. Within dragon society, they primarily functioned as the scholars and record keepers. From my aerial vantage point, I only saw two yellow dragons present.
 
   “Are the two yellow dragons here to record the war for your history?” I asked Vincent.
 
   “Yes. They will be responsible for telling those back home what happens here and to remember the events in exact detail for later generations.”
 
   “They must have excellent memories.”
 
   “It is one of their hallmark traits.”
 
   I noticed that the most predominate faction of dragons present were the red ones. This fact wasn’t exactly surprising since they were the strongest of all the dragons. They acted as the lawmakers and peacekeepers within dragon society. The rest of the dragons (blue, green, and black) made up the rest of the contingent equally.
 
   “I’m surprised so many of the green dragons decided to come,” I told Vincent. “Dracen said that they are solitary creatures for the most part and try to stay away from the rest of you.”
 
   “That is very true,” Vincent acknowledged, “but they are also known for their need to see justice done. None of us particularly cares for the way Tyr and the others are portraying us to the human race. It is not how we want to be remembered by your people. I think I speak for all of us when I say that preventing Tyr from achieving his dream of enslaving humanity is just as important to us as it is to you. We do not want to go down in history as standing idly by while one of our brethren enacts such a diabolical scheme. Tyr will have to pay dearly for what he’s done.”
 
   “Pay in what way?” I asked, even though I was positive I already knew the answer to my question.
 
   “Let’s just say, I don’t see Tyr surviving this war. Gregoire can’t allow him to live. If there is one thing I can admire about Tyr, it’s his tenaciousness. Once he sets his mind to something, he does everything within his power to carry it out. Unfortunately, he’s never used that particular talent for good. Considering his track record, Gregoire will have no other recourse than to kill his brother. If he doesn’t do it now, Tyr will simply bide his time and try to do something like this again.”
 
   “Why does Gregoire have to do it? Tyr’s his brother. Wouldn’t it be better if someone else executed him?”
 
   “That isn’t the way it works with us. Tyr is Gregoire’s responsibility because they’re family. Even if we tried to kill Tyr to unburden Gregoire of the task, he would never allow it to happen.”
 
   As Vincent floated down into the valley, making a graceful descent, my mind suddenly became bombarded by the thoughts of all of the dragons below us speaking to one another. The combined rush of their thoughts all at once quickly overwhelmed me, and I half wondered if I was about to go mad.
 
   “Oh dear,” Vincent said worriedly. “I should have warned you this would happen. I’ve become so accustomed to us speaking with one another that I completely forgot you haven’t been around us for very long and certainly not so many of us at one time.”
 
   “What does she need to do, Vincent?” Aurora asked urgently. “Can I help her?”
 
   “I’m not sure, little one,” Vincent said. “We’ve never allowed a dragonling as young as you to bond to a human before. If you were older and had been raised by us, we would have taught you how to use your mind to help filter the thoughts of the others for Sarah.”
 
   “Okay,” Aurora said with newfound hope, “I can try to do that.”
 
   “Sarah,” Vincent said, “you will need to learn to use Aurora as a shield for your mind. Concentrate on her voice and simply let the others fall away until all you hear is Aurora. This is something you will need to learn for when we go into battle as well. It will help you shield your own thoughts from others. If you can’t hear what they are thinking, they won’t be able to know what you are thinking either. You will need to learn how to direct your thoughts to your intended target. Up until now, you’ve basically been sharing everything indiscriminately. That was fine because you were mostly in the presence of friends, but now it’s time you learned better control.” 
 
   While the others in our party dismounted their dragons, I remained seated.
 
   “Thomas, I need you to go join the others,” I encouraged, giving him a smile to camouflage the turmoil my mind was in. “I’ll be down momentarily.”
 
   “Okay, Queen Emma,” Thomas said, being a good little soldier and not questioning my order.
 
   After Thomas was gone, I tried to do what Vincent and Aurora told me. I concentrated on Aurora’s voice as she spoke encouragingly to me and desperately tried to shut out the thoughts of the other dragons, but it soon became obvious that I was doing something wrong.
 
   A few minutes passed before I heard Dracen ask, “Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   I had been concentrating so hard on Aurora’s voice that I didn’t even realize he was beside me until he spoke.
 
   “There are too many of them,” I told him, grimacing from the noise of them all inside my head. “Aurora and I are having a hard time shutting them all out.”
 
   “I am trying, Sarah,” Aurora said, sounding disappointed in not being able to help me.
 
   “The very first time I went to the dragons’ islands, I thought I was going to go insane,” Dracen told me. “Up until that time, I had only been around a handful of dragons at once. I experienced the same pain and confusion that you are now, but after I placed my full trust in my bond with Trill, he was able to share only what was important for me to hear. Lean on Aurora now, Sarah. Draw strength from her to help you shield your mind from the others. I wish I could give you specific instructions on how to do it, but I can’t. Every person who has bonded with a dragon must learn how to do it on their own. Aurora hasn’t had the benefit of learning how to perfect the technique from the others, but I believe it is something she can innately do, much like crawling for the first time is for a baby.”
 
   “I am trying, Sarah,” Aurora said tearfully. I could only assume she was feeling both frustrated and sad over her inability to help me.
 
   “Little one,” Vincent said in a calm voice to Aurora, “you must concentrate on Sarah’s thoughts and help her filter out what is important and what is simply chatter. Almost everything will fall into the latter category, but you must be the one who ultimately decides that for her. The mind of a dragon is made to withstand the invasion of a multitude of thoughts all at once, but a human’s brain cannot function with the cacophony.”
 
   “I can do it,” Aurora said confidently, and one by one, the thoughts of the other dragons slowly began to ebb away. I sighed in relief, feeling the ache between my temples gradually subside.
 
   “Can you hear me, Sarah?” Aurora asked.
 
   “Yes,” I said, thankful that Aurora’s voice was the only one I could hear. “Thank you for shielding me from the others.”
 
   “I think it’s best if I only allow you to hear me and one or two other dragons at a time while we are in the valley. If we end up having a conversation with more than that, I believe I can switch them out quickly enough so you don’t miss what they say to you.”
 
   “Can you still hear all the dragons in the valley?”
 
   “Yes, but as Vincent said, my mind was made for such a thing. It doesn’t cause me pain or confusion like it did you. Trust in me to act as your guide while we are here, Sarah. I will inform you if I hear something you should know about.”
 
   “Thank you, Aurora. I think we’re ready to go meet the others now.”
 
   I could feel Aurora’s excitement over being among so many of her own kind. It almost made me feel guilty that she was stuck living with me instead of being able to live among the other dragons on their sky islands.
 
   “Nonsense,” Aurora told me, having read my wandering thoughts. “There is nowhere else I would rather be than with you, Sarah. You and I shall live a full and happy life together. That is all I will ever desire for my life.”
 
   Dracen held out a hand to me. “Are you ready to meet your army of dragons, Your Majesty?”
 
   I placed one gloved hand into Dracen’s. “You know you don’t have to be so formal with me when we’re alone.”
 
   “You are the Queen of Vankara,” Dracen said as he helped me stand from my saddle. “You need to remember that from here on out. Everything you do and say represents the people of your country. Whether you want to or not, you hold the welfare of all Vankarans in your hands now.”
 
   “Was that supposed to be a pep talk?” I asked while we walked down Vincent’s outstretched wing. “Because all it did was make me feel more nervous.”
 
   “I only meant it as a reminder that you can’t think of yourself as only Sarah right now. These dragons have come a very long way to serve a queen. Make sure you give them one who is worth fighting and dying for.”
 
   “I will,” I pledged.
 
   Dracen was right. If these dragons were going to risk everything for me and my people, I had to assure them that they didn’t come to Vankara to fight in a hopeless cause or for a people who didn’t deserve it. This war wasn’t only being fought so we could retake what Nuala had stolen from us. It was also being fought to restore the honor of all dragons. Tyr had tarnished their reputation and legacy, and they were here to set the record straight. I, for one, would do everything I could to make sure history remembered dragons as the honorable creatures I knew them to be.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   Walking among so many dragons seemed to bring into focus just how small I was in the grand scheme of things. I wondered if this was how an ant felt in the presence of humans. The creatures surrounding me were ancient by any measurement. Some were even older than the valley we stood in now. I gently tugged the Mantle of Vankara away from the front of my neck because I was beginning to get incredibly warm in it. Although it was still winter in Vankara, the temperature within the valley itself had risen to summertime levels. I could only assume the increase in temperature was due to the accumulation of body heat given off by all the dragons grouped together.
 
   Gregoire, Seneca, and Vincent walked in front of us to clear the way to the center of the valley. They walked in a small V-formation, allowing us frail humans to walk within their protective center. Once we reached a certain point, Seneca and Vincent stopped walking while Gregoire kept his measured pace. The rest of us followed Dracen’s lead and stood still between Seneca and Vincent.
 
   “The Queen of Vankara is here to speak with us all,” Gregoire announced to those present. “I expect for you all to show her the respect she deserves.” Gregoire turned to face me and promptly laid down on the ground. All of the dragons in the valley followed his lead.
 
   Dracen turned to me and said, “I’m going to walk Thomas around among the dragons so he can get a better look at them. The more details he’s able to remember, the more realistic the ones he conjures will appear.”
 
   When I looked down at Thomas, who was standing between Dracen and me, he looked back up at me with naked excitement. I was happy to see it, but I still felt a need to remind him why he was here.
 
   “Remember,” I told him, “we’ve given you an important task to perform during the attack on the Fae capital, Thomas. I’m counting on you to do it well.”
 
   Thomas’ face lost some of his excitement but none of his courage.
 
   “I will, Queen Emma,” he said determinedly. “You can count on me.”
 
   I watched Dracen and Thomas walk off. They were soon swallowed up by the sea of dragons before us.
 
   “Now,” Gregoire said to me, “please tell us what you and your military advisers have planned.”
 
   I went on to tell them about splitting the troops up. Gregoire called upon three of his red dragons to take the instructions Nicole had brought with her from Iron City. Each set of instructions were housed in an iron canister to make it easier for the dragons to hold with their talons. Once our messengers were on their way, I told the rest about the second part of our plan.
 
   “So you believe this old queen of the Fae will help you?” Gregoire asked, not sounding confident that my plan would work. “Are you sure she’s even still alive?”
 
   “Well, no,” I said hesitantly. “I can’t say for sure that she’s still living, but I see no reason why she should be dead. She may be old, but she seemed surprisingly spry for someone her age when we met. She also seemed to have all of her mental faculties and a true hatred for Nuala. I didn’t know why at the time, but now I understand. I think she will jump at the chance to dethrone the woman who snatched it away from her in the first place.”
 
   “Hmm, you may be right,” Gregoire agreed. “Although, her cooperation isn’t exactly necessary for our mission to be successful.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” I conceded. “But it would certainly help prove to the Fae that we have no desire to rule over them. Hopefully, our ‘invasion’ will be viewed more as a coup by their citizens to restore Lanai to the throne.”
 
   “I hope your plan works,” Gregoire said sincerely. “It would certainly make matters more manageable. I have no desire to kill any of the Fae if we can help it, but we will defend you and your troops if they force us to.”
 
   “I understand.” 
 
   I noticed Dracen and Thomas walking back to us after their tour of the dragons.
 
   “And this one,” Runa, the leader of the yellow dragon faction, said, “what do you believe one so young has to offer us in this war?”
 
   “Thomas is a fine sorcerer,” I told them. “Since we will need to send the bulk of your forces to Iron City, he will make it appear that we have more dragons with us than we actually do during our battle.”
 
   “An interesting ploy,” Cassius, the leader of the black dragon faction, said, “but one that can be easily seen through.”
 
   “Perhaps,” I admitted, “but if it’s timed right, it could prove to give us a slight advantage.”
 
   “If it’s believed by the others.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Cassius,” Gregoire said, “you will lead the assault on Iron City. I plan to go with the queen to the Fae side of the island. If the so-called feral dragons are still there, I need to know what’s made them go mad.”
 
   “I’ll be going there as well,” Seneca declared. “I need to know what happened to Vorana. Aurora and the queen both said she was acting like one of these feral dragons over there. I want to know what Tyr did to turn such a gentle creature into one who would try to kill a human so viciously.”
 
   “Of course you should accompany us, Seneca,” Gregoire said understandingly. “I would need answers if that happened to my mate too.” Gregoire looked at Runa. “Why don’t you come with us, Runa? Ari can go to Iron City to record what happens on that front.”
 
   Runa dipped her head slightly in Gregoire’s direction. “As you wish.”
 
   “Titus,” Gregoire said to the leader of the green dragons, “you will be second in command to Cassius in Iron City. I will only choose five dragons from each faction to take with me to the Fae capital.”
 
   “And what should we do with Tyr if we come up against him there?” Cassius asked. “Odds are he’ll be the one leading the dragons into battle.”
 
   “If he is,” Gregoire said, “kill him if you must, but I would prefer you left him alive, if possible, so I can carry out his execution.”
 
   Cassius dipped his head in Gregoire’s direction just like Runa did, accepting his order about Tyr without question.
 
   Gregoire looked back to us, “Are you ready to leave now or do you need some more time to prepare?”
 
   “I promised Trill I would say good-bye to him before I left,” I told Gregoire aloud for the others to hear. “After I speak with him, we can begin our mission.”
 
   “Would you mind taking me inside too, before we leave?” Gabriel asked me. “I would like to retrieve something.”
 
   “What could he want from inside Dracen’s home?” Aurora asked, her interest piqued.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said, also curious to know what it was Gabriel wanted to get. “I assume it’s something he left behind while he was living there with Kira.”
 
   “Interesting. …” Aurora mused. 
 
   “Vincent can take you back to the top of the mountain and bring you back down when you are done,” Gregoire said.
 
   “Actually,” I said, clutching the pendant Dracen made me with my right hand. “I can transport Gabriel and myself inside the mountain with this necklace, but we will need a ride back down.”
 
   “Wait,” Dracen said, looking thoughtful, “can I see the pendant for a moment? I have an idea.”
 
   I pulled the chain of the necklace over my head and handed it to Dracen. He turned to Vincent and asked, “Do you mind if I grab one of your smaller scales?”
 
   Vincent brought his tail around and positioned the tip of it in front of Dracen. 
 
   “I have a few that are about to fall off anyway,” Vincent informed him, looking pointedly at the inch long scales located at the very tip of his tail. “You’re welcome to take one of those if you want, but what exactly do you plan to do with it?”
 
   Dracen walked over to Vincent, knelt down, and plucked off a small scale that was practically falling off anyway. Beneath the scale, I saw a shiny new blue one, already set into position to replace the old one.
 
   “I didn’t realize your scales shed like that,” I said.
 
   “Every once in a while we go through a period of rejuvenation,” Vincent informed me. “I’m long overdue for such a thing to happen. I believe coming out into the sun has forced mine to start to shed.”
 
   “I kind of liked your white scales,” I said wistfully. “But I’m sure you’ll look just as handsome in blue ones.”
 
   “Handsome,” Vincent said with a shake of his head, sounding amused by my use of the word, “that is not a term that has been applied to me in quite some time.”
 
   I returned my attention to Dracen and saw him place Vincent’s small scale inside my pendant. He snapped it shut and held it between his hands while saying the words, “Draco amicus.”
 
   Dracen’s hands briefly glowed blue before he opened them and walked over to me to place the chain back around my neck.
 
   “Now you have three destinations,” Dracen said proudly. “Whenever you want to go to where Vincent is, simply hold the pendant and think of him. But this is the extent of this particular necklace’s powers, I’m afraid. I can’t attach any more spells to it.”
 
   “Thank you,” I told him, feeling comforted by the knowledge that Vincent was only a thought away.
 
   “I can’t wait until I get big enough for you to ride on my back,” Aurora said wistfully. “Imagine all the fun we can have together, Sarah.”
 
   “But then you’ll be too big to ride on my shoulder.” I reached up and ran a crooked finger down the smooth scales along the front of her neck. “So don’t grow up too soon, my little dragonling. I’ve become used to having you so close.”
 
   “I will always be close, Sarah,” Aurora replied, rubbing her head against my cheek. “Always.”
 
   “While you are saying your good-bye to Trill,” Gregoire said, “I will choose the dragons who will be accompanying us.” Gregoire looked down at Thomas. “However, before we go, perhaps your young apprentice should practice his spell, Dracen.”
 
   “That’s a wonderful idea, actually,” Dracen said, looking down at Thomas. “What say you, Thomas? Do you feel up to the challenge of conjuring your own corps of dragons?”
 
   “Yes, Master Dracen,” Thomas said, looking confident but not overly so. He seemed to be someone who understood how powerful his magic was, and that its use should not be taken lightly.
 
   I watched as Thomas squeezed his eyes shut and brought his hands together as if he were praying. I could see his lips twitch slightly as he said something to himself, but I couldn’t make out any of his words. After a few seconds, Thomas lifted his joined hands over his head, spread them wide and shouted, “Draconus Vi!”
 
   The sky directly above us was suddenly filled with an array of dragons of every color hovering in the air. The movement of their phantom wings stirred up a gust of wind, enhancing Thomas’ illusion tenfold with such a realistic element.
 
   The only problem was … it didn’t last very long. Shortly after we began congratulating our young sorcerer on such a wonderful achievement, Thomas’ enchantment faded.
 
   “Hmm,” Dracen said, observing the now empty sky worriedly. “Well, that won’t do.”
 
   “What happened?” I asked, having very little experience to pull from to explain why Thomas wasn’t able to keep the magic going for a lengthier period of time.
 
   “I don’t know,” Thomas said in confusion. “Usually my illusions stay until I command them to leave.”
 
   “I assume it’s because it was such a massive spell,” Dracen said to us. “I doubt our young Thomas has ever had a need to conjure so many creatures all at once.”
 
   “That’s true,” Thomas agreed. “Is there anything I can do to make it last longer, Master Dracen?”
 
   “Hmm,” Dracen said again, crossing his arms over his chest as he lifted a hand to rest his chin on while he considered Thomas’ question. We all waited patiently while Dracen thought through this latest conundrum. After a couple of minutes, Dracen said, “I believe I can let you borrow something that will help make your illusion last longer, but you won’t be able to keep it, Thomas. I’ll need it back.”
 
   “Okay,” Thomas said, looking confused by Dracen’s restriction.
 
   Dracen reached into his pants pocket and pulled out the trillian bracelet he used to wear. I could tell that one of the stones was missing from it because of the extra string hanging from the knot that was tied to take up the slack. I could only assume the gem had been what Dracen used to make our teleportation talismans.
 
   “Let me see your wrist,” Dracen said to Thomas as he walked up to the young man.
 
   Thomas held out his left arm to Dracen and allowed him to tie the bracelet to it.
 
   “How is a bracelet going to help me?” Thomas asked.
 
   “It will amplify your powers,” Dracen said. “So be careful of any magic you use while wearing it, Thomas. You still only have a finite amount, just like every sorcerer in the world. Once you use all of your magic, it will be gone forever.”
 
   “Could he lose his magic if he needs to keep his illusion of the dragons up for a long time?” I asked, knowing that those with magical abilities made their living by using it for others.
 
   “It’s almost impossible to tell,” Dracen replied. “Each person is able to control a different amount of magic. We’ll just have to wait and see what happens.”
 
   Dracen asked Thomas to cast his spell a second time and our young sorcerer was able to hold the illusion easily.
 
   Satisfied that this part of our plan would work, I turned to Gabriel and asked, “Are you ready to go back inside?”
 
   Gabriel nodded. “Yes. It won’t take me long to get what I need.”
 
   I held my hand out to Gabriel. Once he took it, I teleported us back into Trill’s chamber and found my ghostly friend waiting for us.
 
   “I won’t be long,” Gabriel told me, letting go of my hand before quickly walking out of the room.
 
   “It’s strange to see Jacob in a different form,” Trill said as we watched Gabriel leave.
 
   “It’s strange to know who he actually is,” I confessed. “I’m having a hard time knowing how I should act around him.”
 
   “I can’t even imagine your predicament,” Trill sympathized.
 
   “Did you know Jacob very well?” I asked.
 
   “You brought him here a couple of times, but he seemed uncomfortable being a third party to a discussion he himself couldn’t take part in.”
 
   “I can imagine that would be awkward,” Aurora agreed.
 
   “So, how is your strategy for the war coming along?” Trill asked.
 
   I went on to tell him everything that we had planned. By the time I was finished, I looked towards the entrance but saw no sign of Gabriel coming back anytime soon.
 
   “We really need to be going,” I said. “I’m going to go see if I can find him.”
 
   “I wish you the best of luck in winning the war,” Trill told me. “But I have a feeling you won’t need it.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll come back when it’s over to see you. Now that Dracen has made me this necklace, I can see you anytime I want to.”
 
   “I would enjoy the company,” Trill said, sounding happy about the prospect of future visits.
 
   As I walked out of Trill’s chamber, the door that locked him away from the rest of Dracen’s home automatically closed behind me. I could only assume it was some sort of permanent enchantment.
 
   When I reached the lake at the center of the caverns, I didn’t have to take much time to consider which of the other corridors I should go down to find Gabriel. I instinctively knew where he had gone. I walked over to the one that led to the home Kira and Jacob shared at one time. Once I reached the threshold of the bedroom where I found Kira’s journal, I caught a glimpse of Gabriel standing in front of the desk by the window that looked out onto the illusion of the courtyard below. As I pushed the door open, the hinges creaked, announcing my arrival.
 
   Gabriel turned around to face me and silently watched as I walked into the room.
 
   We stared at each other in awkward silence. I knew this used to be a room we shared as husband and wife. I didn’t remember any of the memories we might have made here together, but I could see from the haggard look on Gabriel’s face that those memories were haunting his thoughts now.
 
   “Are you all right?” I asked him, worried for my friend’s state of mind. No matter what might have happened between us as Kira and Jacob, the man I knew as Gabriel, one of my dearest friends, was in pain.
 
   “Not really,” he admitted, and I knew his confession was a hard one for him to make. “There’s a part of me that wants to be happy for you in the new life you have, but there’s also a part of me that hates the fact that you only see me as a friend. I wish you could remember the good times we had together. If you did, maybe you could understand why it’s so hard for me to see that you’ve moved on and found love in the arms of another man.”
 
   Gabriel broke our eye contact by looking off to the side. It wasn’t because something there caught his attention. He simply couldn’t look at me as he told me how he truly felt.
 
   “You’re all I’ve been able to think about since I learned who you truly are,” he confessed.
 
   “But it’s not me you’re remembering, Gabriel,” I tried to explain. “You have to realize that Kira doesn’t exist anymore.”
 
   Gabriel quickly turned his head back to look me straight in the eyes. “Yes, she does. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before now, but there are so many similarities between how you are now and how you were back then. You’re just not conscious of them. Now that I know you’re Kira, I can understand why I felt such an instant connection to you. Even when you were a little girl in the body of April Pew, I knew there was something special about you. I just couldn’t put my finger on it. And if I’m being truthful, I hate Dracen for placing me in the role of your protector.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, shocked by his vehement statement.
 
   “Because if he hadn’t, maybe you could see me as a man who still loves you instead of just a friend. Perhaps this is Dracen’s way of punishing me for abandoning you, for running away when you needed me the most.”
 
   “Punishing you?” I asked incredulously. “I think you did that to yourself when you left your grieving wife. Don’t expect any pity from me, Gabriel. You chose your own path when you decided to leave. If anyone is to blame for how things turned out between us, it’s you. Dracen only did what was best for his daughter. He let her go so she could find a reason to live again. I have those reasons now. I have John. I have Dena. I have Aurora, and I have a country full of people who depend on me to save them. I also have you.”
 
   Gabriel shook his head as if he didn’t believe I counted him as a reason to live.
 
   “You are one of my oldest and dearest friends,” I said beseechingly. “No, I don’t see you in the way you want me to, but maybe this is the way it’s supposed to be. Maybe you and I were never truly meant to live a life together.”
 
   “Or maybe this is a second chance for us,” Gabriel said hopefully. “I have never and will never love anyone like I did you.”
 
   “But that’s just it, Gabriel,” I said sympathetically. “You loved Kira, but Kira doesn’t exist anymore—not in the way you remember her, anyway. I do love you, but the fact is that I don’t love you the same way she did.”
 
   I reached behind me and pulled out Kira’s journal from its spot tucked into the waistband of my pants. I held it up in front of me for him to see.
 
   “Do you know what this is?” I asked.
 
   Gabriel’s eyes widened in surprise. “Yes, it’s Kira’s journal. How did you find it? I didn’t even know where she kept it hidden.”
 
   I hesitated to answer his question because I feared it would give him false hope, but what I said was true. Gabriel was my friend, and I couldn’t lie to him.
 
   “I think what remains of Kira led me to it the last time I was here.”
 
   A faint glimmer of hope and a small smile graced Gabriel’s face, proving I had a right to fear he would choose to take my discovery of the journal as a sign that the woman he loved still resided in my conscious somewhere.
 
   “I actually came up here to see if I could find it for you,” he told me. “I thought that maybe if you read her words, you would start to remember at least a little bit about our lives together.”
 
   I couldn’t exactly discount Gabriel’s supposition about the journal’s effects on me. Part of a new memory had, in fact, come to me while we were in Iron City, but did I dare tell Gabriel that?
 
   I decided to keep the memory to myself for now. He was having a hard enough time letting Kira go from his heart. I didn’t want to feed his longing to have her back with false hope.
 
   “I also thought I would show you a picture of us together as a family,” Gabriel told me. “But it looks like someone took the photo out of the frame. Was that someone you?”
 
   “Yes,” I told him, opening the journal up to the random page where the picture had been placed.
 
   Gabriel walked over to me and looked down at it. A melancholic smile stretched his lips.
 
   “Joselyn. …” His voice cracked with emotion as he looked at the face of our daughter. 
 
   I looked up from the photo to see Gabriel’s eyes filled with tears.
 
   “I haven’t let myself think about her for a very long time,” he admitted, as a single tear rolled down his cheek. “I didn’t know my heart could endure so much pain until she died. I didn’t think I would survive her loss. And then,” Gabriel looked up at me, “when Dracen told me that you were dead too, I knew death would be a blessing, but I was too much of a coward to end my own life.”
 
   “Gabriel,” I said in shock, “I never would have wanted that for you.”
 
   “But I wanted it for myself,” he said, using a hand to wipe the tears from his eyes. “You and Joselyn were my life. Without either of you, I didn’t have anything else to live for. It wasn’t until Dracen asked me to look after you when you were April Pew that I found a new purpose for my life. After I had you transform into Sarah Harker, I only stayed in Iron City so I could make sure you were protected.”
 
   “Oh Sarah,” Aurora said, sympathetic to Gabriel’s plight. “What can we do for him?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I told her. “I can’t love him the way he wants me to, but it’s tearing my heart to pieces to see him so broken.”
 
   “Gabriel, I know you wish things could go back to the way they were between us, but you have to know in your heart that it wouldn’t work. Even if we hadn’t transformed into different people, the experiences we’ve had since we shared this room together have changed us. We aren’t Kira and Jacob anymore. We can never go back to what we had.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   I could tell that Gabriel meant what he said, but I could also tell that he still wanted his wife back.
 
   “All I can give you is my friendship,” I told him truthfully. “I hope that can be enough for you.”
 
   “I hope so, too,” he said, even though I could hear the doubt in his voice that it would be enough for him.
 
   “Would you like to keep the picture?” I asked, holding the journal up a bit in case he did want it.
 
   “No,” he replied with a shake of his head. “You should keep it. You should have something to remember Joselyn by. The memory of her is scorched into my brain.”
 
   Slowly, I closed the journal and tucked it back into its spot in the waistband of my pants.
 
   “We should probably go back to the others,” I told him, holding out a hand for him to take.
 
   Gabriel hesitated for a moment before touching me.
 
   As I called upon the power of my talisman to transport us to Vincent and the other dragons, I silently hoped Gabriel would find a way to let go of his need to have Kira back in his life. She was gone, and he needed to come to terms with that fact. Otherwise, I knew our friendship wouldn’t be able to survive, and his absence from my life was an unacceptable outcome. I may not love him in the same way that Kira did, but I did love him. He had been my protector before I even knew I needed one. He helped me escape from the Pew household and found a way to make sure I grew up with loving parents, even if they weren’t truly my own. 
 
   He was my friend, and I would do my best to find a way to make him happy again.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   Once we were back with the others, it didn’t take long before we were ready to be on our way to the Fae side of the island to search for Lanai. Dracen gathered some supplies for us to take on our journey and strapped the majority of them on Gregoire’s back. It was decided that Runa, the scholarly leader of the yellow dragon faction, and Nicole Jardine would lead the dragons coming with us to the location the Kamoran and Vankaran fleets were instructed to sail. The rest of us would fly to the area where Fallon and I last encountered the old queen of the Fae. Since it was also the location of our encounter with Aurora’s mother, I felt a need to warn Seneca and my little dragonling about what they might see there.
 
   “Your wife’s remains are more than likely still on the road where we were attacked by her,” I informed Seneca as delicately as I could. 
 
   “After this much time, I doubt there is much of her left,” he said, sounding as if he had already prepared himself for the sight of his beloved. “Odds are the animals who feed on carrion have done their jobs and left only her bones behind.”
 
   “Well, I thought I should warn you both,” I said, reaching up to pet Aurora to bring her as much comfort as I could. “Maybe there will be a clue among her remains that will help you decipher what happened to her.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Seneca said, sounding doubtful over the prospect, “but make no mistake, I will find out what happened to Vorana. I will bring her killers to justice.”
 
   I didn’t doubt Seneca’s words in the slightest. If there was one thing I knew without any doubt about Aurora’s father, he was a dragon of his word.
 
   Thomas chose to ride with me on Vincent’s back again. This time I allowed the youngest member of our party a chance to revel in his joy of flying through the air on a dragon. How many people in the world could ever make such a claim and be telling the truth? After a while though, the excitement faded, and Thomas huddled underneath the Mantle of Vankara with me, allowing me to hold him close. Eventually, he succumbed to tiredness and fell asleep against me. I held him tightly, gaining comfort in his closeness.
 
   My mind drifted to Dena, and I wondered what she was doing with her Uncle Adam in his alternate reality at that moment.
 
   “I hope I made the right decision sending her there,” I told Aurora worriedly.
 
   “It is the safest place for her to be right now, Sarah,” Aurora said. “She will be fine. I’m more worried about you.”
 
   “Me? Why are you worried about me?”
 
   “I’m worried about how Gabriel made you feel back there.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, even though I knew I wasn’t. “I just didn’t like seeing him so sad. He’s always been someone I could count on, and now I’m not sure that’s true anymore.”
 
   “Why? Do you think he would betray you because you are unable to return his feelings?”
 
   “No. I don’t believe he would ever betray me, but I’m not sure he’ll be able to stay with us either. After this war is over and I marry John, I don’t think Gabriel will be able to make himself remain in Iron City, and I don’t have any right to ask him to stay somewhere he feels uncomfortable.”
 
   “Perhaps he will come to realize that John is the person you need in this life.”
 
   “I don’t think he’ll ever understand that,” I said with certainty. “I have a bad feeling that I’ll lose him once things have settled down.”
 
   “You will always have me, Sarah,” Aurora promised.
 
   “I know. It just makes me sad to think that Gabriel might not want to be a part of my life anymore, but I can’t be selfish and ask him to stay if he doesn’t want to. Kira needed to start a new life, and maybe that’s what Gabriel needs to do too.”
 
   “Sarah, perhaps now would be a good time to test out your talisman and contact John,” Aurora suggested. “I think talking to him would do you some good right now.”
 
   My heart smiled at the thought. “That’s a wonderful idea.”
 
   “That’s what I’m here for,” Aurora proclaimed proudly. “To come up with brilliance!”
 
   I wasn’t exactly sure how this mental connection spell was supposed to work, but I closed my eyes and pictured Fallon’s face.
 
   “Sarah?” I heard him say to me.
 
   I kept my eyes closed and smiled.
 
   “Why do you have your eyes closed?”
 
   I opened my eyes and found myself staring directly at Fallon in physical form. As I let my eyes travel around the space we were in, I discovered that we were standing by the large tree in the courtyard right outside the queen’s quarters back at the palace in Iron City. I looked back at Fallon and reached out a hand to touch him, but my hand simply glided through the illusion of his body. 
 
   “Well, this is strange,” I told him. “I didn’t realize mentally connecting to you would allow us to see one another.”
 
   “Neither did I,” Fallon said with a smile. “I only wish we were really together so I could kiss you right now. You look like you need one.”
 
   “I do,” I said forlornly. “I could really use a hug, too.”
 
   Fallon’s brows narrowed in worry. “Is everything all right? Has something gone wrong over there?”
 
   “Everything is going as planned,” I assured him. “We’re flying to the Fae side of the island right now to look for Lanai. I just really miss you.”
 
   “It’s only been a couple of hours,” Fallon said with a smile that showed he was pleased that I missed him already. “But I know how you feel. I miss you, too.”
 
   “How are things going there?” I asked.
 
   “We’re simply waiting for the ships to arrive.”
 
   “The dragons were sent out to deliver the instructions to the fleet. How long do you think it will take before you’re ready to start the assault on Iron City?”
 
   “From what we know right now, it will take at least a week before we’re ready. Hopefully, by that time, you will have found Lanai and convinced her to help us.”
 
   “Hopefully,” I agreed.
 
   “You can do it,” Fallon said confidently. “I know you can, Sarah.”
 
   “There was a time not so long ago when your faith in me wasn’t so strong.”
 
   “Well, no one is perfect, least of all me. I had a hard time adjusting to the loss of Emma. She was an important force in my life.”
 
   “How is Inara?” I asked, knowing someone else Emma had been important to. “Has she talked to you about me yet?”
 
   Fallon shook his head. “No. She hasn’t, but she left shortly after you did. She’s gone with Edmund and his men to prepare the site where the fleets are supposed to meet us. She said she would be back after things are set up.”
 
   “I’m sort of glad to be on this side of the island,” I admitted. “I’m not in the mood to deal with Aleksander right now.”
 
   “I’m sure it can be hard to deal with three suitors at one time,” Fallon jested, even though a shadow of worry entered his eyes.
 
   “I think I’m going to lose Gabriel,” I told him, seeing no reason not to tell Fallon what happened between Gabriel and me at Ledmarrow. Once I was finished, I felt tears stream down my face in reality, but thankfully, in the phantom world Fallon and I were in, they didn’t materialize.
 
   “I can’t imagine how hard this is for you,” Fallon said, empathizing with my plight. “All I can do is assure you I’ll do my best to help you convince him to stay, if that’s what you truly want. Gabriel and I have had our differences in the past, but I can see how much he cares for you. I think he’ll stay if you want him to.”
 
   “That just seems so selfish though. …”
 
   “Not really. The baby you’re carrying more than likely belongs to him and not Aleksander. He may be able to bottle his feelings for you and stay for the child’s sake. I know I couldn’t leave a son of mine so easily, and I don’t think Gabriel will be able to either.”
 
   “How are we going to explain all of this to parliament? I can just see me telling Thaddeus Irondale that I’m carrying one man’s child, but that I intend to marry someone else.”
 
   “It will present a problem,” Fallon agreed, “but it isn’t one we can’t handle. We’ll make it right, Sarah. I don’t want you to worry about things that are that far in the future. Right now, concentrate on finding Lanai, and then concentrate on the attack on the Fae capital.”
 
   “Does their city not have a name?” I asked. “We’ve always just called it the Fae capital.”
 
   “It does have a name, but it isn’t one we Vankarans can pronounce,” Fallon explained. “The Fae had their own language at one time, but they adopted ours when we began to colonize their island. Over the centuries, their language is only known by a few. I don’t remember a lot about it, but I do remember being told that it used to consist of a lot of clicks of the tongue and whistles. I doubt many Fae even remember how to pronounce the old name, and they never bothered to give it a new one.”
 
   “Maybe we can change that once Lanai retakes the throne.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   I knew I needed to break my connection with Fallon, but I didn’t want to, not yet.
 
   “What were you doing when I made the connection with you?”
 
   “Listening to Thaddeus drone on about something.” The look of guilt on Fallon’s face told me that he had most likely tuned Thaddeus’ words out long before I called to him.
 
   “Did you have time to tell him I needed to speak with you?”
 
   “No. I’m still standing in front of him. He probably thinks I’m in a trance or something.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at the picture Fallon described. Fallon smiled.
 
   “At least I can leave you with a smile on your face,” he said, pleased.
 
   “Is it bad that I would rather stay here with you than return to the real world?”
 
   Fallon shook his head. “No, it’s not bad. It’s simply not practical. We’ll get our chance to be together, Sarah. I can promise you that much.”
 
   “Take care of yourself over there,” I told him. “When I come back home, your face is the first one I want to see.”
 
   Fallon smiled. “I’ll make sure of it.”
 
   “I love you, John.” I held out my hand to him, even though I knew we couldn’t touch.
 
   Fallon held his hand out too, allowing our phantom images to barely graze their fingertips together.
 
   “I love you, too, Sarah.”
 
   I felt myself pull out of the connection with Fallon and wasn’t sure if I felt better after the experience or worse.
 
   “It’s just because you miss him so much,” Aurora sympathized. “You’ll be with him again soon.”
 
   “I hope so. I’m ready for this war to be over with so I can start to live something resembling a normal life.”
 
   “I sincerely doubt your life will ever be like it was, but I’m sure we can find a way to make you feel content at the palace.”
 
   “As long as I have my family with me, I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Family is always most important,” Vincent agreed.
 
   “When do you think we’ll reach our destination, Vincent?”
 
   “I believe it will be near dusk, but we should have enough day left to make a camp before it gets too dark.”
 
   “Then we won’t be able to start searching for Lanai until the morning?”
 
   “I think that’s safest from what you have said about the feral dragons on that side of the island. Though, I’m not sure Gregoire will have the patience to wait that long to search one of those dragons out.”
 
   “He may not have to search one out. If there are any around in the same state of mind as Aurora’s mother, they’ll more than likely find us.”
 
   “That would actually be helpful,” Vincent said. “It would certainly save us time.”
 
   “I wonder how Lanai has lived by herself for so long among those dragons,” Aurora mused.
 
   “I have no idea, but maybe she can teach us her secret.”
 
   Vincent ended up being correct in his estimate on our arrival.
 
   The sun was just dipping past the horizon when we reached the road where Fallon and I had first encountered Vorana, Aurora’s mother. The exact position of our altercation wasn’t hard to find because the rotting carcass of Aurora’s mother was still lying in the road, exactly where we left it. 
 
   I felt the intensity of Aurora’s sorrow right before she buried her head against my neck, unable to look upon the remains of her mother.
 
   “I didn’t think there would be much of her left,” I said to Vincent.
 
   “There shouldn’t have been after so many days,” Vincent agreed. “There should be nothing left but her bones.”
 
   “Why do you think the animals and insects haven’t touched it?”
 
   “I have no idea,” Vincent said thoughtfully, “but there has to be a reason.”
 
   As we made our descent, I scanned the area to see if any of the feral dragons might be lurking around. Gregoire and Seneca seemed to be thinking the same thing. I saw them continue to glide through the air around the area as if they were searching for something. The only problem was that the large trees that grew on this side of the island formed such large canopies with their limbs that it was hard to make out much hidden beneath them. I realized this would also make it virtually impossible to find Lanai’s home from the air. We would have to search for her on foot through the forest.
 
   The stench of Vorana’s rotting corpse was dreadful, to put it mildly. I suddenly became thankful that I hadn’t eaten very much that day. If I had, I felt sure it would not have stayed put inside my stomach.
 
   Vincent landed a good distance from Vorana. Unfortunately, it didn’t help lessen the rancid aroma that seemed to saturate the air. Seneca and Gregoire landed closer to her, but we were too far away to hear their thoughts. I saw Dracen and Gabriel walk off the backs of the other dragons and approach the remains. They seemed to have stomachs that were a lot stronger than mine.
 
   “You’re also pregnant,” Vincent reminded me.
 
   I felt Aurora shiver against my neck, and I could feel the pain of her sorrow.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I told her, unable to think of any words of comfort that wouldn’t sound trite. She knew how much her grief caused me pain too. I didn’t really have to put how I felt into words.
 
   “What’s that smell?” Thomas said, being roused from his sleep by the fetid odor.
 
   “We found Aurora’s mother’s body,” I explained.
 
   “Oh,” Thomas said sympathetically as he looked at Aurora huddled against my neck. “I’m sorry, Aurora. I know what it’s like not to have a mom around.”
 
   I looked down at Thomas. “Are you an orphan?”
 
   Thomas nodded his head. “I never knew my parents. Someone left me at the Royal College right after I was born. The Royal Sage did a spell to see if I had magic and discovered that I did. I don’t know if that’s why I got left there or not.”
 
   I decided not to pry any deeper into Thomas’ sad beginning. Although, perhaps being left at the college was the best thing for him. At least he was able to grow up around people who understood his gift.
 
   I looked back towards the others and saw Seneca sit down next to his wife’s corpse and use his front legs to spread open what was left of her ribcage. He lowered one clawed foot towards something inside her. When he pulled it back out, his talons were covered in some sort of purplish goo. 
 
   “Oh dear,” Vincent said, seeming to know what was going on.
 
   “What is it, Vincent?” I asked. “What did he find?”
 
   “Well, if that’s what I think it is,” he said cautiously, “it looks as if Seneca has found the cause of Vorana’s death. I’m afraid our suspicions are true about the others being responsible for her altered state of mind.”
 
   “What do you think happened?”
 
   “It appears that she was poisoned.”
 
   When I looked back at Seneca, he was on his feet with his head pointed towards Gregoire as if he was telling him something. Gregoire nodded at whatever Seneca said and laid back down on the ground so Dracen and Gabriel could take their places on his back. He stood, looked over at Vincent, and lifted his head sharply as if silently telling Vincent to follow him.
 
   “Hold on,” Vincent warned me just before he took flight once again.
 
   As soon as we were back in the air, I felt a wave of heat and heard the rush of fire beneath us. When I looked back down, I could see that Seneca had used his fire breath to set Vorana’s corpse ablaze. The sight of her cremation against the twilight of a waning day was poignant, but I was grateful someone who loved her was finally able to put her to rest.
 
   We followed Gregoire to a small clearing near a lake. It looked like a good place to make camp, which is what I assumed we were doing.
 
   “Thomas,” I said, “why don’t you go see if the others need any help with unloading the supplies?”
 
   “Okay, Queen Emma.” 
 
   While Thomas walked down Vincent’s wing, I sat silently and waited for Aurora to do or say something to let me know she was all right.
 
   A few minutes passed before she lifted her head from my neck and stroked its smooth scales against my cheek.
 
   “I wish I had known her,” Aurora said as I felt the emptiness within her soul where memories of her mother should have been.
 
   I felt the stir of air above our heads as Seneca flew over us to land a few feet away.
 
   “You can know her,” I told my little dragonling. I stood up from my saddle and walked down Vincent’s wing. As we approached Seneca, his eyes remained steadfast on Aurora.
 
   “Aurora wants to know more about her mother,” I told him. “Would you mind telling us about her?”
 
   Seneca lay down on the soft, cool grass. “I would love to tell you about her life and how much you meant to her, little one.”
 
   For almost an hour, Aurora and I listened to Seneca tell us about Vorana’s life. I could feel Aurora’s heart become lighter with each story he told. Even though my little dragonling would never have memories of her own about her mother, at least she could feel a connection to her through her father. When I first met Seneca, I wasn’t sure he and I would ever find a way to be friends, but the gentle way he spoke to us about his wife showed me how deeply he could love. I knew that love extended to Aurora, and that our connection to her would act as a bridge to bind us to one another.
 
   “I’m sorry to interrupt,” I heard Dracen say sometime later as he came up to stand beside me. “I thought you might be hungry. Gabriel and I prepared something for supper.”
 
   “Sarah, would you mind if I stayed with my father for a while longer?” Aurora asked.
 
   “Of course I don’t mind,” I replied, kissing her on the top of her head. “I won’t be far if you need me.”
 
   Aurora flew off my shoulder and landed on Seneca’s outstretched front claws.
 
   I followed Dracen back to the makeshift campsite he and Gabriel had prepared. There was a campfire burning brightly and three small tents pitched around it.
 
   “Where are Gregoire and Vincent?” I asked, taking a seat on a blue wool blanket set out by the fire.
 
   “They went to hunt for their own food,” Gabriel told me, handing me a hammered iron plate with part of a roasted chicken breast and a thick, buttered slice of bread on it.
 
   “Vincent said Aurora’s mother might have been poisoned,” I said in a low voice, not wanting Aurora to overhear our conversation. “What did Seneca find? What was that purple goo that he pulled from her corpse?”
 
   “Apparently,” Dracen began, taking a seat next to me as he accepted a plate of food from Gabriel as well, “she had consumed a large quantity of nightshade berries.”
 
   “I presume these berries are poisonous.”
 
   “Very,” Dracen confirmed. “We believe they were given to her by Tyr and the others. Mostly likely, they were disguised in a sweet treat. If they mixed them with blueberries, she wouldn’t have been able to detect their taste.”
 
   “And was it this nightshade that caused the change in her behavior?”
 
   “They have been known to cause severe paranoia and hallucinations,” Dracen said. “You should let Fallon know that Aurora’s mother was already dying when the two of you came upon her. If anything, he saved Vorana from an excruciating death. Aurora probably would have died too if the two of you hadn’t come along. A small dragonling wouldn’t have been able to survive in these woods on her own for very long.”
 
   “I guess fate was looking out for both of us then,” I said.
 
   I couldn’t imagine my life without Aurora in it. She had become a voice of reason when I needed one. Our lives weren’t the only things that were bonded. Our hearts and souls were forever linked to one another in a way I couldn’t explain. It was beyond love, but my simple human mind couldn’t come up with the right words to give justice to the connection between us. All I knew was that I was grateful for it and would always consider myself lucky to have found her.
 
   After we ate, I helped Gabriel wash our dirty dishes in the lake. Gregoire and Vincent flew back into camp then, and I could hear them quarreling even before they landed.
 
   “We should burn it, Gregoire,” Vincent said as he swooped down to land a few feet away from the campsite.
 
   “I didn’t say we wouldn’t, Vincent, but this is not the right time to do it.”
 
   “You know that’s how Tyr is controlling them!” Vincent argued vehemently.
 
   “Of course I know that, but you’re allowing your emotions to get the better of you, old friend. If we burn the fields now, it will give away that we’re here. We just need to bide our time until we’re ready to attack.”
 
   “Can I ask what it is the two of you are fighting about?” I asked, as Gabriel and I walked back to the campsite.
 
   “We believe we’ve located the reason some of the dragons here have gone feral,” Vincent told me. “While we were hunting, we found at least a dozen poppy fields.”
 
   “Poppy fields? You mean the flower?” I asked.
 
   “It can also be used as a drug,” Gregoire informed me. “We outlawed its growth on our islands because of the deleterious effects it was having on the dragons who used it. Some of them became apathetic about life and some of them reacted as if they had lost their minds. I never thought Tyr would stoop this low to control the dragons that left with him, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Apparently, he’s capable of anything.”
 
   “Gregoire’s right,” Dracen told Vincent, “destroying the fields now would not be advantageous to us. Once we have control of the Fae capital, we can deal with the fields and hopefully help the dragons who have become addicted to the drug they produce.”
 
   “What are they saying about the poppies?” Gabriel asked.
 
   I told him what had been said so far.
 
   “So we could possibly have hundreds of dragons going through withdrawal symptoms all at one time?” Gabriel asked, sounding concerned over the prospect.
 
   “We’ll stay to take care of them,” Gregoire promised. “Hopefully, we can convince the vast majority of them to return home so that their families can help.”
 
   I told Gabriel what Gregoire said.
 
   “At least you’ve found the reason behind their odd behavior,” I said. “Now you know how to fix them.”
 
   “If they want to be fixed,” Vincent said worriedly. “The ones who have become feral may not be savable.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked. “If they can’t be saved, what will happen to them?”
 
   “Some will die from withdrawal symptoms,” Vincent explained.
 
   “And the others?” I pressed.
 
   “We’ll take care of them,” Gregoire replied rather ominously.
 
   “And by ‘take care of them,’ I suppose you mean you will kill them?” I asked, saying the answer more bluntly.
 
   “We’ll do what needs to be done,” Gregoire told me. “Or would you rather we allow them to stay on your island and kill indiscriminately?”
 
   “Of course I wouldn’t want that,” I replied. “But there has to be a better way to handle them.”
 
   “There isn’t,” Gregoire said with finality. “Leave them to us when the time comes, Sarah. As I said, we will handle them.”
 
   Gregoire walked away and didn’t stop walking until he was on the other side of the lake from us.
 
   “His decision is not an easy one for him to make, Sarah,” Vincent told me. “But Gregoire is right. It would be better to give the few who can’t be saved an honorable death.”
 
   “I’m not sure I see a lot of honor in execution,” I replied.
 
   “It will be the best that they can hope for.”
 
   I didn’t stay up much longer after that. I asked to be excused to retire to my tent for the remainder of the evening. When I lay down on the makeshift bed of a few piled blankets, I hoped to find sleep immediately, but it alluded me until Aurora joined me in the tent. After I felt her curl up and snuggle against my stomach, the warmth of her little body brought me just enough comfort to slip into a troubled sleep.
 
   Sometime in the early morning hours, I felt Aurora stir against me.
 
   “Sarah, wake up!”
 
   My eyelids flew open, and I found myself staring into a pair of honey colored eyes.
 
   “Hello again, Vankaran child,” Lanai said as she sat cross-legged directly across from me. “What on earth has brought you back here?”
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   I immediately sat up and stared at Lanai as my mind tried to decide if I was still dreaming or if the object of our mission was actually sitting inside my tent like a gift.
 
   “You are not dreaming,” Aurora assured me, even though she sounded as astounded by the turn of events as I was. “She’s really here, Sarah.”
 
   “Actually, I came back to find you,” I told Lanai as I sat up to face her.
 
   Lanai tilted her white-haired head as she considered me with a penetrating gaze. “What would the Queen of Vankara need from a poor, old woman like me?”
 
   “I know who you really are, and I need your help. The Fae need your help.”
 
   “They haven’t needed my help in many years, child. I seriously doubt they would accept it even if I offered.”
 
   “Do you know what’s happened?” I asked. “Do you know what Nuala has done?”
 
   “Something evil I’m sure,” Lanai said with disgust and certainty.
 
   “Then you don’t know about the war.”
 
   Lanai’s face became drawn with worry, which only accentuated the many wrinkles crisscrossing her skin.
 
   “War?” she asked, as if the concept of such a thing was unthinkable. “Has she started one with your people?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, that’s why we came here to find you.”
 
   “What is it that you think I can do?” Lanai asked in confusion.
 
   “You were the Fae’s leader once. We want to help you retake your throne and lead the Fae again.”
 
   “I’m sorry, child,” Lanai said with a shake of her head, “but I don’t believe this plan of yours will work. My people are the ones who ran me out of the city. I don’t see them welcoming me back with open arms, much less desiring that I should lead them in Nuala’s place.”
 
   “I think you’re wrong,” I told her fervently. “I think your people will want you back. How long has it been since you’ve been among your own kind?”
 
   “More years than I care to admit to.” Lanai lifted her eyebrows as she continued to look at me. “Then I would have to tell you how truly ancient I am.”
 
   I had to smile at Lanai’s reluctance to reveal her age to me. It was obvious that she had to be close to seventy, if not slightly older. Her short white hair and wrinkled face were dead giveaways that she had seen quite a few years pass by during her life.
 
   “From what I saw the last time I was here, the Fae fear Nuala. Considering how ruthlessly she invaded my country, I can only assume she’s been just as callous in her rule over the Fae all these years. They were so frightened of her wrath that they cowered inside their homes while I was there. Don’t you want the chance to give your people a better life?”
 
   Lanai remained silent for a little while as she considered my words. Finally, she asked, “And how exactly do you intend to retake. …” Lanai made a series of clicks and whistles with her mouth. I could only assume, from what I had been told, that this was the ancient language of the Fae and that she was stating the Fae capital’s true name in her native tongue.
 
   “We have troops coming, and we’ve brought dragons with us also.”
 
   “I hope you brought more than the three I saw outside,” Lanai said. “There are quite a few you will have to contend with on this side of the island.”
 
   “Yes, we have more,” I assured her.
 
   Lanai shook her head again as she said, “Well, I don’t know if this plan of yours will work, but if I can help your people and mine in any way, I will.”
 
   “Thank you,” I replied, feeling relieved that at least this part of our mission was complete.
 
   “Emma,” I heard Gabriel say just outside the front of my tent, “are you all right in there? Is someone else in there with you?”
 
   “Yes, I’m fine,” I reassured him. “We’ll be out in just a minute.”
 
   I looked at Lanai. “Would you mind if I introduced you to the others?”
 
   “I would be happy to meet them.”
 
   I led the way out of my tent. Once outside, I saw that the sun was just making its appearance for the day above the horizon. Gabriel was standing only a couple of feet away, wearing nothing but a pair of pants. It was the first time I could remember ever seeing Gabriel in such a state of undress. Apparently, Lanai and I woke him up with the noise of our conversation. He must have been so worried that he forgot he was half-naked.
 
   I turned back to the tent to lend Lanai a hand to help her out. Once she stood before me, I made the proper introductions.
 
   “Lanai, I would like to introduce you to a friend of mine, Gabriel. He helps me deal with the politics involved in ruling Vankara.” 
 
   Gabriel bowed at the waist to Lanai. “It is a great honor to finally meet you.”
 
   “I am no one you should be bowing to,” Lanai told Gabriel. “I’m just an old woman, Vankaran.”
 
   Gabriel looked at me questioningly. “Did you tell her why we came here to find her?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. She’s agreed to resume her place on the throne if we can win it for her.”
 
   “Tell me,” Lanai said, a look of confusion on her face, “how do you intend to beat the iron men protecting the capital?”
 
   This time I was the one who ended up having a questioning look on my face. “Iron men?” I asked. “What iron men?”
 
   “Those mechanical ones that have been standing guard around it for at least a week now,” Lanai told me. “There are easily a thousand of them. I thought you would be aware of them already.”
 
   “No,” I said, feeling my heart sink inside my chest. I looked over at Gabriel. “That’s where the automatons have been all this time? But why?”
 
   I remembered being told that the automatons had simply disappeared from Iron City, but no one mentioned the fact that they were now standing guard over the Fae capital.
 
   “I have no idea,” Gabriel admitted, looking troubled by this new development. “Let me wake Dracen. Maybe he knows why they’re there.”
 
   Gabriel turned his back to us and walked over to Dracen’s tent.
 
   I heard Lanai gasp. When I looked over at her, I saw that she had one hand raised with the tips of her fingers covering her lips. As tears welled in her eyes, I noticed she was staring intently at Gabriel’s back. When I followed her gaze, I spotted what she was eyeing.
 
   I wasn’t surprised when I saw the brown, S-shaped scar on Gabriel’s back. I had a vison of it being on the back of a man while he and I lay in bed together. At the time, I assumed the vision had come from Queen Emma and that it was her way of telling me the identity of the father of the child I now carried. But why would Gabriel’s scar cause Lanai to react the way she was?
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked her.
 
   Lanai didn’t respond verbally. She simply shook her head at me. I wasn’t sure if she simply couldn’t make herself say something or if she was refusing to answer my question. 
 
   “Can you tell what’s wrong with her?” I asked Aurora.
 
   “She is feeling a great many different emotions,” Aurora told me. “Surprise, confusion, sorrow, and … love.”
 
   “Love for Gabriel?”
 
   “I assume so.”
 
   “Can you tell why she would feel love for him?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Sarah. I don’t know.”
 
   I stood silently beside Lanai, not knowing what to say to her. I thought about pressing her for an answer to my question, but decided to bide my time instead. There wasn’t any way she could hide her emotional reaction from the others, and they were bound to notice her odd behavior as well.
 
   Lanai’s next action barely registered in my mind before I realized what was happening. Quite unexpectedly, and rather spryly, I might add, Lanai sprinted off behind my tent toward the woods.
 
   “Lanai!” I cried out, following her as quickly as I could without accidentally tripping over my own feet as I rushed after her. “Lanai, wait!”
 
   Just before she entered the tree line of the forest, a large white dragon wing swooped down in front of Lanai blocking her path. Not to be deterred, Lanai quickly turned on her heels and tried to run around the wing, but Vincent was having none of her foolishness. He lifted his wing slightly and scooped Lanai up with his appendage, effectively trapping her in his hold approximately ten feet off the ground.
 
   “Let me down this instant!” she demanded of Vincent. “I can’t stay here, dragon!”
 
   “Are you sure you want to keep her?” Vincent questioned me dubiously. “She seems to be more trouble than help.”
 
   Lanai scrambled to the edge of Vincent’s wing to look down at me.
 
   “Tell this fool dragon to let me down this instant!” she yelled at me.
 
   “Why were you trying to run away?” I asked her, still confused by her odd behavior. “I thought you were going to help us.”
 
   Lanai’s gaze was drawn to something behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to see that Gabriel and Dracen were running over to where we were.
 
   “Please,” Lanai begged me, “I can’t stay here. I have to go. Now!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I apologized, feeling torn between giving into her demand and keeping her with us to help defeat Nuala. “We need you. Maybe if you told me why you feel like you need to leave, I could help.”
 
   Lanai just shook her head at me in a gesture that seemed to say she couldn’t bring herself to tell me what was wrong. She pulled back from the edge of Vincent’s wing and the next thing I heard were her soft cries.
 
   “Vincent,” I said, “do you know what’s wrong with her? Why is she so upset?”
 
   “I’m not certain,” Vincent replied, “but I get the feeling that it has something to do with Gabriel. When she looked at him, I could feel a great sadness emanate from her.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Gabriel asked me, slightly out of breath as he and Dracen finally reached me. “Why did she try to run away? I thought she agreed to help us.”
 
   “She did,” I said. “But there’s something about you that’s upsetting her.”
 
   “Me?” Gabriel said in surprise. “I’ve never met her before in my life. What could I have done to make her want to run away?”
 
   I walked behind Gabriel and stared at the S-shaped scar on his back.
 
   “How did you get that scar?” I asked him.
 
   Self-consciously, Gabriel placed a hand over it. “I’ve always had it.”
 
   “You mean since you took on this form?” I asked.
 
   “No,” Gabriel said, sounding as if he might not fully answer my question. “I had it when I was Jacob too. It seems to stay put no matter what body I shift into.”
 
   “You never mentioned that to me before,” Dracen said with a great amount of interest in this new development.
 
   “I didn’t see any reason to tell you,” Gabriel replied. “To be honest, I never gave it a lot of thought.”
 
   “Is it odd that it stays with him?” I asked Dracen. “Should it have disappeared when he took this form?”
 
   “Yes,” Dracen answered. “If it wasn’t part of the real Gabriel, it should have vanished.”
 
   “What would cause it to stay after a shift?” I asked.
 
   “It has to be a form of magic. That’s the only explanation.”
 
   I knew Lanai was the only person who could solve the mystery of Gabriel’s scar. It was obvious she knew something about it.
 
   “Could the two of you walk away for a while so I can speak to her alone?” I whispered to Gabriel and Dracen. “I don’t think she will tell me anything if either of you are around.”
 
   Gabriel looked troubled while Dracen simply looked curious.
 
   “If you need us,” Gabriel told me, “we won’t be far.”
 
   I watched the two of them walk away before I turned back to Vincent.
 
   “You can let her down now. I need to get some answers from her to resolve this matter,” I told him.
 
   “Very well,” he consented as he slowly began to lower his wing, “but if she tries to run away again, do you want me to stop her?”
 
   “No,” I sighed. “If she would rather run off and hide instead of staying to help us, I don’t think she’ll be of any use to us anyway.”
 
   Once Vincent’s wing was lowered, I found Lanai huddled underneath her cloak with her knees drawn up to her chin as she rocked herself back and forth. She looked even more fragile than before, and my heart went out to her. It was obvious she was suffering from great emotional turmoil, and I hoped she would allow me to help her through it.
 
   I walked over and sat beside her on Vincent’s outstretched wing. I wasn’t sure if she would allow me to console her physically, so I refrained from placing a comforting arm around her shoulders. I simply sat there and waited until she was ready to talk.
 
   After a few minutes, Lanai finally said, “Have you ever done something in your life that you later came to regret with all your heart?”
 
   “I think everyone does something in their life that they regret,” I replied.
 
   “I did something … so … so terrible,” she said like a confession. “I hoped death would find me before he did.”
 
   “Are you talking about Gabriel?” I asked.
 
   Lanai nodded but said nothing.
 
   “How do you even know him? And what is the significance of the scar on his back?”
 
   “I was very beautiful once,” Lanai said, fondly remembering her younger years with a faraway look in her eyes. “I could have had my choice of suitors when I was in my prime, but none of the men around me could ever capture my interest. I had the occasional dalliance but nothing very serious. There was only one man who came close to winning my heart, but he chose to break it instead. He was a fine looking man from your side of the island.”
 
   “A Vankaran?” I asked in surprise. “What was he doing in Fae territory?”
 
   “Back then, your people would send over an emissary once a year to see how we were doing. One year, a rather dashing looking young man came and instantly caught my eye. He was nearly ten years younger than me, at the time, but neither of us seemed to care about the age difference. We were in love and nothing else mattered.”
 
   “But you didn’t stay together,” I concluded. “What happened?”
 
   “It was around the same time Nuala took my place as Queen of the Fae. She used my love for Thaddeus—”
 
   “Wait,” I interrupted as my heartbeats suddenly tripled in speed. “Are you talking about Thaddeus Irondale?”
 
   Lanai nodded. “Yes, do you know him? Is he still alive?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered, finding the pairing of Thaddeus with Lanai difficult to comprehend. I always considered Thaddeus so uptight. It was hard for me to imagine him and Lanai falling in love. “He’s still alive.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that,” Lanai said with a wistful smile. “Does Gabriel know him?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. They’ve worked together quite closely in Iron City. Thaddeus is a very important man in parliament.”
 
   “I always knew he would rise to greatness,” Lanai said proudly. “I wonder what he would think of me now if he could see how old I’ve become.”
 
   “Everyone ages,” I told her. “He’s aged too.”
 
   “But I bet he’s still as handsome as ever.” Lanai sighed. “Men often get even more dashing as they grow older.”
 
   “Some do,” I agreed, hoping Lanai would get back on track with her story.
 
   “My affair with Thaddeus was one of the things Nuala used against me. She told the others that I couldn’t be trusted to keep the needs of the Fae in the forefront of my mind since I was sleeping with the enemy. She told them that it was only a matter of time before I gave into any demands the Vankarans might make.”
 
   “Was Thaddeus trying to talk you into doing something?”
 
   “No,” Lanai said with a small shake of her head, “he never asked for anything. Nuala’s claims were completely unfounded, but it only takes a kernel of doubt in people’s minds to make them believe what you want them to. Even after Thaddeus left, Nuala continued her attacks on me. I wanted to fight her then, but I wasn’t able to. I feared what she might do to the child growing inside my womb. I knew I was going to have a boy and that he would be half Fae and half Vankaran. He would have a birthright to the Fae throne and always be in danger of Nuala trying to kill him because of that fact. I couldn’t take that risk, so I gave up my throne to live out my days in these woods.”
 
   Lanai and Thaddeus Irondale had a child together, and that child was a boy. That could only mean that. …
 
   “Gabriel is your son?” I asked in shock.
 
   Lanai nodded, sucking in her bottom lip as tears glimmered in her eyes. “I never thought I would see him again. I never wanted to have to tell him what I had done.”
 
   “Wait,” I said, thinking through what I knew. “The scar he has. Did you put that there?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve always had a little magic. I wasn’t fortunate enough to be born with a lot, but what little I had left over after he was born I used to make that scar so I would always know my son, no matter what form he took.”
 
   “Then that means Thaddeus has magic too,” I surmised. Dracen had told me once that a shifter could only be produced by the mating of two people with magic, one of Fae descent and one of Vankaran heritage.
 
   “His magic wasn’t very strong either,” Lanai told me. “I’m sure he’s used it all up by now.”
 
   “I don’t understand. How did Gabriel end up on the Vankaran side of the wall? How were the two of you separated?”
 
   With my questions, a fresh set of tears coursed down Lanai’s face.
 
   “I took him over there,” she sobbed. “I knew that if Nuala ever found out he existed, she would try to have him killed, or worse, do the deed herself. He would be a threat to her throne because he was the natural born heir. All I could think about was finding a safe place for him to grow up. I left him at an orphanage in a small town and prayed he would be given to a good family.”
 
   I knew Gabriel’s early life wasn’t what Lanai had hoped for him, but he had been welcomed into a loving family eventually. Dracen and Kira had accepted them into their home and hearts. For a time, he had had the life his mother always wanted for him, but like most things in Gabriel’s life, his happiness didn’t last forever.
 
   “Why did you try to run away just now?” I asked. “Your son deserves to know the truth. He needs to know that you left him out of love, not because you didn’t want him. I think you owe him at least that much, Lanai.”
 
   “What if he ends up hating me for what I did?” Lanai asked. “I don’t know if my old heart can take his disdain.”
 
   “Gabriel is a good man,” I told her. “He’s one of the best men I know. He won’t hate you. If anything, he’ll probably just have a lot of questions for you. He deserves to know who he is. And now he’ll know that he has a half-sister too.”
 
   “Thaddeus had a daughter?”
 
   “Yes. Her name is Inara. She’s a very good friend of both of ours. I think he’ll be happy to know that he has family, and you should be the one who tells him that.”
 
   “I don’t know if I’m strong enough to do it,” Lanai admitted.
 
   I placed a comforting hand on her back. “I know you’re strong enough. All you have to do is tell him what you told me just now. I’m sure he’ll have more questions, and you are the only one who can answer them for him. You abandoned him once and lived to regret it, Lanai. Don’t make the same mistake twice in one lifetime. Who knows how long any of us has left? Seize this moment in time and make amends with your son before it’s too late.”
 
   Lanai nodded her head in agreement. “You’re right. I do owe him an explanation. I may not have a lot of time left in this world, and I don’t want to leave it without him knowing that I have loved him every day of his life.”
 
   I stood up from Vincent’s wing and lowered a hand to help Lanai stand up as well. She held onto my hand like I was her lifeline as we walked around the tents to find the others. Gabriel and Dracen looked our way, but didn’t move from their positions by the lake’s shoreline. Once we were in front of them, Lanai let go of my hand and took in a deep breath as if preparing herself for the very first talk she would have with her son.
 
   “May I speak with you in private?” Lanai asked Gabriel.
 
   With a confused look on his face, Gabriel nodded. “Certainly. Would you like to take a walk around the lake?”
 
   “Yes,” Lanai nodded. “I would love to do that with you.”
 
   I watched them walk away, side by side. I felt sure Gabriel would accept what Lanai had to tell him with an open heart and mind. He was a good man who wouldn’t judge her for the decisions she had made in the past. Sometimes our lives take unexpected turns. Whether or not they are for the better or worse isn’t always readily discernable. What seems to be the worst thing that can happen to you can sometimes lead you to the best. Time is always the prognosticator of fate, and right now fate had caught up to Gabriel.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   While Lanai was explaining things to Gabriel, I told Dracen what was going on.
 
   “Well,” Dracen said after I was done, “I can’t say I was expecting that. I didn’t even know Lanai had a baby, much less that it was Gabriel.”
 
   “I think he’ll take it well, don’t you?” I asked, needing the reassurance of someone else’s opinion that everything was going to turn out fine. We really didn’t need yet another thing to add to our list of complications.
 
   “I’m sure he will,” Dracen agreed wholeheartedly. “I know when he lived with us as Jacob, he always wondered about his real family. To finally be given the answers to all of his questions will be an unexpected gift to him. There’s no need to worry. He’ll be fine.”
 
   By this time, Lanai and Gabriel were on the opposite side of the lake from us. They were sitting together on a fallen log near the shore. Obviously, I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but their body language seemed to indicate that they were comfortable with one another. I felt like a voyeur watching them, so I tried to think of something else that needed to be done.
 
   I suddenly remembered why Gabriel had gone off to awaken Dracen.
 
   “Lanai said that the automatons are protecting the Fae capital,” I told him. “Why would they do that?”
 
   “Yes, Gabriel told me that while you were handling Lanai. I fear Karis is using his power to control them. Odds are he connected himself to them in some way I wasn’t aware of when we made them.”
 
   “Their bodies are just machines, though, right? They can be dismantled and destroyed like any other machine?”
 
   By the look of worry that appeared on Dracen’s face, I had a feeling his answer wasn’t going to be one that I wanted to hear.
 
   “I made their bodies indestructible,” he told me, sounding as if he was regretting that decision now. “I wasn’t sure how long it would take me to figure out how to release their souls from the trillian.”
 
   “They must have a weakness of some sort. Everything has a flaw that can be exploited.”
 
   “The only way we can release them from Karis’ hold is to kill him,” Dracen replied matter-of-factly.
 
   “Is there no other way?” I knew we were in a war, and that Karis didn’t deserve our mercy. He had been one of the main orchestrators of the plagues, after all. He was a mass murderer whose execution was more than justifiable. Still, the taking of a life was a permanent act. 
 
   “I understand that killing Karis may not be what you had planned,” Dracen said, “but if we don’t, our troops will have an almost impossible time getting through the automatons surrounding the city. We have to take him out in order to save lives.”
 
   I sighed heavily because I knew Dracen was right. We were in a war that was not of our own making. We had to do everything we could to win, no matter how detestable.
 
   “How do we kill him?” I asked. “He has the ability to control people’s minds. He controlled you, and you’re the most powerful sorcerer in the world. How can we get someone close enough to kill him before he makes them kill themselves?”
 
   “Let me go to him. I’ll say that I just want to talk and wait for my chance to take him out.”
 
   I’m sure I looked at Dracen like he had lost his mind because that was exactly what I was thinking.
 
   “That isn’t much of a plan,” I said rather bluntly. “I seriously doubt he will fall for the ‘let’s talk’ routine, Dracen. He’ll know you’re up to something.”
 
   “It’s the only option we have that might work.”
 
   I thought about it for a moment and shook my head. “No, it’s not the only option we have. I can go in and kill him.”
 
   “Absolutely not,” Dracen practically shouted. “You’re not a killer, Sarah. You had a hard enough time just a moment ago justifying the order for his death. Do you really believe you can murder him that easily?”
 
   “I’m the only person here who even has a chance of getting close to him. Before the attack, I’ll go to him, asking for a meeting so we can try to negotiate a truce. He doesn’t know that I have the same powers as you do. He won’t see his death coming from me. Plus, I have my mantle to protect me. He can’t harm me while I’m wearing it, not even with his magic. There’s no other way that makes sense or has as good a chance of succeeding. You can’t argue that I’m wrong about this. I’m the only one who can make this plan work.”
 
   Dracen opened his mouth to argue, but then thought better of it and closed it. I could see the gears in his mind spinning, trying to find a hole in my logic. Apparently, he couldn’t.
 
   “Gabriel will never agree to this,” was all Dracen could come up with as a line of reasoning that would prevent me from going.
 
   “Gabriel doesn’t have a say in what I can and cannot do.”
 
   “If Fallon were here. …”
 
   “He would agree with my strategy, just like you do,” I said before he could finish his sentence. “You know this is the best plan. Why are you trying to prevent me from doing what needs to be done?”
 
   “Because I don’t want to see you get hurt!”
 
   “Sarah,” Aurora cautioned, “don’t lose your temper with him. He’s just worried about you.”
 
   “I won’t get hurt,” I told Dracen in a calm voice, keeping my temper in check as Aurora suggested. “As long as I’m wearing the Mantle of Vankara, nothing can hurt me. You know this. You need to trust in its magic.”
 
   “I couldn’t take it if I lost you again,” Dracen whispered desperately. His eyes were haunted by the memory of losing his daughter once before. “There’s only so much pain from loss that a father can endure before his heart simply gives out, even an immortal one.”
 
   “I promise you won’t lose me.”
 
   “You can’t make a promise like that. No one can.”
 
   “No, I suppose I can’t,” I admitted, “but I can tell you that Karis won’t be the one who kills me. I’m more powerful than he is, and I have people I love and want to come back to. You’re going to have to trust me. I will come back to you. ”
 
   Dracen sighed in defeat. I could tell he knew my plan was the only one that would work. There was no better option.
 
   “If you’re going to do this,” he said, “then you need to learn how to control your powers better. You may only have one chance to kill Karis. He’s not a stupid man. He’ll have his guard up around you. If I know him at all, he’ll suspect that you have a second agenda. When you see your opening, you’ll have to take it swiftly and decisively. There won’t be any time to second guess yourself or hesitate once you start casting the spell.”
 
   “Can you teach me something easy to learn but effective?”
 
   “Do you remember what I did to Ren in Kamora when he kidnapped you?”
 
   Could I remember it? That moment of gruesomeness was scorched into my memory. The way Dracen’s spell had called up the earthly pillars that dragged Ren down into the bowels of the earth was something I would never forget.
 
   “Yes,” I said with a slight shiver, “I remember.”
 
   “I can teach you how to cast that spell. The earth will swallow Karis whole before he can let out a scream to alert the guards. He’ll suffocate underground within a minute.”
 
   “That sounds like a horrible way to die.”
 
   “Would you rather try to preserve him like you did the apple on the airship?”
 
   “That apple exploded.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   I let out a hollow laugh.
 
   “I would rather avoid seeing Karis explode, thank you very much.”
 
   “We have time for you to practice controlling your powers,” Dracen said. “It will take at least another four days for the armadas to arrive. Once Karis sees that we’re serious about invading the capital, he’ll take you up on your offer to talk about a truce.”
 
   “And what if he actually agrees to everything I ask for?”
 
   “He won’t,” Dracen said with certainty. “He’s as mad for power as Nuala is. Odds are that they have an agreement with one another. Since Nuala seems determined to stay in Iron City, I think Karis is supposed to remain in the Fae capital to rule in her place. Nuala may be crazy, but she’s no fool. She knows that Karis is a very powerful sorcerer. As long as she keeps him happy, she’ll be able to control him.”
 
   I heard a big yawn come from the direction of the tents and saw Thomas stretching his arms over his head, trying to completely wake up from his slumber. 
 
   “Did I miss anything?” Thomas asked as he walked over to us.
 
   If only I could tell him everything that he missed. …
 
   “The former queen of the Fae found us,” I told him. “We won’t have to search for her after all.”
 
   “Well, that’s great!” Thomas said enthusiastically. “Where is she?”
 
   I turned to look back at Gabriel and Lanai. They were still on the other side of the lake, sitting on the log and talking to one another. I had no idea how long they would end up staying over there. They had years to catch up on. I assumed their conversation would take quite a while.
 
   When the time for lunch approached, Gabriel and Lanai were still on the other side of the lake. It was decided that we should join Nicole and the other dragons near the place where the Kamoran and Vankaran fleets were instructed to meet us. Aurora and I walked around the lake to tell them that we needed to leave.
 
   “I’m sorry to intrude,” I said to them as I approached.
 
   They both jumped slightly at the sound of my voice, but I immediately had their attention.
 
   “We’re planning to move our camp to where Nicole and the other dragons are,” I said more to Gabriel than Lanai. “Dracen thinks it will be safer.”
 
   “Of course,” Gabriel said, standing up from the log he and Lanai had been sitting on all morning. Apparently, he didn’t realize just how long he had been talking with his estranged mother. When he stood, he had to catch himself as his blood began to flow back into his legs. He extended a hand down to Lanai to help her up and to keep her steady as her body readjusted.
 
   I turned around to make my way back to camp, but I ended up turning back around when Lanai asked, “Would it be possible for me to go to my home before we leave? I would like to bring a few things with me.”
 
   “Of course,” I told her. “We’re not in any rush. It’ll be days before the fleets make it here, and we have plenty of time to get to the new campsite before nightfall.”
 
   “Oh, good,” Lanai said, pleased. “I wanted to show Gabriel where he was born.”
 
   “The last time I was here I noticed that most of the Fae live inside the trees. Is that what your home is like?”
 
   “Most of the trees this far from the capital are too small to make a good home in,” Lanai said. “I was lucky enough to find a thatch of trees that grew so close together I was able to make a home in their limbs.”
 
   “Like a treehouse?” I asked, instantly intrigued.
 
   “That’s exactly what it is,” Lanai said proudly. “I built it with my own two hands. It took quite a bit of doing too.”
 
   “I can only imagine. Would you mind if I accompanied you back to your home? I would love to see it.”
 
   “Well, my home isn’t anything grand, child, but you are more than welcome to come with us. It’s certainly not something most queens would care two wits about, but Gabriel tells me you’re a very different kind of queen.”
 
   I looked over at Gabriel wondering if he had divulged my secret about being a shifter to Lanai. He must have sensed what I wanted to know because he shook his head as if to answer my unasked question with a definitive no.
 
   “I would love to see it,” I told Lanai.
 
   When we got back to camp and told the others that we would need some time to retrieve Lanai’s belongings, Thomas immediately asked if he could come along.
 
   “Is it safe?” I asked Lanai. Since her house was built off the ground, I wasn’t sure if there was a chance of Thomas falling from it.
 
   “Oh yes,” Lanai assured me. “It’s perfectly safe for the boy to come.”
 
   “I’ll gather our things up while the rest of you are gone,” Dracen told us. “By the time you get back, we should be ready to go.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked. “I could stay to help you with that.”
 
   “No, no,” Dracen said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Go have fun. There isn’t much to pack up anyway. It won’t take me very long. Just make sure you’re back before sunset so we can reach the other campsite before it gets too dark.”
 
   “We won’t be gone that long,” I promised.
 
   As we followed Lanai through the forest to her home, I began to wonder if I had made a hasty and uneducated promise to Dracen.
 
   “I thought your house wasn’t that far away?” I asked Lanai, after we had walked for at least half an hour.
 
   “It’s just a little farther,” Lanai assured me with a kind smile.
 
   A few minutes later, Lanai stopped walking.
 
   “See, we’re here,” she announced.
 
   I looked up over our heads but saw nothing but a dense mesh of tree limbs. Lanai walked over to a large leafy bush and squatted down beside it. I watched as she reached both arms inside the bush and began to fiddle with something. Directly above us came a rattle of wood. I looked up and saw a trapdoor open. A ladder made from wood and rope dropped down, providing a way into Lanai’s very well camouflaged treehouse. 
 
   I looked at Lanai’s ladder and said dubiously, “I thought you said it was safe. I’m not sure I trust Thomas to not fall off that thing.”
 
   “No worries, child,” Lanai said, walking back over to us. Once she reached the ladder, she grabbed one of its rungs and began to unlatch a leather belt there that was tethered to a separate rope. This rope was tied to something within the treehouse itself.
 
   “Come here, Vankaran child,” Lanai said to Thomas.
 
   Thomas looked up at me questioningly as if asking for my permission.
 
   “I think it’s safe,” I told him as confidently as I could considering things.
 
   “Of course it’s safe,” Lanai laughed. “If he falls off the ladder, this will keep him from falling too far. I’ve tested it myself many times.”
 
   Thomas walked over to Lanai and let her tighten the leather belt around his waist.
 
   “Now, climb on up,” Lanai encouraged. “Once you’re up there, take the belt off and throw it back down to us.”
 
   Being young and adventurous, Thomas made it up the ladder in no time at all. It took a little more time and effort, but after a while, we all made it up the ladder and into Lanai’s treehouse.
 
   Her home had no walls to speak of. It consisted of a thick, thatched roof and a hardwood, planked floor. Supporting the roof was a series of thick branches arranged in an x pattern around the circumference of the floor. There was very little in the way of furnishings. There was a small table with a singular bench only big enough for one person to sit on. A lumpy looking sleeping mat lay on the other side of the dwelling. There were also a series of old wooden crates scattered around. All of them seemed to be filled with jars containing various liquids, pastes, and dried vegetation. The last time Lanai and I met, she was able to help heal Fallon’s wounds from Vorana’s attack with various home remedies. This was apparently the rest of her medicines.
 
   “Have you lived here since you left the city?” I asked, wondering why she had so little in the way of personal possessions.
 
   “More or less,” Lanai said, grabbing a well-worn leather backpack from the table in the room. “It’s not much, but you can’t beat the view.”
 
   On that point, I had to agree with her. The panorama was rather spectacular. Being so high in the trees gave Lanai a view of the surrounding forest that was breathtaking. In one direction you could make out a distant mountain range, and in the other, you could see a sliver of the ocean in the distance.
 
   “Sarah,” Aurora said in alarm. “I sense someone coming.”
 
   “Who?” I asked.
 
   Before she had a chance to answer, what felt like a gentle breeze stirred the air in the room. Lanai quickly stood up from her crates, looking up at the thatched roof. Before any of us could react, a set of black talons pierced through the roof, curling inward as the claws of a dragon completely snatched it off its posts to expose us.
 
   Lanai let out a small cry in surprise as we all looked up to meet the leering face of Tyr.
 
   “I had a feeling you would try something,” Tyr said as he looked at me. “You’re more cunning than Nuala gives you credit for, shifter. She still believes you’re cowering in that school, but I told her someone like you wouldn’t hide for very long.”
 
   “Is that supposed to be a compliment?” I asked, as I casually walked over to Thomas to bring him closer to my side. I wasn’t sure if my cloak would protect him too, but there wasn’t any other option left open to me.
 
   “Not necessarily,” Tyr said. “If you had been smart, you would have stayed in Iron City. Why are you here, shifter? What are you up to?”
 
   I didn’t get the chance to answer.
 
   I watched as Gregoire dove down through the white clouds directly above Tyr with his front talons spread wide. The speed of his attack was so fast and fierce that Tyr wasn’t aware of his brother’s presence until Gregoire was upon him. By that time, it was too late. Gregoire used his front claws to seize Tyr’s wings. The ferocity of his strike was so vicious, blood immediately began to gush from the puncture wounds made by Gregoire’s talons. Tyr let out a roar that vibrated the air with its force just before he reared his head back, striking Gregoire directly in the middle of the throat, forcing his brother to relinquish his hold on his wings. With his wings wounded, Tyr began to fall through the air directly towards us.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   There was nothing I could do and nowhere for me to hide. I held Thomas close and prayed for a miracle as Tyr landed on what was left of Lanai’s treehouse. The impact of his heavy body caused the dry wooden plank floor beneath my feet to explode into splinters. I tightened my arms around Thomas as we were jettisoned into the air above the tree line.
 
   As we began to freefall back to the ground, I screamed to Aurora, “Fly!”
 
   I felt her claws clutch my shoulder tightly, possibly even drawing blood.
 
   “I will not leave you,” she informed me fiercely.
 
   My request was probably a futile one anyway. If I died, she would die too whether she flew away or not. Our lives were entwined with one another, and only death would ever separate us.
 
   I stared at the blue-sky overhead as gravity pulled our bodies back down to earth. And then I realized exactly what I needed to do. I thought of Vincent, using the power of my pendant to take us to him.
 
   It was only after we teleported to his location that I realized what a colossal mistake I had made. Vincent was flying through the air at that particular moment in time. We materialized just underneath his belly.
 
   “Vincent!” I called out to him as we continued to plummet to the ground.
 
    Vincent instantly altered his trajectory and stretched out one of his front claws to snatch us out of the air. We hung within the safe cage his talons made.
 
   I felt Thomas tremble against me, as I continued to hold him close, and considered the option of teleporting us back to the college, but immediately dismissed the thought. The others might need my help, and I wasn’t about to cower within the safety of the school while they fought our enemies.
 
   “We’re safe,” I told Thomas, hoping to ease his fears. “We’re safe.”
 
   But were we? I had no way of knowing what was happening. I sincerely doubted Tyr had traveled here alone. When we had encountered him at Ledmarrow, he had two other dragons with him. 
 
   “Sarah,” Vincent said to me with a great deal of urgency in his voice, “be prepared for a slight jolt. I need to help Gregoire and Seneca in their fight, and I won’t have time to set you on the ground gently before entering the fray. I’ll need to drop you to the ground, but I’ll try to make the fall a short one. As soon as you can, move away from us.”
 
   “Okay,” I told him as I tightened my hold on Thomas even further. “I’m ready.”
 
   Without much fanfare, Vincent dropped us about three feet from the ground. The fall wasn’t too bad, but it did knock the air out of my lungs, causing me to grunt from the impact.
 
   I took a few precious moments to regain my breath. During that time, I saw a blue dragon tail sail over our heads, missing us by mere inches.
 
   “We need to move!” I yelled to Thomas. 
 
   I finally let go of him so he could scramble to his feet. Once I was standing too, I grabbed his hand and ran for the safety of the trees right in front of us. I only dared to look over my shoulder after we were in the forest. When I did turn around, I saw Gregoire and Tyr literally butting heads, each trying to push the other back to gain the upper hand. Seneca was leaping into the air, chasing after another blue dragon. I presumed it was the same dragon who had helped Tyr torture Vincent at Ledmarrow. Vincent was in a standoff with a black dragon, who was taking in a mighty breath. I immediately realized what it was about to do.
 
   “Get down!” I yelled to Thomas as I tackled him to the ground and covered him with my body.
 
   I remembered Dracen telling me that black dragons could produce shockwaves so powerful with their roars that some were known to have decimated mountains. I braced myself for what was sure to come next.
 
   The dragon’s roar was so loud my ears began to throb from the force of it. The trees around us snapped like twigs near their bases. Luckily, the shockwave was directed toward us, causing all of the trees to fall forward and away from our position on the ground. I could only assume that the Mantle of Vankara protected me from the effects of the dragon’s roar. Since the dragons’ fight had decimated most of the trees to our rear, we were spared from being struck from behind. 
 
   I chanced a glance behind us toward the action. The fighting between the pairs of dragons was fierce, beyond anything I had ever witnessed before. The power with which they hit each other seemed strong enough to destroy almost anything. 
 
   My gaze was drawn to one lone figure lying motionless in the midst of it all: Gabriel. It was a miracle he hadn’t been trampled to death yet, but it had to be just a matter of time before he was squashed. I wasn’t even sure the dragons knew he was there. I quickly scanned the area, or what I could see of it, but Lanai was nowhere to be seen. I prayed she was still alive and somewhere safe.
 
   Gregoire and Tyr were locked in the most violent fight of the three. Although Vincent and Seneca were engaged in their own epic battles, the fight between the brothers was vicious. Neither of them was waiting for the other to surrender. Their fight was to the death and each of them had accepted that fact wholeheartedly. Unlike Gregoire, Tyr had not earned his gold scale marking him as an immortal dragon. He had to know that his fight with Gregoire could only end in one way: his death.
 
    I quickly stood up and pulled Thomas off the ground.
 
   “Get behind that tree,” I ordered, pushing him towards one of the larger fallen trees, hoping it would provide some protection. Once we were safely behind it, I watched the battle between the dragons and kept my eye on Gabriel.
 
   He didn’t move at all, and I began to wonder if he was dead. The thought of losing Gabriel pierced my heart with a sharp pang of sorrow. No matter the discord that had passed between us lately, I wasn’t ready for him to exit my life. I recalled my conversation with Fallon about not doing anything to prevent Gabriel from leaving Iron City, if that’s what he chose to do after the war. I didn’t want him to stay just because it was what I most desired. Yet, the thought of him being absent from my life, whether by choice or through death, wasn’t something I wanted. He had been the one constant in all of my lives, and I didn’t intend to live without him for the remainder of my last one.
 
   I was faintly aware of Thomas moving beside me, but I didn’t pay much attention until I heard him whisper, “Draconus Vi!” 
 
   I looked up to the sky and saw Thomas’ illusion of a dragon army. The shadows they cast were immediately noticed by the other dragons. Seeing that they were now outnumbered, the black one Vincent was fighting and the blue one Seneca was battling both stopped as they studied the sky.
 
   It was a terrible mistake on both of their parts.
 
   Seneca and Vincent took advantage of their opponents’ dismay. Seneca immediately clamped his jaws down on the blue dragon’s neck. Blood gushed out of the wound, spraying the area red. Vincent reached out and clawed his opponent’s throat open with his talons, spinning the black dragon around with the force of the blow as his severed head was flung into the woods.
 
   If I were a stranger who just happened to stumble across Tyr in his current state, I might feel pity for him. His wings were torn to shreds and blood gushed from the various gashes that crisscrossed his body. He could barely stand and was using what was left of his wings to prop himself up, awaiting his brother’s final deathblow.
 
   “I want you to know that I take no joy in ending your life,” Gregoire told Tyr, breathing hard from the exertion of their fight. “You are my brother, and a part of me will always love you, but I cannot allow you to live any longer. Your desire to enslave humanity has brought you to this place, Tyr, and you only have yourself to blame.”
 
   “You’ve always chosen humanity above your own family,” Tyr wheezed, as his breaths became more labored. “Ever since you bonded with one of them, you have held them in a higher regard than your own kind. Go ahead and end my life, brother. I have nothing to live for anymore.”
 
   “Let me do it!” Seneca demanded, coming to stand beside Gregoire. “He killed my beloved, and I should be given the right to avenge her death!”
 
   Tyr began to chuckle. “Poor, deluded Vorana. She thought she could persuade me to change my ways. Your wife was a fool, Seneca. I did the world a favor by poisoning her and ending her pointless goodwill.”
 
   I felt Aurora tremble with anger on my shoulder.
 
   Seneca took a determined step toward Tyr, but Gregoire held out a wing to stop him.
 
   “Tyr is my responsibility, Seneca,” Gregoire stated gruffly. “I will take care of him.”
 
   “No, you won’t,” Tyr said with confidence. “Your moral compass won’t allow you to kill me, brother.”
 
   “You overestimate my love for you,” Gregoire stated coldly. “You are not the brother I grew up with. He was lost to me a long time ago.”
 
   Tyr laughed heartily, almost as if he knew something the rest of us didn’t. “I wasn’t talking about our familial connection, you fool.”
 
   Tyr lunged his body to the right towards the spot where Gabriel was still lying on the ground. Before any of the other dragons could stop him, Tyr picked Gabriel up by his legs with his mouth. As Gabriel hung limply from the dragon’s mouth, I watched in horror as Tyr bit down on my friend’s legs before spitting Gabriel out onto the ground.
 
   “Oh, no,” Aurora said in dismay, and I knew I had just witnessed something that twisted the odds back into Tyr’s favor.
 
   Tyr collapsed onto the ground with a resounding thud as he chortled. “Are you still going to kill me, brother?”
 
   Gregoire looked down at Gabriel’s still unmoving body with a great deal of pity before returning his gaze to Tyr.
 
   “What have you done?” Gregoire demanded. “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?” Tyr jeered. “I told you your morality wouldn’t allow you to kill me. If you kill me now, you’ll kill that pathetic human. Weren’t you the one who always urged me to bond with one? Now I have.”
 
   “Stay here,” I told Thomas. “Don’t move until I tell you to.”
 
   Thomas nodded that he understood my instructions.
 
   I quickly rushed out from behind the fallen tree and ran over to Gabriel.
 
   Tyr’s mocking laughter reverberated inside my head as I knelt down beside one of my oldest friends. I turned him over onto his back, searching for any signs of life. He was breathing, but his breaths were extremely shallow. There were three thin scratches evenly spaced that reached from his right temple to his chin. I could only assume his face had been scraped during the fall from the treehouse. As I examined the rest of his body, I noticed that the lower portion of his right arm was bent at an odd angle with both bones protruding through the skin. If a broken arm was all Gabriel had suffered from the fall, I considered him fortunate. Whether or not he had sustained any internal injuries was beyond my ability to know. All I could do was pray that nothing had been permanently damaged.
 
   “Gabriel!” I heard Lanai cry out from somewhere above me.
 
   I looked over at the stand of trees to my right, behind Vincent. It took me a moment, but I finally saw her clutching a large tree limb that she had apparently landed on.
 
   “Over there,” I told Vincent as I stood and pointed to where Lanai was.
 
   Vincent walked over to her and placed his head right below the limb that had undoubtedly saved her life. Lanai slowly let go of her lifeline and crawled over onto Vincent’s head. She hung on as Vincent lowered his head to the ground. Lanai quickly scampered off Vincent to join me by Gabriel. As she knelt by her son to do her own examination of his injuries, I knelt back down and asked, “Do you think he will be all right?”
 
    Lanai began to unbutton Gabriel’s shirt. Once undone, she inspected his torso carefully.
 
   “I see no bruising that would indicate that he is bleeding on the inside,” she told me. “That is a very good sign, but his arm needs to be set. I think it’s best if we do that while he is unconscious. It will still cause him pain, but at least he won’t remember it when he wakes up.”
 
   Lanai stood and began to search through the woody debris surrounding us. It didn’t take her long to find two short pieces of wood to use as a splint. She handed the wood to me and said, “I will set the bones straight. After I do that, place these on either side of his arm.”
 
   Lanai then proceeded to tear long strips of material from the cloak she wore. 
 
   When Lanai stretched Gabriel’s arm out to reset the bones, he gave a weak grunt of pain but didn’t wake up. As I set the two pieces of wood on either side of his arm, Lanai instructed me to hold his arm up so she could tie the material from her cloak around them to keep the splint in place.
 
   After that was done, I looked down to see how much damage Tyr had done to Gabriel’s legs with his bite but only found a small puncture wound on his right leg. It looked as if Tyr had barely applied any pressure. It was just enough to mark Gabriel and bind them until one of them died. It was only then that the realization of my friend’s predicament hit my soul. If Tyr died from the wounds Gregoire had already inflicted, Gabriel would die too.
 
   I stood and turned to face Tyr. Being this close to him allowed me to see his wounds in more detail. I was surprised he was still alive and had to wonder how close he actually was to death.
 
   I looked over my shoulder and said to Gregoire, “You can’t kill him now.”
 
   Gregoire stared unblinkingly at me for a moment before lifting his head and letting out a mighty roar in frustration. It was so loud the earth beneath my feet trembled.
 
   All the while, Tyr laughed at his brother’s dilemma. 
 
   I turned my head to look at Tyr again. “And you shouldn’t be laughing. You’re bound to a human now. You’ll always feel what he feels. He’ll know exactly what you’re thinking and be able to help us stop any plans you may have of enslaving humanity. Your thoughts and feelings will always be shared with Gabriel, Tyr, so I would wipe that smirk off your face because your life is no longer your own.”
 
   Tyr let out a derisive snort in disgust. I didn’t need the ability to read his thoughts or emotions. He was repulsed that he had resorted to bonding to a human in order to save his own life. Apparently, he considered death a worse fate than tethering his fate to that of a human. 
 
   “If we can’t kill him,” Seneca said, “what are we to do with him? We can’t allow him to leave.”
 
   “He couldn’t get very far on his own anyway,” Gregoire surmised. “It will be a few days before his wings can heal enough to support his weight in flight. We’ll simply have to take him with us to the others so we can keep an eye on him.”
 
   “Will he survive his wounds?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” Gregoire said, sounding disappointed by the fact that his brother’s life had to be spared. “None of the wounds are fatal ones. It will take some time, but he will heal.”
 
   “I will go back to camp and get Dracen,” Seneca said. “If I stay here much longer, I’m not sure if I will be able to keep myself from killing Tyr, bound or not.”
 
   Seneca propelled himself into the air and soared through the sky to put as much distance between himself and the dragon who murdered his wife. I couldn’t imagine the restraint he was using not to rip Tyr’s wings from his torso. My respect for Aurora’s father doubled in that moment.
 
   After Gregoire watched Seneca fly away, he looked down at me and said, “You can tell the boy we don’t need his illusion anymore, and it is safe for him to approach. Tyr is in no condition to harm anyone.”
 
   I called Thomas to me and told him to stop his illusion. He did so immediately.
 
   “Nifty trick,” Tyr commended. “Even I thought they were real.”
 
   I ignored his words. All I could think about was how Gabriel would cope with being bonded to a dragon as sadistic and selfish as Tyr. How would it affect the way he viewed the world? Would Tyr’s thoughts and emotions change Gabriel in some way? Or would the opposite be true? Tyr’s impulsive act of bonding with Gabriel may have even more repercussions than he bargained for.
 
   Seneca soon returned with Dracen riding his back. It was decided that Gregoire and Seneca would fly Tyr to where the other dragons and Nicole Jardine were waiting for the fleets to come in. 
 
   “We will send back others to bring you to us,” Gregoire promised as he and Seneca walked over to Tyr. 
 
   Seneca lifted himself into the air and hovered over Tyr to grab him at the point where his wings joined his body while Gregoire used his front claws to take hold of his brother’s rear to lift him up. The two dragons struggled a bit as they adjusted their flight to compensate for Tyr’s added weight. They flew considerably slower having to carry Tyr, but it worked.
 
   “Help should arrive within an hour or so,” Vincent said, using one of his wings to shade us from the brightness of the sun.
 
   “The delay will give Gabriel some extra time to heal,” I said as Lanai sat beside her son and lovingly patted him on the chest.
 
   I looked at Dracen and asked, “Is there anything you can do to help him?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Dracen said, “I’m not a healer.”
 
   “Thomas,” I looked at our young sorcerer, “are there healers at your school?”
 
   Thomas nodded. “Yes, there are a few.”
 
   “I can take Gabriel back there,” I said, grabbing my pendant. “Then I can use it to bring us back to wherever Vincent is once we’re done.”
 
   “I think that’s the best option,” Dracen agreed.
 
   “Can I come too?” Lanai asked.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I told her. “I can only carry two souls with me, Aurora and Gabriel, but I promise you that we’ll come back as soon as possible.”
 
   I could see the disappointment on Lanai’s face, but she seemed to understand that even magic had its limitations.
 
   I placed my hand on Gabriel’s chest and visualized the war room inside the college. Almost instantly, we were teleported back to Iron City.
 
   “Emma?” I heard Fallon say in a mixture of shock and relief.
 
   I looked around the room and saw Fallon standing beside an equally surprised Thaddeus Irondale. They were the only two people in the room.
 
   “Gabriel needs a healer, right now,” I told them as I bolted to my feet.
 
   “I’ll find Isabelle,” Thaddeus said, quickly taking in Gabriel’s condition before running out the door to find the Royal Sage.
 
   Fallon rushed to my side and quickly enveloped me in his arms. 
 
   “I didn’t think I would see you again until this was all over,” he said.
 
   “We ran into a small problem,” I replied, briefly telling him what had transpired with Tyr and the others.
 
   “I’m so sorry you had to go through that,” Fallon said, continuing to hold me close. His touch brought me a guilty peace. As we waited for someone to come to heal Gabriel, I studied my friend, wondering what would bring him succor in his time of need. Did he know we were with him? Could he hear us speaking to one another? I was sure the last thing he would want to witness was a reunion between Fallon and me. 
 
   I remained silent and allowed myself to revel in Fallon’s warmth while I could.
 
   A few minutes later, Thaddeus returned with Isabelle and a young brunette girl around the age of fifteen. At least, I assumed that was her age. There were streaks of gray in her hair that looked odd for someone so young to have.
 
   Without hesitation, the girl walked over to Gabriel and knelt down beside him. She briefly examined his injuries before cupping both of her hands over his chest. A warm, golden glow soon encapsulated Gabriel’s body as the girl mumbled a litany to herself over and over again. She remained that way for a good ten minutes before she drew her hands back into her lap and looked up at me.
 
   “Your friend is healed, Your Majesty, but he will need more rest to fully recover,” she told me.
 
   I extended a hand to the girl to help her back onto her feet. “What is your name?” I asked.
 
   “Kindra,” she replied.
 
   “Thank you, Kindra,” I said. “Thank you for healing my friend.”
 
   Kindra let go of my hand to curtsy before me. “It was my pleasure, Your Majesty.”
 
   Kindra turned to leave, but she stumbled, almost falling to the floor. It was only the quick actions of Isabelle that saved her from such a fate.
 
   “Kindra,” the Royal Sage said, “you should go to your room and rest until the side effects fade.”
 
   Kindra nodded weakly and slowly made her way out of the room.
 
   After she was gone, I looked at Isabelle and asked, “What side effects?”
 
   “A healer’s gift doesn’t only draw power from their magic; it also draws strength from the sorcerer’s own life force. Every time Kindra heals someone, it shortens her life.”
 
   “That’s horrible,” I said, trying to imagine what it must be like to have such a gift. “Is that why her hair is turning gray? Has she used her gift a lot?”
 
   Isabelle nodded. “Yes. Before she came here, her father was using her skill to make a living. Neither of them understood that what she was doing was also killing her. Kindra has a sweet soul and only wants to help others. I fear it may lead her to an early grave.”
 
   “Is there anything I can do for her?” I asked. “I owe her a lot for helping Gabriel.”
 
   Isabelle shook her head. “She won’t accept money from you. The best thing you can do is win this war so she and the others can go back to living their lives.”
 
   We all decided it would be best for Gabriel to stay at the college until he regained consciousness. I didn’t know how long that would take, but I knew I couldn’t leave his side until he woke up. He would need the reassurance of a friend that everything would be all right, and he would also need an explanation about his newly formed bond with Tyr.
 
   Fallon sat with me in Gabriel’s room, and I told him all about Lanai and Tyr.
 
   “I don’t know whether to be happy for Gabriel or pity him,” Fallon admitted with a shake of his head. “To find your long lost mother and then be bound to a heartless monster all in the same day is a bit much for anyone to have to deal with.”
 
   “I don’t know how he’ll take the news about Tyr,” I said, voicing my concern. “Being bound to Aurora has been one of the highlights of my life.”
 
   “Mine too, Sarah,” Aurora said, snuggling her head against my neck.
 
   “It will be a completely different experience for Gabriel,” I told Fallon. “Tyr is filled with a great deal of hate and loathing for the human race. I’m not sure how Gabriel will deal with it.”
 
   “He’s a good man,” Fallon said with conviction. “Maybe Gabriel will have a greater influence on Tyr than Tyr will have on him.”
 
   “I hope so,” I replied, knowing that was all I could do for now—hope.
 
   “Are you hungry?” Fallon asked me. “I could go get you something to eat.”
 
   “I’m famished,” I admitted guiltily. 
 
   “Then I’ll be right back with some food.” Fallon leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.
 
   After he left the room, I stood up from the couch and went to sit on the side of Gabriel’s bed. He hadn’t moved a muscle since we arrived. My only consolation was the fact that I knew Kindra had healed his wounds. I wasn’t quite sure why Gabriel wasn’t waking up. His body was healed, but perhaps his mind needed something to grasp onto in the real world.
 
   I reached behind me and pulled out Kira’s journal from my waistband. Maybe I could find something from her life with Jacob that would resonate with Gabriel and pull him back to me.
 
   I flipped through the pages until I found one decorated with a heart in the upper right-hand corner of the page withK+J written in the center of it. I began to read the passage to Gabriel.
 
    
 
   Today was the most glorious day of my life! Jacob and I were walking down the sidewalk in town when he announced he had a surprise for me. I didn’t know what to expect, but I never could have imagined what happened next. He took me to my favorite pastry shop and bought a couple of choc0late strawberry scones. I thought this was my special surprise, but it was only the beginning. He then proceeded to escort me to the hill that overlooks the town. We sat underneath the old oak tree there, and Jacob handed me the box with the scones in it. When I opened it, I found a ring made of silver wire set on top of one of the pastries.
 
   “I know it’s nothing fancy,” he said to me, “but I did make it myself. In a way, it’s a bit like me, I guess—plain but sincere.” Jacob took my left hand into both of his. “I don’t have much in terms of material wealth, but I do have one thing that is all my own, my heart. I freely give it to you, Kira, and hope you’ll cherish it for the rest of our lives. Would you do me the honor of marrying me and making me the happiest man in the world?”
 
   I immediately wrapped my arms around him and told him, “Yes!” Oh, how I wish my mother was here to share in my joy. I know she would have loved Jacob like a son. My only worry is how my father will react to the news. I know he loves Jacob too, but whenever I catch him looking at Jacob and me, he seems worried about something. I just don’t understand it. Is he worried I’ll regret giving my heart to another person, only to suffer through their loss when it’s their time to depart this world? I know he still mourns over losing my mother. He should know better than anyone else that if you don’t allow yourself to love others your journey through life is pointless. It’s only through the love we share with others that allows us to experience the happiest moments in our lives.
 
   I have faith that my father will come around once he sees the beautiful life Jacob and I will build together. We’ll have so many babies to fill Ledmarrow with laughter and joy that my father will forget about his worries and simply bask in the joy of a happy home. I, for one, can’t wait to start this new adventure with Jacob. I couldn’t have asked for anyone to love me more than he does, and I couldn’t imagine loving anyone more than I do him.
 
    
 
   I stopped reading and stared at the picture Kira drew of her wedding ring. With an index finger, I traced the beautiful intertwined curls. It was obvious Jacob had spent hours on its design and creation.
 
   “It took me a month to make the ring,” Gabriel said as if he had heard my last thought.
 
   I looked up and caught him staring at me. His eyes bored into mine as if he was trying to find a glimpse of Kira within my soul.
 
   “I was so nervous about asking you to marry me,” he confessed with a weak smile. “I knew I wasn’t good enough for you, but I also knew a love like ours couldn’t be denied. I felt like fate had crossed our paths with one another and that our lives would always be lived as one.” Gabriel’s eyes began to glisten with tears. “All I ever wanted was for you to be happy.”
 
   “You did make Kira happy,” I said, reaching out to rest my hand on Gabriel’s arm. “This journal proves it. She loved you more than anyone else, Gabriel. To experience that love at least once in your life is a blessing.”
 
   “But I still love her,” he declared adamantly. “I still love you.”
 
   I immediately shook my head. “I’m not Kira. I’ve tried to explain that to you so many times now.”
 
   “I see her in you,” Gabriel said, committed to proving his point. “I know the woman I loved is still inside you somewhere. Maybe if you weren’t so determined to keep her at bay, you would start to remember who you really are.”
 
   “I know who I am,” I told him. I stood up from the bed because his words were starting to make me mad. “And I don’t need you to keep trying to push me to be someone I’m not anymore. I can’t keep doing this with you, Gabriel. You need to let Kira go and accept me for who I am now.”
 
   “And what if I can’t do that?”
 
   I sighed, feeling a part of my heart tear at the thought of losing him over this.
 
   “Then I don’t know what will become of us. All I do know is that I want you in my life. I need your friendship and your guidance. When I thought you were dead back there in the woods, I realized just how important you are to me. I don’t want to live without you, Gabriel, but if you can’t let go of this idea you have of being reunited with Kira, it might be best if we went our separate ways after the war is over. I can’t stand seeing you pining for something you’ll never be able to have again, and I’m not sure you will be able to remain by my side after I marry Fallon.”
 
   “Parliament will never let that happen,” Gabriel said assuredly.
 
   “I have no intention of allowing them to dictate what I can and cannot do with my own life.”
 
   Gabriel studied me for a moment before he sat up and leaned his back against the headboard of the bed. 
 
   “It would make more sense for you to either marry Aleksander or me.”
 
   I was stunned into silence for a moment before I had to ask: “An alliance with Chromis I can understand, but why do you believe they would accept you as a possible husband for me?”
 
   “Apparently, I’m the heir to the Fae throne,” he reminded me. “If Lanai retakes her place as queen of the Fae, I would be next in line to the throne as her son. A marriage between you and me would ensure a lasting alliance between the Vankaran’s and the Fae. Plus, we have a child together. If you think about it logically, it makes more sense for you to marry me than any of your other suitors.”
 
   “But Sarah loves Fallon,” Aurora stated fiercely. “She doesn’t love you, so stop trying to bully her into accepting you as her mate!”
 
   If I had slapped Gabriel in the face, I don’t think he could have looked any more surprised. He stared at Aurora in shock.
 
   “How can I hear you?” he asked Aurora breathlessly. “How is that even possible?”
 
   “Something else happened during the attack,” I said, guiltily thankful to have a good excuse to change the subject. “In order to save his own life, Tyr bonded with you.”
 
   Gabriel immediately began to shake his head. “No, that’s not possible. I don’t accept that.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s true,” I said, my heart aching for Gabriel. He was still my friend, no matter what. I refused to believe he would try to trap me in a marriage with him, no matter how much sense it made politically. “Your lives are bound to one another now, and I’m afraid there isn’t anything that can break it.”
 
   “Is that what I’m feeling?” Gabriel asked as he lifted a hand to his heart. “There’s an emptiness here. I thought it was just caused by your refusal to accept that you’re Kira. Could it be Tyr’s absence that I’m feeling instead?”
 
   “It could be,” I replied. “I know when I tried to leave Aurora on the Fae side of the Iron Wall that I felt empty inside. I don’t know what effect being bound to a dragon like Tyr will have on you.”
 
   “I can’t believe this has happened.” Gabriel looked as stunned as he should feel after receiving such news. “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “There’s nothing you can do,” I told him regretfully.
 
   “Maybe you should have let me die out there. Then Tyr would be dead too.”
 
   “I couldn’t let you die.”
 
   Gabriel looked at me. “Why not? What do I have to live for now?”
 
   “I may not love you like Kira did, but I do love you.”
 
   “Only as a friend.”
 
   “You say that like it’s nothing,” I chastised. “You are my dearest friend, Gabriel. You’ve helped me in each of my lives, and that has linked us to one another forever. I’m sorry I can’t remember the love you shared with Kira the way you do. I know how much that hurts you, but I can’t deny how I feel about Fallon either. He makes me happy.”
 
   “And I don’t?”
 
   “You did when you were my friend and not pressuring me to remember a past that has long been forgotten. Kira needed a new beginning, but all you seem to want is for her to return to you. You need to realize that you’re one of the reasons she left her life behind. Don’t punish her for moving on the only way she could. I’m not Kira, Gabriel. The sooner you accept that, the sooner you can move on with your own life too.”
 
   Gabriel closed his eyes as he thought about my words to him.
 
   “I don’t know if I can give up my hope that you’ll remember what we had together,” he finally whispered. “I think it’s the only thing keeping me going right now.”
 
   “You have so much else to live for,” I told him, resting a hand over my stomach. “Your child with Queen Emma is still alive and growing inside me. Don’t you think you owe it to her and to your son to find a way to reconcile your feelings for Kira once and for all? You need to let the memory of her go and move on, Gabriel. She would want that for you.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because she loved you and wouldn’t want you to wallow in your misery. She found a way to leave hers behind. It’s time you did the same. Forgive yourself for leaving her after Jocelyn’s death and stop trying to make up for it through me. Your child will need you when he gets older.”
 
   “Will he know me as his father or just as your friend?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I haven’t thought it through that far yet. All I do know is that we need to end this war so that he and Dena can have a future. They are the rightful heirs to Vankara.”
 
   “My son will have a right to the Fae throne as well.”
 
   “Then maybe Dena and he can rule this island together one day, but if that is ever going to have a chance to happen, we have to make sure they each have a kingdom to rule.”
 
   “We should go back,” Gabriel said, swinging his legs off the side of the bed. The action seemed to be more than his body could handle. He ended up propping his elbows on his knees and cradling his head in his hands.
 
   “Are you all right?” I asked in alarm, kneeling down in front of him and placing a comforting hand on his shoulder.
 
   “I shouldn’t have moved so fast,” he admitted. “My head feels like it’s spinning like a child’s top.”
 
   I heard the door to Gabriel’s room open.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Fallon asked.
 
   “He just needs a moment,” I replied, standing to my feet.
 
   Fallon carried the tray of sandwiches and glasses of water to the coffee table in front of the couch in the room.
 
   “Is there anything I can do to help?” Fallon asked. “Should I go find Kindra?”
 
   “I think he just needs some more rest.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Gabriel replied, even if his statement came out as a slight groan of pain. “I just feel a little light-headed is all.”
 
   “Maybe you need to eat something,” Fallon suggested.
 
   “I haven’t eaten since last night. That could be part of the problem,” Gabriel agreed.
 
   Once Gabriel felt well enough to move, he and I sat on the couch and began to eat the sandwiches Fallon brought.
 
   “Do you want one?” I asked Fallon.
 
   Fallon shook his head. “No. I’ve already eaten.”
 
   “Are we keeping you from something important?”
 
   “Not at the moment, but I will need to leave in a little while. Inara I here to take me to the camp she and Edmund set up for the troops. We’re gathering all of them around Iron City so we can do a head count. That way we can group them into units and choose the best soldiers we have to storm the castle. With the help of the student Isabelle chose, we should be able to get into the palace quickly and find Nuala.”
 
   “What will you do with her once you find her?” I asked.
 
   “We won’t kill her,” Fallon assured me. “Not unless she attacks us and gives us no other alternative. The plan is to lock her in the dungeon of the castle until things are straightened out with the Fae. Now that you have Gabriel’s mother on our side, I see no reason why this war shouldn’t end the way we want it to.”
 
   “There is one thing I neglected to tell the two of you,” I said, wondering if I should keep the information about the automatons to myself or not.
 
   “They will find out eventually,” Aurora reminded me. “It’s better to get it all out in the open.”
 
   “Get all of what out in the open?” Gabriel asked, having heard Aurora’s words to me.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Well, we know where the automatons all went. They’re guarding the Fae capital.”
 
   “Well, that’s unexpected,” Fallon said, folding his arms over his chest as he considered this new development. “Can our troops defeat them?”
 
   “Dracen said he designed their bodies to be indestructible.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound good,” Gabriel said. “How exactly are we supposed to break through their line then?”
 
   “Dracen and I have a plan to take Karis out. Dracen believes Karis is the one who is controlling them. If he’s killed, his power over them will be severed.”
 
   “And how do you plan to get to him?” Fallon asked, getting to the heart of the situation.
 
   “When our troops and dragons advance on the city, I will ask for a meeting with Karis so we can discuss a peaceful surrender.”
 
   “Why would he surrender if he has the upper hand?”
 
   “He probably won’t, but it isn’t going to matter. He’ll take the meeting with me. When he does, I will kill him.”
 
   Both men were silent for a moment as they each absorbed this new development.
 
   Finally, Fallon asked, “Are you going to use your magic to kill him?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. Karis won’t see it coming from me. He doesn’t know who I am or what I’m capable of.”
 
   “But what if he does?” Gabriel questioned. “Tyr witnessed your power when it first awakened inside you. He could have told Karis and Nuala what he saw you do.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that,” I said, realizing my brilliant plan might not have been so ingenious after all. “Then, we need to know if Tyr told anyone about me.”
 
   Both Fallon and I looked at Gabriel expectantly.
 
   “How am I supposed to find that out?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “You’ll be able to read Tyr’s thoughts,” I said. “When we go back, you need to try and get him to tell you whether or not anyone else knows about my powers.”
 
   “I can try, but I’m not even sure he’ll want to talk to me. If he hates humans as much as you say, he might not tell me anything.”
 
   “He won’t have much of a choice,” Aurora told Gabriel. “Your souls are bound to one another. He’ll want to tell you things he’s never said to anyone else, whether he realizes it or not. It’s one of the effects of being linked to someone else so closely.”
 
   “Then I suppose we should go back and see what he has to say,” Gabriel said.
 
   “I’m not sure he’ll be in any mood to talk to you today,” I told him. “He was injured pretty badly during his fight with Gregoire. In fact, I’m surprised he’s still alive. You should build your strength up before you see him again. I doubt Tyr will make things easy for you when you finally meet face to face. He hates humans, and he’ll probably hate you the most because he’s bound to you.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” Gabriel said, taking a swig of water from his glass before he stood up. “I should probably sleep a little bit before we go back. I’m still feeling light-headed.”
 
   “I’ll come back to check on you periodically,” I told him. “We’re not in any rush. It will still be a few days before the fleets arrive. There’s plenty of time.”
 
   “Just don’t leave without me,” Gabriel joked as he crawled back into his bed.
 
   Fallon and I left the room to give him some privacy. 
 
   Once we were alone again, Fallon took one of my hands with his and led me down the hallway to the bedroom I had been using at the college. He quickly pulled me inside. Gently, he pushed me up against the door and kissed me so hard I felt my body instantly warm to his touch. Aurora flew off my shoulder, but I didn’t give her much thought after that. All of my senses were centered on the man kissing me. I draped my arms across his shoulders and buried the fingers of one hand into his hair, holding his head in place as a nonverbal way of telling him not to end the kiss too soon. We stood there together for a long while, neither of us wanting to pull away from the other. Eventually, Fallon did pull away but only to dot my face with little kisses, telling me in another way just how much he adored me.
 
   “How can anyone taste as sweet as you?” he asked me, gently kissing my bruised lips.
 
   “Am I supposed to have an answer to that question?” I asked with a small laugh.
 
   “No,” Fallon replied, as he continued to kiss my lips. “I don’t think there is an answer, except that I love you.”
 
   “That sounds like a good enough reason to me,” I replied, using my hands to bring his face even closer to mine to continue where we left off.
 
   Eventually, we did have to cease our play, but I made sure Fallon knew it was only duty that could force me to relinquish my hold on him.
 
   “Inara is probably waiting on you,” I reminded him. “You have work to do, Marshal.”
 
   “I know,” Fallon said reluctantly. “And when this war is over, I only have one request.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “That you don’t make me wait very long before we can be married. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold myself back from showing you just how much I love you.”
 
   “I promise you won’t have to wait very long at all,” I told him. “I’m not going to let parliament dictate whether or not I can marry you.”
 
   “I think if you win this war, they won’t deny anything you ask for anyway.”
 
   “Then I guess we need to go,” I said reluctantly. “The sooner we win, the better.”
 
   “There’s just one more thing,” Fallon said, pulling away from me to look me in the eyes. “I know I can’t talk you out of this plan you’ve devised to deal with Karis, but promise me you won’t take any unnecessary risks. He’s a mass murderer, Sarah. There’s no telling what he’s capable of doing. Don’t trust any truce he tries to make with you because it won’t be a sincere offer of peace.”
 
   “I know that, and I won’t trust anything he says.”
 
   “Are you sure you can kill him?” Fallon asked. “And I’m not questioning your ability to kill him with your magic. I know how powerful you are, but you’ve never been placed in the role of an assassin before. Taking a life isn’t an easy thing to do.”
 
   “I know, but there’s no better way to handle the situation. If I can take Karis out, I can save hundreds of lives. Once he’s gone, we can take control of the city and hopefully save even more lives, at least on that front. After Nuala learns what’s happened, she should do what we’re counting on and send some of her troops and dragons home to retake her city.”
 
   “It is a good plan,” Fallon agreed. “I just hope you understand what you’re asking of yourself. Killing another person kills a piece of you too. It’s easy to say you think you can do it, but once you’re in the moment, it might be more difficult. Don’t feel guilty if you’re not able to do it. There’s no shame in not being a murderer.”
 
   “Do you think I’ll fail?” I asked, needing his reassurance, not his doubt.
 
   “I have faith that you’ll do what needs to be done,” Fallon stated. “You always have and you always will. I know how strong you are, and I want you to know how proud I am of you.”
 
   I hugged Fallon fiercely, drawing on his strength to bolster my own. I understood what he was telling me, but I also knew that Karis had to die. He had to pay for his sins, and I was the only one who could get close enough to him to do it.
 
    
 
    
 
     
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   I walked back to the war room with Fallon because I wanted to see Inara again. We found her in the room speaking with her father. I wondered if I should tell them both about the revelation that Gabriel was Thaddeus’ son and Inara’s brother, but I decided it wasn’t my place to reveal such a secret. Gabriel should be the one to tell them at a time of his own choosing.
 
   “I was wondering if you had changed your mind about coming with me,” Inara said to Fallon as we walked into the room.
 
   “No. I didn’t change my mind. I just wanted to spend some extra time with our queen before we had to leave.”
 
   Thaddeus lifted a dubious eyebrow as he watched Fallon and I walk into the room hand-in-hand. 
 
   “I hate to be the voice of reason here,” Thaddeus said to us rather condescendingly, “and I have no idea what it is you’re planning, but I hope the two of you realize nothing can come of this apparent dalliance. In times of war, strange bedfellows can be acceptable, but once things get back to normal, a marriage between the two of you is completely out of the question. Politically speaking, a union between our queen and Aleksander Chromis is better for the country in the long run.”
 
   “I won’t be marrying Aleksander,” I told Thaddeus absolutely. “I will, however, be marrying Fallon. Whether you accept that fact or not is totally up to you. I really don’t care one way or the other.”
 
   “You are Queen of Vankara,” Thaddeus bellowed, “and you have no choice in who you marry. You will do what is in the best interest for your country!”
 
   “My happiness is what’s best for this country,” I told him, feeling my own temper rise to the surface. “Neither you nor any other member of parliament will dictate who I can and cannot marry!”
 
   “Can I say something?” Inara interrupted, holding up a hand slightly as if asking for permission to speak. “I happen to know something that might shed some more light on this subject for my father.”
 
   My breath suddenly caught in my throat. Was Inara about to tell her father my secret? If she did, Thaddeus would be within his rights to imprison me as an impostor. Parliament would then have complete autonomy over the governing of Vankara, and I would have failed Queen Emma in seeing her daughter placed on the throne.
 
   “What do you have to add?” Thaddeus asked Inara, sounding irritated by her interference.
 
   “Just the fact that Emma is carrying Fallon’s child,” Inara announced to the surprise of us all. “I don’t think Chromis will want to marry someone who is pregnant with another man’s offspring. Do you, Father? Or would you rather deceive him simply to uphold your own agenda?”
 
   I didn’t feel as if anyone could be more stunned by Inara’s statement than I was in that moment, but from the flustered look on Thaddeus’ face, I was proven wrong.
 
   “That’s impossible!” Thaddeus thundered. “How could that have happened? Fallon has been stationed in the outlands for years.”
 
   “We stopped there on our way back from Chromis a couple of months ago,” Inara lied smoothly. “That’s when it happened. I understand you would prefer her to make a political alliance, but I don’t think you want to lie to Chromis about this. If you do, he might seek retribution once he discovers the truth. I think it’s better to be upfront with him about Emma’s condition, don’t you?”
 
   Thaddeus began to say something but ended up sputtering as if words were failing him.
 
   Finally, he looked at me scathingly and said, “I expected better from you, Queen Emma.”
 
   With those words, Thaddeus stormed out of the room, leaving the three of us alone.
 
   “I can’t believe you just lied like that to your father,” I said to Inara, still feeling flushed from the excitement of it all. I stood in complete shock and awe of how quickly Inara came up with her plausible lie. Had she already considered the possibility that her father would try to force a marriage to Aleksander on me? Queen Emma had certainly chosen a woman worthy of best friend status. It was obvious to me now that Inara would never divulge my true identity to anyone and disgrace the legacy of her lost friend.
 
   Inara shrugged her shoulders. “My father can be a big bully when he doesn’t get his way. Someone had to put him in his place. Besides, Em would have wanted you and Fallon to be happy. I doubt she ever thought the two of you would fall in love, but I think she would approve of the match. Besides, there’s no way I could stand having Chromis at the palace all the time. Maybe he’ll finally leave you alone and find someone else to annoy.”
 
   “Well, Sora is a widow now,” I said, considering Aleksander’s other options for a royal match. “And she is quite attractive. Maybe I can introduce them to one another after this war is over.”
 
   “That might not be a bad plan,” Inara said with an approving smile. “Who knows, maybe they’ll even fall in love.”
 
   I looked over at Fallon. “I guess this makes it official. You’ll have to marry me now just to make an honest woman out of me.”
 
   “What will Gabriel think about this?” Fallon asked, looking worried about our friend. “How is he going to feel knowing that everyone in the world thinks his son is mine?”
 
   “I’ll explain things to him,” I said. “He’ll understand.”
 
   “For your sake, I hope he does.”
 
   Fallon and Inara left shortly afterwards. I hated to see them go, but I knew we all had things that needed to be done. I went back to Gabriel’s room, but found him still sleeping. I honestly didn’t know what to do with myself, so I grabbed the extra pillow from Gabriel’s bed and lay down on the couch. 
 
   I wasn’t even aware that I had fallen asleep until I felt someone touch my shoulder.
 
   I opened my eyes and found Gabriel standing beside me. Aurora was curled up on my stomach sleeping but quickly awoke and clambered up my chest to resume her position on my shoulder as I sat up.
 
   “Sorry to wake you,” Gabriel said, “but I thought it might be better if we left as soon as possible. I’m not sure how much time has passed. There isn’t a clock in here.”
 
   “You were right to wake me. We should get back to let everyone know that you’re all right. I’m sure your mother is worried about you.” I stood up. “Do you need anything from here before we go?”
 
   “No. Let’s just get this over with.”
 
   I was sure Gabriel’s statement was referring to his first meeting with Tyr. I too was curious to find out what would happen when the two of them finally came face to face with each other.
 
   I took hold of Gabriel’s arm and held onto my pendant, all the while visualizing Vincent in my mind.
 
   It was easy to know when we had teleported. The salty smell of the ocean and the gust of wind accompanying the sound of crashing waves onto the shore were bracing. When I opened my eyes, I found us standing beside Vincent as he looked out to sea as if he were contemplating the state of the world.
 
   “Ahh, it’s good to see you looking so much better, Gabriel,” Vincent said. “Your mother has been very concerned about your welfare.”
 
   “Where is she?” Gabriel asked.
 
   Vincent turned his head to look behind him. “She is sitting over by the campfire with Dracen.”
 
   Gabriel turned to look in that direction. “I should go to her.”
 
   “I’ll be there in just a minute,” I said. “I just want to ask Vincent something first.”
 
   I watched Gabriel walk away. Once he was by the camp, I asked Vincent, “Where is Tyr?”
 
   “Gregoire and Seneca are keeping watch over him down there.” Vincent nodded his head to the left, indicting the direction of the others. I turned to follow his gaze and saw Gregoire and Seneca sitting on either side of a prone Tyr on the beach.
 
   “I’m worried about Gabriel being bound to a dragon like him. Will Tyr be able to change the way Gabriel thinks? Will his own feelings begin to merge with Gabriel’s?”
 
   “I suppose that depends on Gabriel,” Vincent said. “If he can be so easily swayed, then yes, Tyr’s beliefs may very well become his own. But if he is strong enough to retain his own set of values, then Tyr will simply be an irritating voice that is heard but not believed.”
 
   “I think Gabriel is strong enough to remain his own person.”
 
   “Then there is nothing for you to worry about,” Vincent reassured me.
 
   “But they’ll be together for a lot of years,” I said. “Over time, will Gabriel become as bitter as Tyr?”
 
   “Perhaps the opposite will occur,” Vincent suggested. “The bond goes both ways, Sarah. It’s quite possible that Tyr will slowly adopt some of Gabriel’s thoughts and feelings. Who knows? Maybe Gabriel will be the one who saves Tyr from himself.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” I admitted, finding a new sense of hope from the union.
 
   “Miracles have been known to happen,” Vincent said jokingly, yet there wasn’t a lot of optimism in his voice that this outcome would actually take place.
 
   “Sarah,” Vincent said hesitantly. He glanced in my direction but quickly turned his head away to look out onto the horizon before continuing. “What Seneca and I did to those dragons … you understand that it had to be done, don’t you? We couldn’t allow them to escape and report that we are here.”
 
   “Yes, I understand why you had to kill them,” I said. “Causalities are a part of war. I’ve come to terms with that fact.”
 
   “I was worried you would think less of me because of what you witnessed.”
 
   “If anything, I think more of you, Vincent. I know ending a life goes against your nature, but you did what had to be done. I assume Dracen has told you by now what our plans are for Karis. I know that ending one life for the possibility of saving hundreds is a risk worth taking. Will you think any less of me after I kill Karis?”
 
   “Of course not,” Vincent said, turning his head to look back at me. “It’s something that has to be done, and he is not a man who deserves your mercy.”
 
   “No, he isn’t,” I agreed. The fact that Karis had killed for power should be reason enough for his imminent demise, yet, he was still human. I would be ending his life, and that would make me a killer no matter how justified my actions might be.
 
   “Gabriel is going to Tyr,” Vincent notified me.
 
   I turned to see Gabriel walking by himself away from Lanai and Dracen towards the shore where Tyr was lying in the sand.
 
   “Should I go or should I stay out of it?” I asked Vincent.
 
   “You should go,” Vincent urged. “He may need you.”
 
   I immediately started walking down the shore towards the others.
 
   As Gabriel walked up to Tyr, I kept my distance behind him in case he needed me.
 
   Tyr didn’t look much better than when Gregoire and Seneca had carried him off. His wounds had stopped bleeding, but he still looked horribly beaten up. I did notice that someone had attempted to tend to his wounds. There was a yellow poultice of some sort covering his wings and the other slash marks across his torso. I could only assume Lanai was attempting to help him. He was, after all, the dragon who was now bound to her son. If Tyr died, Gabriel would too, and that wasn’t something any of us wanted.
 
   Tyr must have sensed Gabriel’s presence because he opened his eyes and lifted his head until he and Gabriel were staring at each other.
 
   “Hello, human,” Tyr said derisively.
 
   “Why would you doom us both like this?” Gabriel asked his dragon companion.
 
   “At the time, it was the only way I could ensure my own survival,” Tyr said wearily. “I don’t like it either, but there’s nothing that can be done about it now. One of us will have to die in order for the bond to be broken.”
 
   “What makes you believe I won’t kill myself just to end your life?”
 
   Involuntarily, I gasped at Gabriel’s suggestion.
 
   Tyr directed his gaze towards me. “You won’t kill yourself because you want to make sure she’s protected.”
 
   “She would be a lot safer if you were dead,” Gabriel said with certainty. “You’ve orchestrated everything from the plagues to this war. If I kill you, everything ends.”
 
   Tyr chuckled. “If only it were that simple, little human. Even if you killed yourself to kill me, Nuala and Karis would carry out what has already been set into motion. They’re both hungry for power now and nothing but victory will satiate their thirst for supremacy.”
 
   “Gabriel,” I said, unable to hold myself back, “I need you.”
 
   “See?” Tyr said. “She needs you, and we both know that you would do anything for her. So don’t make empty threats to me that you have no will to follow through with.”
 
   “What are you going to do with him?” Gabriel asked Gregoire.
 
   “That is a decision that you will have to make,” Gregoire replied. “We can force him back home for imprisonment or you can keep him locked up somewhere. All I do know is that he can’t be allowed to go free.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know where to keep him locked up,” Gabriel admitted.
 
   “I might have an idea,” I said. “Nicole told us that Nuala keeps the dragon she is bonded to in the dungeon of the Fae palace. If it’s large enough for that dragon, surely it’s big enough for Tyr.”
 
   “Maybe I should have just let you kill me,” Tyr said to Gregoire in disgust. “It would be better than living out the rest of my life in some dank dungeon.”
 
   “It’s more than you deserve,” Gregoire said tersely. “Maybe time will temper your attitude.”
 
   “I doubt it,” Tyr replied, laying his head back down on the sand. “Leave me, little human. I need to rest. Otherwise, we might both die sooner than either of us wants to.”
 
   Gabriel studied Tyr for a little while longer before he turned around to walk back up to the campsite. I silently walked beside him. Neither of us said a word. I knew Gabriel would need some time to adjust to his bond to Tyr. I hoped he would be able to find a way to live with the new reality of his life.
 
   Lanai looked at Gabriel expectantly.
 
   “How did it go?” she asked hesitantly.
 
   “As well as could be expected, I suppose,” Gabriel told her. “If you don’t mind, I would like some time alone to think about things.”
 
   Lanai couldn’t prevent herself from looking crestfallen, but she said, “Of course.”
 
   Gabriel walked away from us, and I couldn’t help but notice the physical action was also a mirror of his emotions as well. He was pulling away from us, and I wasn’t sure if there was anything I could do to stop that from happening.
 
   “How are things in Iron City?” Dracen asked me, finding a way to change the subject. “Did you see Fallon while you were there?”
 
   I spent a few minutes telling them both what little there was to tell. I didn’t mention what Inara did in front of Lanai. I decided to wait until Dracen and I were alone to divulge that part of my story to him. I had no way of knowing if Gabriel had told his mother about the baby yet. She would be the child’s grandmother, but if the world was going to be led to believe Fallon was the father, should she even be told the truth? Would that just cause more problems in the end? These questions made me realize that I needed to discuss things with Gabriel as soon as possible. We would need to decide what was best for the child I carried.
 
   “I think you should teach me how to cast the spell to kill Karis,” I told Dracen. “I’m not sure how long it will take me to learn.”
 
   As it turned out, it only took me a few tries to perfect the spell. Dracen had me practice it on inanimate objects such as bushes, rocks, and trees. To call on the power of the earth to swallow up a hundred-year-old tree was exhilarating in a dangerous way.
 
   “I thought it would take me longer to learn this spell,” I admitted to Dracen. “It took me several tries to finally learn how to preserve an apple without blowing it up. How is it that I can cast a spell that kills more easily?” 
 
   “As I’ve said, our power leans towards the destructive. It’s simply easier for us to destroy things.”
 
   “Does that fact scare you?”
 
   “All the time.” Dracen admitted openly. “The power we wield is great and so is the responsibility that comes with it. You should never use it in  anger though, Sarah. That’s when it’s the most dangerous. The more heightened your emotions are, the stronger your magic is. I think you experienced that the first time you felt it.”
 
   “Yes. I think I could have crumbled Ledmarrow to rubble if Vincent hadn’t helped me bring it under control.”
 
   “I have no doubt you could have,” Dracen said thoughtfully. The expression on his face seemed to indicate that my statement brought something to his mind.
 
   “What?” I asked. “What are you thinking?”
 
   Dracen shook his head and tried to smile. “Nothing for you to worry about. Now, let’s practice the spell a few more times just to make sure you’re comfortable with it.”
 
   I knew it wasn’t the casting of the spell that would be hard for me. The real test of my mettle would be me using it on a living human being. It had been said several times by everyone that Karis deserved death. I just hoped I could follow through with it when the time came. It was easy enough to say that I could kill him, but to actually do it might be more difficult than I imagined.
 
   When Dracen and I returned to camp, Nicole was there with Lanai and Thomas cooking fish over an open fire.
 
   Nicole stood when we approached. “Lanai told me you were learning a spell. I didn’t know you had magic, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Me neither,” Thomas said, looking up at me in awe.
 
   “I just discovered that I did,” I told her, seeing no reason to lie about that part of it. “We’ve been keeping it quiet for now.”
 
   “And you’re going to use a spell to kill this Karis that Nuala left in charge of the city?”
 
   “Yes.” I nodded. “That’s the plan.”
 
   “Then do you think the Fae will even put up a fight if their leader is dead?”
 
   “We hope they won’t. If they accept Lanai as their new leader, there’s a good chance we won’t have to fight until Nuala sends reinforcements from Iron City. At least, that’s what we’re counting on her to do. Those troops will be coming to retake the capital for Nuala. I don’t think there will be any negotiating with them. We’ll be forcing her to fight the war on two fronts, leaving her weakened on both.”
 
   “Divide and conquer,” Nicole said. “It’s how a lot of wars have been won in the past. I don’t see why it won’t work in this situation.”
 
   I looked around the campsite. “Has Gabriel returned?”
 
   “No,” Lanai told me. She didn’t even attempt to hide her worry for her son. “Do you think I should go find him?”
 
   It wasn’t a hard question for me to answer. “No. Let him come back on his own. When he’s ready to talk, he’ll find us.”
 
   The conversation around the campfire was kept to a minimum. We each had our own thoughts and worries to mull over. By the time we were through eating and had cleaned up, I asked to be excused. I was bone tired from the day’s events and all I wanted to do was sleep. Almost as soon as I lay down on my palette inside my tent, I drifted off.
 
   The next few days were odd ones for me. There wasn’t much for us to do but sit and wait for the fleets to arrive. Gabriel kept to himself for the most part. He seemed to purposely avoid the area where Tyr was being kept under constant guard, only venturing there occasionally. Gabriel did seek me out one night to tell me that Tyr never told Nuala or Karis about my powers.
 
   “Why do you think he didn’t tell them?” I asked.
 
   “From what I understand,” Gabriel said, “he shares very little with them. They might be helping him with his plans, but they’re still human. He hates all humanity, even if they’re his allies.”
 
   Cautiously, I said, “And I assume he hates you most of all.”
 
   “You assume right.”
 
   Having delivered his findings, Gabriel retreated back into the woods and solitude.
 
    While we were waiting for our troops to arrive, I ended up forming a friendship with Runa. Since she was one of the record-keepers of dragon history, her mind was a treasure trove of stories. 
 
   “How bad was the war that split the dragons?” I asked her one day. “Were you alive during it?”
 
   “Yes,” Runa told me. “And it was a horrible thing to witness. I’m surprised Gregoire and Tyr survived it. If Tyr hadn’t left, I’m sure one of them would have ended up dead. Thankfully, more dragons disagreed with Tyr than agreed. I think that’s the only reason he left on his own.”
 
   “Did they always fight? Even when they were younger?”
 
   “That’s the odd thing,” Runa said with a note of sadness, “they were very close as young dragonlings. Their love and devotion for one another was uncommon among siblings in our world.”
 
   “What caused them to end up hating one another?”
 
   “I believe it all started when Gregoire bonded with a human. Tyr couldn’t understand why his brother would purposely shorten his lifespan to match that of a human one.”
 
   “Do you think that’s what caused Tyr to start hating humanity?”
 
   “Undoubtedly. It was the impetus for everything that happened afterwards.” 
 
   I looked down at Runa’s shiny gold scale that marked her as one of the few immortal dragons in existence. 
 
   “How did you earn your immortality?” I asked Runa. “Or are you allowed to tell me?”
 
   “There was once a red dragon who lived among us,” Runa began. “He was very arrogant and considered my faction of dragons a waste since we weren’t fighters. He didn’t see the value in keeping records of our history. One day, he came to our island to destroy everything that we have written down detailing history that stretched back for hundreds of years. When he came, I stood up to him, even though I knew he could kill me in one swipe of his claw. He did strike me, but it didn’t kill me, much to his surprise as well as my own. When I stood back up to fend him off again, we both saw that I had this gold scale on my chest.”
 
   “You didn’t have any say in whether or not you wanted to be immortal?” Aurora asked, sounding worried over the prospect. “If I am judged to have done something honorable enough to earn a golden scale, are you telling me there is nothing I can do to prevent it from being given to me?”
 
   “I’m afraid not, little one,” Runa said, understanding Aurora’s worry that she might have to live a life beyond mine.
 
   “What did the red dragon do when he saw that you had earned your gold scale?” I asked, changing the subject.
 
   “He left,” Runa said, sounding pleased with herself. “He knew he wouldn’t be able to kill me, and so he gave up his quest to destroy our archives.”
 
   “So you have your history written down?” I asked. “Are they in books?”
 
   “Of a sort,” Runa said. “We have written our history down on stone tablets.”
 
   “Can I read them one day?”
 
   “I’m afraid you wouldn’t understand our written language, but I would love to show them to you when you come back to our islands.”
 
   “I would love that.”
 
   “They’re here!”
 
   I looked over to the shore and saw Thomas jumping up and down in excitement. He was pointing out to sea, and I too saw the white sails of ships cresting over the horizon.
 
   “And so it begins,” I said, knowing the time had come for war.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
   As the first of the small boats began to arrive, I was happy to see Admiral Oliver Edeson in the first one to make it to shore. He looked just as dashing as the first time I had seen him in Kamora. He was sharply dressed in his high-collared, royal blue military coat with brass buttons down the front. His matching bicorne hat sat jauntily on his head, making him look even more imposing considering his six and a half foot frame. When his boat made it close to shore, two of the crew hopped out into the water and pulled it all the way in to make landfall.
 
   Edeson stepped out of the boat and walked up the shore to me.
 
   “Your Majesty,” he said with an easy, friendly grin, “it’s good to see you again. I didn’t realize you would be here waiting for us. I thought you might stay in Iron City at the college to be safe.”
 
   “It’s war, Admiral. We all have to do what we can to make sure we’re victorious. I have a part to play just like everyone else. In fact, we should discuss with you what we already have planned.”
 
   “If we’re talking strategy, then we should probably wait for the commander of the Kamoran army to arrive. She should be here shortly. Their ships are anchoring as we speak.”
 
   “What’s her name?” I asked, not in the least bit surprised that a female was in charge of leading the Kamoran forces. Sora was a formidable queen, after all. It wasn’t unexpected for her to choose a woman to lead the troops she sent.
 
   “Her name is Maru,” Edeson said. “I think you’ll like her. She’s quite a soldier.”
 
   I knew Edeson wasn’t a man to give such praise lightly. It made me even more curious to meet the leader of the Kamoran army.
 
   “Do your men need anything?” I asked.
 
   “They will all need to come ashore and rest some before we leave for the Fae capital,” Edeson answered, looking down the shoreline at the assemblage of dragons. “My, they do make a formidable sight when they’re all together.”
 
   I had to agree with Edeson’s assessment. “And that’s only a quarter of the ones who came to help us. We decided that the bulk of the dragon force should be sent to help retake Iron City.”
 
   “Well, between us and the Kamorans we have a total of approximately two thousand troops. With the dragons, that should be plenty to take the Fae capital.”
 
    “We may not have to go through a full assault on the city to take it,” I told Edeson. “That’s part of what we need to discuss with you and Maru when she gets here. We have another plan that we’re going to set into motion.”
 
   “Then, will there be any fighting?”
 
   “When Nuala learns that her city has been taken by us, she will send reinforcements back home. That will most likely be the time when we have to fight. I think we can take the city without losing lives, but keeping it will be another matter entirely.”
 
   “I see,” Edeson said, not really seeing at all. I could tell he was confused by what I was telling him, but a full explanation would need to wait until everyone was together.
 
   Edeson’s men slowly began to make their way onto shore in the dinghies. Half of his men were already on shore and making camp before a boat with Maru made its way inland. It was just as well. The extra time allowed for Edeson and his men to set up a proper table for all of us to sit at together. Edeson offered to put a large tent up, but I saw no need for such a thing. It would only serve to make it more difficult to include Gregoire and the other dragons in our talks. 
 
   As Maru walked up from the shore towards us, I could tell she was a woman who was used to being obeyed. There is a certain walk that such people have. Their shoulders are squared and held back just a touch farther than most. She wore a simple black outfit made of cotton. Over the shirt and pants, she wore a sleeveless vest that reached down to her knees. A thick black leather belt was cinched around her waist. Hanging from the right side of it was a sheathed katana sword while a pistol was housed in a holster on the opposite side. Maru looked to be in her mid-forties. Her black hair was just beginning to gray. Her face was pretty but not in the traditional sense of the term. Her beauty came from acceptance of power and authority. It wasn’t arrogance, per se, but a deep knowledge of her own self-worth.
 
   “It’s good to see you again, Edeson,” Maru said, extending a hand to the admiral in friendship. I knew her words weren’t an empty gesture of cordiality. She truly saw Edeson as a comrade in arms—someone she trusted.
 
   “You too, Maru,” Edeson greeted, shaking Maru’s hand firmly. “Maru, please allow me to introduce you to my queen, Emma Vankar.”
 
   Maru studied me for a moment. I knew she was judging my worth with her stare, but I had become used to such looks by now. Finally, she held her hand out towards me.
 
   “My queen has asked me to entrust my life and the lives of my soldiers to you,” Maru said, keeping hold of my hand. “Are you worthy of such trust?”
 
   “I am, as long as you are worthy enough for me to trust as well.”
 
   Maru kept my hand in hers as she continued to study me. Finally, her lips curved into a smile.
 
   “I like a woman who knows she’s worth more than her sex allows. So many people view us as the weaker gender.”
 
   “I think we both know such people are idiots.”
 
   This earned me a short laugh from Maru.
 
   “The truth in your words is quite evident I think, considering the state of affairs at the moment. It seems a woman has caused a great deal of trouble, and it will be up to us to fix her foolery.”
 
   “I wholeheartedly agree with your assessment,” I said. “I also think we should tell you what our plans are for our part of the war.”
 
   The sand beneath our feet began to tremble slightly. I looked down the beach and saw Gregoire, Vincent, Seneca, and Runa walking towards us.
 
   “Is it time for the meeting?” Gregoire asked me.
 
   “Yes,” I said aloud for the benefit of Maru and Edeson. “It’s time for us to discuss things.”
 
   “What marvelous creatures,” Maru said as she watched the dragons approach. I could tell by the childlike look of wonderment on her face that she had fallen under the spell the dragons were able to cast on us humans.
 
   As everyone gathered around the table, I made the introductions of each member of our group to Maru. She looked unconvinced when I introduced Thomas.
 
   “He has already proven his worth in this war,” I assured her. “If it wasn’t for him, the battle with Tyr’s group could have easily turned out differently. His diversion was enough to give our dragons the upper hand in the fight.”
 
   “Hmm,” Maru said as she studied Thomas.
 
   Poor Thomas looked a bit disconcerted by Maru’s scrutiny, but he didn’t shy away from it. He stood his ground and waited for her judgment.
 
   “You do have a strength within you,” she said to him. “I can see that.”
 
   “Thank you,” Thomas said, looking unsure what else he should say on the matter of his own character.
 
   “Why don’t we all sit down?” I suggested as I took my seat at the table. “There’s a lot that you both need to know.”
 
   Dracen and I took turns explaining what had transpired since I left Kamora. We also ran through a detailed plan of how we hoped to take the Fae capital without shedding any blood.
 
   “You know your people better than anyone at this table,” Maru said to Lanai. “Do you believe they will accept you as their queen again?”
 
   For some reason, I expected Lanai to cower in the face of Maru’s direct question of her leadership abilities. Instead, Lanai sat up straighter and looked Maru dead in the eyes as she replied, “I do. Considering what Queen Emma has told me about the conditions in the capital, I believe my people will welcome me back to help save them from Nuala’s reign.”
 
   Maru nodded her head. “Good. Then I don’t see any reason for Queen Emma’s plan to fail.”
 
   “When did you learn you have magic?” Edeson asked me, still looking astounded by this fact.
 
   “Only recently,” I admitted.
 
   “And you believe you have the ability to kill this person named Karis?” Maru asked.
 
   “There’s no other way to get through the automatons,” I said. “As long as he’s controlling them, they will fight us until we’re all dead.”
 
   “And they are indestructible?” Maru asked.
 
   “Yes,” Dracen answered.
 
   “This plan seems to all hinge on Karis accepting a meeting with you,” Edeson said. “What happens if he doesn’t? What if he refuses to meet with you?”
 
   “I have a backup plan that should work,” Dracen answered, much to everyone’s surprise, including me.
 
   “What plan?” I asked him.
 
   Dracen looked at me as if he didn’t want to answer my question.
 
   “I believe I know how to release the souls trapped in the trillian. If I’m right, then the automatons will no longer have a host and will automatically shut down.”
 
   “And why is this a backup plan?” Maru asked. “Shouldn’t we just shut them down if we can?”
 
   “What would you have to do?” I asked, knowing if the solution was an easy one, Dracen wouldn’t have waited this long to tell me about it.
 
   “In order to destroy the trillian,” Dracen began, “I would have to destroy the source with my magic.”
 
   “Trill’s body?” I asked.
 
   Dracen nodded. “I have a theory that if I destroy it, every piece of trillian, no matter where it is, will also be destroyed.”
 
   “And your magic is strong enough to do such a thing?” Maru asked.
 
   “My magic is strong enough to destroy the world, if I so chose to,” Dracen answered, not out of arrogance but simple fact. “As it is, this spell should only destroy Ledmarrow Mountain.”
 
   “And what would happen to you?” I asked.
 
   Dracen looked at me. “I can’t say for sure, but I assume I’ll be destroyed with it.”
 
   “Then that is not an option.”
 
   “I agree that it’s a last resort,” Dracen hedged, “but it is an option we should leave open to us.”
 
   “No,” I said succinctly. “It’s not an option. I’ll get my meeting with Karis and take care of things. You won’t have to die to save us.”
 
   Dracen didn’t say anything and everyone else at the table remained silent. I knew they were considering the option Dracen had given as a serious alternative, but I refused to even consider its implementation.
 
   “I want you to promise me,” I said to Dracen, “that you won’t go behind my back and destroy the trillian in some reckless noble sacrifice. At least give me a chance to take Karis out first. If I fail my mission, I won’t try to stop you from doing what has to be done. Can you make such a promise to me?”
 
   Dracen hesitated, but finally, he nodded his agreement.
 
   I stood from the table. “I suggest we all get some rest for tomorrow. I feel sure we’ll need it. I will contact Marshal Fallon and let him know that we’re ready to take the Fae capital. I will also confirm that they are ready to begin the assault on Iron City on their end.”
 
   I left the table rather abruptly, but I didn’t want Dracen to try to convince me that his secondary plan was even a viable one. I wouldn’t allow him to sacrifice himself in this war and that was that.
 
   “Sarah,” Aurora said as I entered my tent, “you are placing your life in danger by meeting with Karis. Dracen is simply willing to make the same sort of sacrifice.”
 
   “No. He isn’t. What he wants to do would be suicide, Aurora. I won’t allow it. I won’t lose him.”
 
   “In the end, it is his choice to make.”
 
   “He won’t get to have a choice,” I said, becoming irritated with Aurora’s rationale. “Now please, let me concentrate on contacting Fallon.”
 
   I laid down on my pallet and held onto my pendant as I reached out to Fallon’s mind with my own. Over the last few days, I had contacted him during the night just to talk and see how he was doing. I needed a little sanity amongst the insanity. Fallon was one of the few people I could openly talk to about everything. There were no secrets between us, and I was thankful for that.
 
   As always, when we met this way, Fallon and I found ourselves in the garden of the palace in Iron City.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he immediately asked. “You look sad. Did something bad happen at the meeting with the Kamoran commander?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. That went fine. It was Dracen.”
 
   I went on to tell him Dracen’s “backup” plan.
 
   “I won’t let him do it, John,” I said adamantly. “I just won’t!”
 
   “Do you have the ability to stop him from doing it?”
 
   I sighed. “No.”
 
   “Right now, I think you should focus on the plan you have to take Karis out. Do that and you won’t have to even consider Dracen’s proposal.”
 
   I nodded. “Okay. I know you’re right, but it still bothers me that he would even consider it as an alternative.” 
 
   “He’s only preparing for the worst case scenario, and this option was probably the only other one he could think of that would work. I wouldn’t worry about it. Your plan will succeed. Just concentrate on what you have to do, Sarah.”
 
   “Okay. I will,” I said, feeling better after talking to him about my worries. “How are things going on your end? Are you prepared to advance on Iron City when Nuala makes her move?”
 
   “We’ve been ready,” Fallon said, sounding as eager as I was to put an end to this war. “We’re patiently waiting for things to fall into place.”
 
   “It shouldn’t be long now. In a few days, this war will be over, and we can start to build our life together.”
 
   “Oh, by the way, Inara says she already has the wedding planned out. All you have to do is show up.”
 
   I laughed, which felt good. I hadn’t laughed in days.
 
   “I’m so glad she doesn’t hate me. I feared she might not be able to forgive me for lying to her for so long.”
 
   “She and I talked about that. After she left you that day, when you told her the truth, it didn’t take her long to realize Emma only did what she thought was right, and you were simply following her orders. She did say that she noticed a difference in Emma since the war started, but she just attributed it to everything that was going on.”
 
   “I hope we can be real friends one day.”
 
   “I think she considers you a real friend now, Sarah.”
 
   The thought made me smile because I had so few people I considered true friends. Inara was included in that esteemed group, even if I would have to earn her friendship when I returned to Iron City.
 
   “I guess I should go,” I said, not wanting to break the connection just yet, but knowing I needed to rest up for the next day.
 
   “Good luck tomorrow and keep safe. Don’t let that mantle leave your shoulders.”
 
   “I won’t. I promise. You keep safe too, John. Don’t you dare die on me. Inara will never forgive you if you do. You’ll ruin her wedding plans.”
 
   Fallon laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t want you to have to deal with the aftermath of ruining her plans. I’ll make sure that I keep myself alive.”
 
   “I love you,” I said, reaching out to his phantom image.
 
   “I love you too, Sarah,” he replied, reaching out to me as well.
 
   I didn’t sleep very well that night, and I ended up rising with the sun. I’m not sure if it was the added noise of all the troops on the beach or just my nervousness about the day ahead. So much hinged on my ability to gain an audience with Karis. The mere thought of him made my temper flare, and I knew I would need to call on that hatred in order to kill him. This thought suddenly brought me up short. If I succeeded, Karis would die today. He would see his last sunrise, eat his last breakfast, and talk to those around him for the very last time in his life. I began to feel sorry for him, but quickly stashed my empathy away. He was a murderer and didn’t deserve my sympathy. He killed more people than I would ever meet in my lifetime and was a key player in the destruction of my city. If it weren’t for him, Nuala would not be inside my palace terrorizing the citizens of Iron City.
 
   I kept these truths close to my heart because I knew I would need them later.
 
   Karis had to die. If he didn’t, I knew Dracen would go through with his secondary plan, and I would not allow that to happen.
 
   When I stepped out of my tent that morning, Lanai offered me something to eat. I’m not even sure what it was because I immediately declined it. My stomach was tied up in knots, and food was the last thing on my mind. I was surprised when Gabriel sought me out. He hadn’t spoken to me much in the past few days, and I didn’t bother him. I knew he had a lot on his mind, considering he had to listen to everything Tyr said when they were close enough to hear one another. I think that’s why I didn’t see him much. He seemed to be keeping his distance from Tyr so neither of them could read each other’s thoughts. I could only imagine what being separated from his dragon companion was costing Gabriel emotionally. I clearly remembered the first time I tried to separate from Aurora. It had been an excruciating experience. I only hoped Gabriel didn’t have to endure such torture for someone as selfish and cold-hearted as Tyr.
 
   “Are you ready for what you have to do today?” Gabriel asked me as I sat alone at the conference table we had used the day before.
 
   Gabriel didn’t look well. His eyes were red and the skin beneath them was so dark I wondered if he had contracted some sort of disease. He looked pale and tired, making me wonder if he had slept at all during the past few days.
 
   “As ready as I can be, I guess.” What else could I say? That I was looking forward to killing Karis? Gabriel knew me better than that. “Are you all right? You look ill.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Gabriel said dismissively, obviously not wanting to talk about himself. “If I were you, I wouldn’t worry too much about today. I’m sure things will turn out the way they should.”
 
   I saw Dracen approach from the direction of the dragons’ camp. Vincent was following behind him by a few feet.
 
   It was decided that I should ride Vincent to the capital. It would take at least half the day for the ground troops to travel through the woods in order to get into position around the Fae city. Vincent was selected to stay at base camp with me while everyone else made their way inland. In a few hours, he would fly me into the city. I was supposed to make a dramatic entrance to gain the attention of all the Fae, including Karis. Vincent’s sudden appearance was sure to cause a stir since none of the Fae had ever seen a white dragon before. We hoped to tap into their sense of curiosity and earn a meeting with Karis.
 
   A small party of Edeson’s men would also be staying behind with me, just in case something unexpected happened. Plus, we needed them to keep an eye on our campsite and the ships still anchored out at sea.
 
   “I feel odd about all of you traipsing through the woods while I ride in on a dragon,” I told Dracen, and not for the first time. Ever since this part of the plan had been explained to me, it hadn’t sat well.
 
   “You will make an entrance like a queen should,” Dracen said. I could tell he was exasperated by my complaint from the tone he used. 
 
   “It still doesn’t feel right,” I grumbled.
 
   “It’s the right thing to do,” Dracen assured me with a pat on the back. Dracen looked at Gabriel. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?”
 
   “I don’t think I would be of any use to you there in my current state,” Gabriel replied.
 
   I saw him glance down the shoreline to where Tyr had been chained up. Since we needed all of the dragons for the fight with the Fae, surplus chains from the ships had been brought on shore to make sure Tyr couldn’t escape. The heavy iron chains had been draped over his body vertically as well as horizontally and padlocked to the trunks of massive trees the dragons had drove into the ground around him. No matter how hard Tyr pulled, neither the chains nor the trees gave him an extra inch. 
 
   “If the two of you will excuse me,” Gabriel said, standing from his seat, “I think it’s time I had a chat with my dragon.”
 
   “Be careful,” I cautioned. I knew Gabriel would always be drawn to Tyr. It wasn’t something he could deny or control, no matter how much he wanted to.
 
   Aurora and I watched Gabriel walk down the beach towards Tyr, each of us feeling a great sense of pity for our friend. He faced a hardship that was not of his own making, and we knew he would have to find a way to make the best of it.
 
   “In time, perhaps they can come up with an arrangement that will be beneficial to them both,” Aurora suggested.
 
   “Maybe,” I reluctantly agreed, even though I didn’t hold out a lot of hope that something like that would actually happen. I feared Gabriel was doomed to live a half-life, never quite trusting himself again because of his connection to Tyr. He would have to learn how to keep his own thoughts separate and tune out the hate-filled ones Tyr was bound to have.
 
   “He’ll find his way,” Dracen told me reassuringly, hoping to ease my disquiet.
 
   “Where is Lanai?”
 
   “She’s giving Thomas a few encouraging words,” Dracen said with a small smile. “The two of them have grown close over the past few days.”
 
   “It makes sense. She missed her opportunity to raise a child when she gave Gabriel up, and Thomas has never known the love of a mother. I’m glad they’ve found each other, especially now when everyone needs the support of a loved one.”
 
   “I want you to know that you can count on me,” Dracen said, indicating without blatantly saying it that he hoped I considered him to be a loved one.
 
   I stood from my seat at the table and wrapped my arms around Dracen. I heard him sigh contentedly as I rested my cheek against his shoulder. With only the briefest of pauses, he placed his arms around me too, and without having to say the words, I knew he felt how much I cared for him. I would never be able to remember my days with him as Kira, but I hoped to build a future where he was a key feature in my everyday life.
 
   “I’ve missed holding you,” he told me, his voice quavering in a way that told of a father’s eternal love for his daughter.
 
   “I don’t want you to go back to Ledmarrow,” I told him, voicing an idea I’d been keeping secret until now. “I want you to live in Iron City with us.” I pulled back so I could look him in the face as I made my request. “I would rather have you live in the palace with us, but I’ll understand if that’s asking too much from you. As long as you’re in the city that will be enough to make me happy.”
 
   Dracen smiled, but there was a touch of melancholia in the act. “Thank you for wanting me to live closer to you. Maybe we can talk about it later after everything is over.”
 
   I smiled. “There’s so much in my life right now that I want to thank you for. If it wasn’t for what you helped Kira do, I wouldn’t have the friends and loved one that I do now. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to remember everything about her, but I’m certain she would be happy for me.”
 
   “She most definitely would.” Dracen raised a hand and lovingly cupped the side of my face. “I’m so proud of the woman you have become. You fight for what’s right in ways most people would shy away from. I know today will be hard for you. It might even be the worst day of your life, but you will persevere. Just remember that what you do today has to be done. Your convictions need to be set on that truth because the slightest hesitation in casting your spell may result in an outcome none of us can predict. Karis must be taken out for the safety of everyone.”
 
   I nodded. “I know. I may not want to do it, but I will.”
 
   Dracen drew me back into his arms once more, lending me his strength for what lay ahead.
 
   After everyone was gone and on their way to the Fae capital, Lanai and I took a stroll along the beach. Neither of us seemed in the mood to talk much. I think we simply wanted companionship as we waited the allotted time for our departure. Hours passed and before I knew it, the time to leave was quickly upon us.
 
   “We should be going, Sarah,” Vincent said as he walked up the shoreline to where Lanai, Aurora, and I were sitting. I stood from the sand and held out a hand to help Lanai stand up. Just as she got to her feet, a commotion from the opposite end of the shore drew our attention.
 
   We watched as Tyr rose up onto his hind legs and let out a mighty roar, tossing the chains that were keeping him pinned down off his back. The ten men Edeson left behind began running down the beach with their guns drawn, but I knew any shots they got off would be useless against Tyr. It would be like throwing pebbles at a grown man in a vain attempt to take him down.
 
   I’m not sure if I was more stunned by Tyr disposing of his shackles so easily or the sight of Gabriel quickly clambering onto Tyr’s back. Seeing this, I began running down the beach, yelling to the men, “Stop shooting! Stop shooting!”
 
   The men were too far away to hear me, and I watched in horror as one of their shots found Gabriel. He clutched at his left arm, and I heard him cry out in pain, but not even being shot stopped him from continuing to climb onto Tyr’s back. Once he was there, Tyr launched himself into the air with more strength than I thought the injured dragon had left in him. Apparently, he had healed enough in the last few days to successfully escape his shackles with Gabriel’s help.
 
   “Sarah!” I heard Vincent call from behind me. “Hurry, we may be able to catch them!”
 
   Vincent already had Lanai on his back. When I got to him, I quickly ran up his wing to take my seat in the saddle in front of her.
 
   “Hold on to me!” I told her just before Vincent launched his body skyward.
 
   “What is Gabriel thinking?” I asked. It was a rhetorical question, of course, but it was the only one my mind needed the answer to.
 
   “I think the more pertinent question is where is he going?” Vincent said. “And I think I can answer that one.”
 
   Vincent’s tone indicated that I wasn’t going to like the answer.
 
   “Where is he going, Vincent?”
 
   “Straight to the Fae capital.”
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
   “Why would he go there?” Aurora asked, sounding as bewildered by the turn of events as I felt.
 
   I shook my head. “I have no idea.”
 
   Vincent was flying as fast as he could to catch up to Tyr and Gabriel, but Tyr was flying just as fast as us, making it impossible to catch them before they reached the city. Even though he was injured, Tyr seemed hell-bent on reaching the capital before anyone could stop him.
 
   Gabriel’s actions spoke of a man desperately trying to achieve something specific, but what did he hope to gain by taking Tyr to the Fae capital? Had Tyr convinced him to go there for some nefarious reason? I knew Gabriel wasn’t exactly thinking straight at the moment, but helping Tyr escape made absolutely no sense. And why go to the Fae? Did they have a healer who could make Tyr whole again? Was finding help for his dragon companion Gabriel’s motivation? It didn’t seem like a probable answer, but what else could explain his odd actions?
 
   As Vincent flew us towards the capital, I began to wonder if my original plan would work now. It all depended on what Gabriel and Tyr did there.
 
   An hour later, the Fae capital came into view. It was easy to tell where it was from the air because what appeared to be a legion of dragons were circling it.
 
   “Vincent, you have to get us in range of Gregoire. They can’t attack Tyr with Gabriel riding his back.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Vincent said. “Our dragons won’t attack him because of that fact. Tyr knows this. I’m sure he’s counting on it.”
 
   As expected, our dragons didn’t attack Tyr as he flew below the tree line and into the Fae capital.
 
   “What do you want to do?” Vincent asked me.
 
   I wanted to tell Vincent to follow them into the city, but I knew I couldn’t do that yet.
 
   “Land us near Dracen and the others like we originally planned. We need to make sure Lanai is kept safe. I’m not about to take her anywhere near Karis.”
 
   Vincent made a gradual descent and found a clear spot on the narrow dirt road that led up to the capital. As we made our way down, I saw the army of automatons that now surrounded the city. When I was a child, I never liked them much. There always seemed to be something hidden behind their eyes, and now I knew what that something was—a human soul. I pitied them now, but that didn’t change the fact that they were a threat to us. With Karis controlling them, they were an army that couldn’t be defeated, no matter how hard we fought against them. 
 
   Vincent touched down on the road, giving me a better view of where our ground troops were. Our forces were already positioned around the city. They were simply waiting for me to do my part, but I wasn’t sure I would be given the opportunity to do that anymore. It all depended on what Gabriel was doing. What was he up to in there?
 
   Dracen left the safety of the forest and rushed over to us.
 
   “What is Gabriel doing?” he asked me in a mixture of confusion and urgency.
 
   “I have no idea,” I told him as I stood to help Lanai out of the saddle. I held onto her arm as I helped her walk down Vincent’s wing. “But I’m going to find out.”
 
   “Maybe you should wait to see how this plays out first,” Dracen suggested. 
 
   “No,” I said resolutely. “This may not be the way we planned it, but I need to get over there in case Gabriel is making things worse.”
 
   “He’s already made things worse,” Dracen grumbled. “He’s upset a plan that would have worked. Who knows what he’s telling Karis now! Tyr may have turned him completely against us, and Karis could know your true agenda now.”
 
   “In every life that I’ve known Gabriel, he has always been a man of honor, even if his recent actions indicate otherwise. I trust him. He won’t betray us, especially not me.”
 
   “She’s right, Dracen,” Lanai said as she accepted Dracen’s hand to help her to the ground. “My son would not betray the queen.”
 
   Dracen sighed. “Just be careful. At the first sign of trouble, use your pendant to teleport you to Vincent.”
 
   I nodded. “I will. I won’t take any unnecessary risks with my life.”
 
   I couldn’t even if I wanted to. It wouldn’t just be my life I was risking. Unconsciously, I placed my hand against my stomach as I turned to retake my place in the saddle on Vincent’s back.
 
   “Take me to the Fae queen’s palace,” I told Vincent. Odds were favorable that Karis would be residing in the queen’s home. If he thought himself the new leader of the Fae, what better place to live than the palace built for its royalty?
 
   From the air, Nuala’s home looked like one giant tree around which the city was built. It was actually composed of ten giant redwoods that had grown so close that the base of their trunks had fused together to form what was essentially a giant fortress of wood.
 
   “Land on the south side of it,” I instructed Vincent.
 
   On my first visit here, I remembered the strange way Nuala’s paramour, Kian, entered the palace, and I prayed that the entrance would open up for me as easily as it did for him.
 
   When Vincent landed near the giant roots sprouting from the ground around the palace, I immediately scanned the area for any hostile forces. There were none to be seen. There wasn’t even a whisper of motion among the trees in which the Fae had made their homes. It was eerily like my first visit, making me wonder if the Fae ever saw the light of day or if they cowered inside their homes all of the time. It was just as well. The less people I had to deal with the better.
 
   “Go back to Dracen and the others,” I told Vincent. “That way if I find myself in trouble in there, I can use my pendant to teleport to you.”
 
   Vincent sighed deeply. “I don’t like leaving you here all by yourself.”
 
   “I know,” I sympathized. “But the best thing you can do for me is to go somewhere safe in case I need a quick exit. It wouldn’t do me a lot of good if you were still on this side of the front.”
 
   “Be careful. If I’m certain of one thing, it’s that Tyr did not come here to help Gabriel or you in any way. He only cares about himself. It’s the one thing I know for a fact.”
 
   “I promise that I’ll be careful.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Aurora told Vincent. “I won’t allow her to stay if her life is placed in danger.”
 
   I walked down Vincent’s wing towards the same root I saw Kian touch to open the entrance into the palace. I waited until Vincent was back in the air before I reached my hand out and touched the root. Just like before, the root rose up and made an archway, revealing a black marble pathway beneath it that I knew would lead me directly to the queen’s throne room. I wasn’t surprised to find Fae soldiers lining the walls of the hidden corridor in even intervals. They all turned to look at me, but none of them made a move to stop me as I walked into the palace. The smell of earth mingled with wood in the hallway took me back to the first time I was here. Fallon had been with me then. I wished he was with me now.
 
   “I’m here,” Aurora reminded me. “Together we can face anything, Sarah.”
 
   “I know.” I said, taking in a deep breath to brace myself for what would come next.
 
   As I entered the great chamber of the throne room, Karis was the first one I saw. It was strange that someone who looked so young could be so heartless and deadly. The pale white skin of Karis’ face seemed to glow as the sunlight that streamed into the room from above focused on him like a spotlight. His thick black hair gave him a sinister look and contrasted dramatically with his bright blue-green eyes.
 
   As I looked around the room, I saw no one else was here except for Gabriel. I assumed Karis’ false sense of superiority made him feel as if he didn’t need the protection his soldiers would have provided. It would certainly make things easier for me. I wouldn’t have to worry about Gabriel being taken by a guard before I could teleport us safely out of here.
 
   Gabriel stood with his hands clasped before him and head bowed as if he were studying some speck of dust on the floor in front of him with great interest. I saw him blink, so I knew Karis hadn’t used his ability to freeze people into place on him, but what was he doing here? What was his agenda, and why hadn’t he shared it with me before taking such drastic measures?
 
   “Well, well, well,” Karis said haughtily from his throne. He sat back in it like a man who knew everything about me when in actuality he knew nothing. “I must say, Queen Emma, I didn’t expect to see you in my palace so soon.”
 
   “Your palace?” I asked, lifting a dubious eyebrow as I looked around the throne room. “I was under the impression that this was still Nuala’s country. Did she gift it to you like an owner gives a dog a bone?”
 
   I saw Karis’ mouth twist into a sneer at my derogatory remark. It was all part of my plan. I needed him to be careless, and the best way to make someone reckless is to make him so angry he forgets to watch his back. I needed him closer. Dracen was very adamant that Karis needed to be no more than five feet away from me when I cast my spell. If I cast it too soon, it would fall short of my target, and I would lose the element of surprise.
 
   “She has your palace now,” Karis said smugly. “She may hate Vankarans, but she seems to like your side of the island better. I think it’s the fact that she made you run away like a scolded child that makes her so happy there.”
 
   I guess turnabout was fair play. The more Karis stoked my own anger, the stronger my spell would be. I learned early on that my magic was fueled best by controlled rage. Karis may have thought he was testing my limits, but I welcomed his taunts. The more he made me hate him the better. It would make killing him a lot easier.
 
   Karis rose from his wooden throne and began walking down the stairs towards me. I knew my chance to kill him would come soon, and I knew I was ready to do it. Just as he was about to come into my range, Gabriel spoke.
 
   “You should stop there,” he told Karis. “She can’t reach you with her spell if you don’t go any farther.”
 
   I felt like the ground beneath my feet had just given way. Had Gabriel just betrayed me? My mind refused to believe it, yet his words confirmed it.
 
   I looked away from Gabriel, who still stood with his head bowed in Karis’ direction. When I looked up at Karis, I saw him smiling down at me.
 
   “Oh yes, Gabriel was kind enough to tell me why you actually came here today,” he confirmed with a nod of his head. “Why do you think I allowed you to come inside? I wanted to see that look on your face when you realized one of your best friends and confidants has betrayed you. Does it make you sad? Mad? Disillusioned? All of the above, I hope. What do you think your people will say when I tell them that you’re a shifter? I sincerely doubt they’ll want to keep you as their queen any longer, even if you are able to regain your throne somehow.”
 
   I remained silent. I wasn’t about to give Karis any more satisfaction than he was already getting from my dilemma. What was I supposed to do? The war hinged on me killing Karis. How was I supposed to do that now?
 
   “Use your gift, Sarah,” Aurora urged me. “Tear him to shreds with your magic.”
 
   I could do it. I could shatter every bone in Karis’ body with just a thought and reduce him to a puddle of blood and bones in a matter of seconds. It wouldn’t be an elegant death, but dead was dead. Karis had to be taken out or the war would be lost. Everyone was counting on me to do my duty as their queen, their leader. How could I ask them to fight for me if I wasn’t willing to kill too?
 
   “Gabriel,” Karis said, “you kept your end of the bargain, and I shall keep mine. Come closer.”
 
   Gabriel finally lifted his head to look at Karis. Hesitantly, he walked up the steps towards him.
 
   “I can’t guarantee that the spell will work,” Karis told Gabriel, “but I will try.”
 
   “What could you want so badly that would justify you betraying me?” I asked Gabriel, hoping to make sense of his treachery.
 
   Gabriel turned to look at me. I didn’t think it was possible, but he looked even worse now than he did earlier in the day.
 
   “He may be able to break my link to Tyr,” Gabriel said, sounding on the verge of tears. “I can’t stand him being inside my mind anymore. I’m so sorry.”
 
   I tried to hate Gabriel for what he was doing, but a part of me hoped Karis’ spell worked. I didn’t agree with Gabriel’s methods of finding a cure for himself, but seeing him in so much pain made my heart cry out for him. Was his rationale any different from Kira’s? She had taken drastic measures to relieve her pain, even though it cost Dracen dearly and forever left Gabriel thinking he had been partly responsible for his wife’s death. Maybe this was karma’s way of paying me back for finding happiness in my new life.
 
   Karis reached out a hand and covered Gabriel’s heart. I watched as he closed his eyes and began to mumble the words of a spell.
 
   I waited to see what the outcome would be. I couldn’t kill the one person who could possibly break the connection for Gabriel and free him of Tyr.
 
   It felt like it was taking forever, but finally Karis lifted his hand from Gabriel’s chest.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said to Gabriel, “but I cannot break the bond.”
 
   Gabriel began to sob like the world was lost to him. I wanted to go to him, but knew I had one task that had to be taken care of first.
 
   As Karis turned away from Gabriel to walk back to his throne, I dipped down into that part of my soul that held a pool of my anger. It quickly consumed me, lending me its strength to call upon my birthright of magic.
 
   Just as I was about to cast my spell, I saw Gabriel reach into his coat pocket and pull out something shiny that glinted against the sunlight streaming into the room.
 
   “You can still help me break the bond,” Gabriel said as he thrust the point of his knife in the back of Karis’ neck.
 
   Stunned, I simply stood where I was, trying to comprehend what I was watching.
 
   Gabriel pulled the knife out and viciously struck Karis again and again from behind like a madman until the would-be king’s body fell onto the stairs. Before Karis’ last breath on this earth left his body, Gabriel grabbed one of his arms and held onto it.
 
   It was only then that the gears in my brain began to shift from disbelief to understanding. Everything finally made sense, and I knew exactly what Gabriel’s plan had been all along.
 
   He was about to shift into Karis.
 
   “Gabriel, no!” I begged, finding the strength to move my legs to rush up the stairs to stop what was about to happen, but I was too late.
 
   Gabriel stifled a cry of pain as Karis died, and he began his transformation.
 
   Gabriel crumbled onto the stairs, lying on his side as he trembled uncontrollably from the pain. It felt odd to watch Gabriel’s body shift into Karis’ form. I had endured the change three times within my own lifetime, but this was the first time I played the role of spectator.
 
   I wanted to comfort Gabriel, to help with the pain as he changed, but I knew from my own experiences that it wouldn’t help. In fact, it might hinder the shifting of the bones beneath the skin and cause even more agony. The transformation didn’t take very long. It was a small miracle, but one I was grateful for. Once it was complete, I knelt down beside Gabriel and cupped one side of his face with a hand.
 
   “Gabriel?” I asked.
 
   He didn’t respond. His body was completely limp, but at least his breathing was steady.
 
   “Gabriel, how do you feel?”
 
   “Free,” he said, as a relieved smile stretched his lips. “Free of Tyr.”
 
   “Is that why you did this?” I asked, briefly looking over at Karis’ corpse. “To break your bond with Tyr?”
 
   “And to save you from having to kill Karis,” Gabriel told me, finally opening his eyes to look at me. “I didn’t want your soul haunted by his death. I knew no matter how much you justified killing him, it would eat you up inside until there was nothing left. I couldn’t let you do that to yourself.”
 
   “Oh, Gabriel,” I said on the verge of tears.
 
   Would anyone know me as well as Gabriel did? I knew he was right. Karis’ death would have plagued my thoughts every day of my remaining years. I couldn’t deny that he was right.
 
   “I belong here with the Fae anyway,” Gabriel said as he struggled to sit up on the stairs. 
 
   I placed my hands underneath his arms to help him stand. I knew how tired he must feel. He needed sleep, but I knew he wouldn’t rest until things were settled.
 
   “Why would you say you belong here?” I asked.
 
   “I’m part Fae, remember? And if my mother is going to retake her throne, she’ll need someone to watch her back. There may be people here who think they can take advantage of her just because she’s old. I want to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
 
   “I doubt Karis was liked by many of the Fae,” I said. “You may need someone to watch your back too.”
 
   “I can take care of myself,” Gabriel replied, smiling faintly over my worry. “I can be of more help to you in this form than I could as Gabriel.”
 
   “I don’t think I can call you Karis. You will always be Gabriel to me, no matter what you look like.”
 
   “I will probably always think of myself as him too, but you can never call me that while others are around.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I didn’t know what else to say. How do you repay a man who gave up who he was to save you from becoming a murderer? There were no words that could adequately describe how indebted I felt to him.
 
   I looked back at Karis’ lifeless form. “What are we going to do with the body?”
 
   “Cast your spell,” Gabriel said. “Let the earth swallow him up. It’s more than he deserves for the crimes he’s committed.”
 
   I stretched out my hand and touched the step near Karis’ corpse.
 
   “Wait,” Gabriel said weakly, reaching for Karis’ body. “Help me get his robe off so I can put it on.”
 
   Moving a dead body isn’t as easy as it might sound. Eventually, we were able to remove the dark green and black robe Karis was wearing.
 
    I laid my hand on a stair near his corpse. Pillars of earth shot up from beneath the stone and twisted themselves around Karis’ lifeless body, dragging him down into the dark depths from whence they came. I studied the hole in the stairs my spell caused.
 
   “How are we going to explain that?”
 
   “I’m sure the Fae are used to seeing odder things with Karis around,” Gabriel said, slowly standing to his feet and dressing in Karis’ bloody robe.
 
   “What about the blood?” I asked, looking pointedly at the stains that covered both the front and the back of his new attire.
 
   “I’ll just say it’s Gabriel’s blood. Karis was a sadist. They won’t think twice about my answer.”
 
   “Everything is going to change for you now, Gabriel.”
 
   “It will be a change for the better.” The expression on his face was one of lost opportunities. “You know I wouldn’t have been able to stay in Iron City. I assume you plan to marry Fallon as soon as the war is over. There’s no way I could have made myself stay there and watch the two of you live a life I could only envy.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “I never meant to cause you any pain.”
 
   Gabriel shook his head. “You didn’t. I caused it myself a long time ago when I abandoned Kira when she needed me the most. The only person to blame for my life is me.”
 
   “Inara told Thaddeus Irondale that the child I’m carrying is Fallon’s,” I confessed. “She did it so Thaddeus wouldn’t argue against a marriage between John and me.”
 
   “It’s probably for the best that the boy grows up thinking Fallon is his father,” Gabriel said. “I know the two of you will raise my son to be a better man than I am.”
 
   “Don’t say that,” I said, grabbing hold of Gabriel’s arms to make sure he kept looking at me. “You are one of the best men I have ever known. You’ve always looked out for me if it was within your abilities to do so. I want to tell your son about you one day. Do you give me permission to do that?”
 
   “On one condition,” Gabriel said. “Only tell him if you think it will do good. Don’t tell him if you think it will tear his world apart and make him question himself. The best gift you could give me is a son who knows his own mind and follows his heart. If he grows up to do those two things, I’ll at least feel as if my sacrifice in not knowing him will have been worth it.”
 
   “All right. I promise not to tell him if I think it will only hurt him.”
 
   “Now,” Gabriel said, looking towards the entrance, “I think we should go out and bring my mother in for the people to see. They need to get reacquainted with their new queen.”
 
   As we walked down the stairs together, I asked, “Are you sure your bond with Tyr has been severed?”
 
   “Absolutely sure,” Gabriel answered. “I can’t feel him at all anymore.”
 
   “Sarah,” Aurora asked in worry. “Do you ever intend to shift again? I don’t think I could bear it if our bond was ever broken.”
 
   “No worries, my little dragonling. I won’t be shifting again. I have a beautiful life filled with people who love me. I have no reason to want anything to change.”
 
   I could feel Aurora’s joy. It was a perfect match to my own.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
   The scattering of Fae troops who were left behind to guard the city followed Gabriel’s first orders as Karis and laid down their weapons as our troops walked into the city. During the transformation into Karis, Gabriel had apparently inherited his predecessor’s magical abilities as well. The notion didn’t seem odd to me considering the fact that Queen Emma’s unborn child had been transferred to me during my own shift into her form. Gabriel was also able to control the automatons now, and I knew with their help, we were sure to be victorious in whatever Nuala might send our way.
 
   “You can either stand and fight to protect your new queen,” Gabriel told the Fae guards through Karis’ lips, “or leave here and never return. I can assure you that Nuala will not regain her throne. The Kamoran and Vankaran troops will fight by your sides to make sure that never happens.”
 
   Rallying the Fae to accept Lanai as their new queen didn’t take much prodding. As we suspected, a large majority of them were tired of living in fear of Nuala. After beating down their morale with her strict rule, the Fae welcomed a chance for a new life with the true heir to the throne. 
 
   For the very first time in any of my lifetimes, I saw the population of the capital city emerge from their tree dwellings and fill the section in front of the palace with their numbers. Many of the Fae remembered Lanai from her previous reign and welcomed her back home with open arms. I don’t think Gabriel’s mother expected such a warm reception from a people who had shunned her at one time. It was obvious the Fae who had been alive during Nuala’s coup now understood what a colossal mistake they had made in siding with her. 
 
   “Are the Fae dragons still around?” Nicole asked, looking up at the sky. “I can’t really tell one dragon from the other, I’m afraid.”
 
   “They left with Tyr,” Gregoire told me. “If I had known my brother’s bond with Gabriel had been broken, I would have chased him down and killed him before he had a chance to escape. I’ve sent out a scouting party, but the odds of us finding Tyr are slim to none. If he wants to remain hidden, he will.”
 
   “The Fae dragons left with Tyr and Gabriel,” I told Nicole. I decided it was better to let everyone except Lanai and Dracen believe Gabriel chose to live with his dragon companion than tell them the truth. Who knew if they would have believed me anyway? Shifters were things of legend for most people, not everyday life.
 
   “So how exactly is it that Nuala is supposed to find out she’s lost her kingdom?” Nicole asked.
 
   “Gregoire has already sent one of his dragons to spread the word of what’s happened here to the ones in Iron City,” I told her. “Nuala will hear it through them.”
 
   “And we’re sure she’ll send troops back here?” she asked.
 
   “As sure as we can be,” I said. “I don’t think she has much choice.”
 
   “We’re also counting on Nuala’s arrogance,” Dracen said. “She believes she’s all-powerful and that we aren’t strong enough to defeat her. Her underestimation of us will be her downfall.”
 
   “Since we’re basically just waiting to be attacked by whatever she sends back here, can we at least eat something while we wait?” Nicole asked, rubbing her belly with one hand. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m famished.”
 
   We all went inside the tree palace that was now Lanai’s home once again. The Fae were very hospitable and prepared what amounted to a celebration feast for us. We all ate in the dining room, going over our strategy to protect the city against the assault that was sure to come.
 
   The Fae serving us kept a wary distance from Gabriel. In his new role as Karis, I knew he would have to do a lot of work convincing the Fae that he was a changed man under Lanai’s rule. I didn’t envy him such a monumental task. There was no telling what Karis had done during his time as ruler here, but I knew Gabriel would eventually earn the trust of his people. He was just that kind of man.
 
   It wasn’t until sometime later that I noticed Nicole’s absence from the dining room.
 
   “Where did Nicole go?” I asked to no one in particular. I didn’t know which one of them would know the answer.
 
   “She asked for a basket of apples and went down to see Nessa, Queen Emma,” one of the Fae serving woman told me. 
 
   “Who’s Nessa?” I asked the woman.
 
   “She is Nuala’s dragon companion.”
 
   “Why would Nicole be interested in her?” Aurora asked.
 
   “I have a bad feeling I know the answer to that question,” Dracen said, quickly standing from his seat at the table.
 
   Gabriel and I followed Dracen down into the dungeons of the palace.
 
   “Do you like these apples?” I heard Nicole say sweetly. “I was told they were your favorite snack.”
 
   “Oh yes,” I heard Nessa say, even though she had to know Nicole couldn’t hear a word she was saying. “I do love a beautiful red apple. They are so sweet!”
 
   We followed Nicole’s voice through the labyrinth of tunnels in the dungeon. I had no clue why Nuala needed so many prison cells, but I didn’t dwell on it since most of them were empty. We soon came to a large cell where Nuala kept her dragon companion.
 
   The dragon looked smaller than most, and I had to wonder if that was because of the size of her cell. The poor thing was crammed into a space that was only as large as a small house. Every adult dragon I had seen so far was as big as a frigate.
 
   “Here you go,” Nicole said to Nessa as she was just about to throw an apple into Nessa’s cage. “Eat up.”
 
   Dracen caught the apple in midair before it had a chance to cross between the bars of Nessa’s cell. He looked at it like he held a viper in his hand and not an apple.
 
   “Why are you feeding her these?” he asked Nicole, looking at the half-empty basket of apples sitting by her feet. “What have you done to them?”
 
   “I’m completing the mission I was sent here to do,” Nicole answered defensively.
 
   It was only then that it dawned on me what she was actually doing.
 
   “Did you poison those apples?” I asked in disgust.
 
   Nicole folded her arms over her chest, taking on a defensive stance. 
 
   “Like I said, I was completing my mission.”
 
   “A mission given by who?” I demanded to know.
 
   Nicole remained silent.
 
   “Your queen asked you a question,” I said with more authority. “Answer it!”
 
   “Thaddeus Irondale,” Nicole finally admitted.
 
   “If you kill Nuala’s dragon, you kill Nuala by proxy,” Dracen said, filling in the blanks. “But what exactly does killing Nuala like this gain us?”
 
   “I don’t know. One less sadistic bitch in the world?” Nicole asked sarcastically. “I didn’t question his order. I do what I’m told. That’s what I get paid to do.”
 
   “I’m poisoned?” Nessa asked in distress, looking to us for an answer. “Am I going to die?”
 
   Dracen walked over to what was left of the basket of apples and rummaged through what was there. He pulled out one with black spots all over it.
 
   “No, you weren’t poisoned,” he said. “I think she was waiting to lull you into a false sense of security before trying to feed you the tainted one. Am I right?”
 
   Nicole didn’t turn her head but looked at the apple Dracen was holding from the corners of her eyes.
 
   “Yes, you’re right,” Nicole confessed. At least it was a confession to me. She seemed to simply see it as stating a fact.
 
   “Our plan has always been to imprison Nuala,” I said to the others, “not to kill her. If we kill her, we run the risk of making her a martyr to the Fae.”
 
   “Thaddeus must have thought it was worth the risk,” Dracen concluded. “But why?”
 
   Gabriel gasped as if he were in pain. I turned to find him leaned up against the damp, moss-covered wall of the dungeon, holding his head with one hand as if it hurt.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked him in concern. I knew he was weakened by his transformation, but he refused to go to bed.
 
   “I know why Thaddeus wants Nuala dead so badly,” he said. When he looked up at me, his eyes were wide in shock. “They had a deal.”
 
   “They?” I asked. “Thaddeus and Nuala?”
 
   Gabriel nodded his head. “If he helped her conquer Vankara, she would marry him and make him king over both the Vankarans and the Fae. If he’s trying to kill her, she must have backed out of the deal, and he doesn’t want anyone to find out about it. By killing Nessa, Nuala would appear to die of natural causes, and no one would have been any the wiser, least of all you.”
 
   “Wait,” Nicole said, dropping her arms back to her sides. “Are you telling me that Thaddeus betrayed us because he was on some power trip?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” Gabriel said.
 
   “I swear to you,” Nicole said to me. “I didn’t know any of this. All I knew was that Irondale wanted the queen dead and that the easiest way to do that was to kill her dragon. If I had known he was a traitor, I never would have followed his orders.”
 
   “That’s not all Thaddeus has done,” Gabriel said, drawing my attention back to him. “Nuala suspected that Thaddeus made a side deal with Chromis. She sent my sister to stow away on Chromis’ ship to learn if her suspicions were correct.”
 
   “That’s who we saw!” Aurora said as she had an epiphany. “When we thought we saw a woman on Chromis’ ship that had to be Karis’ sister.”
 
   “I saw your sister on his ship,” I said to Gabriel since he was now supposed to be Karis. “When we were in Ledmarrow, you told me that you could see and hear things from your twin sister when the two of you were connected. Has she sent you a message about Chromis yet?”
 
   “No, not yet,” Gabriel said. “She hasn’t contacted me in quite some time. I assume she was caught and killed by Chromis for spying.”
 
   “Wait,” Nicole said, looking thoughtful. “Wasn’t it Thaddeus who suggested that the Chromis troops be part of the assault on Iron City? If the two of them have made some sort of deal with one another, do you think they’ll try to orchestrate a coup after Nuala’s troops are defeated?”
 
   “Fallon will never let that happen,” I said confidently.
 
   “Perhaps you should try to contact Fallon and let him know what’s going on,” Dracen suggested. “They should still be waiting for Nuala’s troops to leave. There hasn’t been enough time for her to learn what’s happened here.”
 
   I nodded. If Fallon was still at the Royal College, I would have just teleported back to Iron City, but I knew he was with the troops, waiting for Nuala to weaken her forces there by sending part of them here to the Fae capital.
 
   I closed my eyes and held onto my dragon pendant.
 
    The connection with Fallon was easy to make.
 
   “Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” he said. “I assume you were successful today. How are you—”
 
   “Are Thaddeus and Chromis with you right now?” I interrupted, not wanting to waste time on pleasantries.
 
   “Yes,” Fallon said, sensing something was wrong. “Why?”
 
   I explained everything that happened at the Fae capital and our suspicions about Thaddeus and Chromis to Fallon.
 
   “That’s quite a lot to take in all at once.” Fallon rubbed his temples with the thumb and middle finger of his right hand as he contemplated the information I just gave him.
 
   “Have they been acting secretive?” I asked. “Talking to each other without allowing you to hear what they’re saying?”
 
   “Now that you mention it,” Fallon said, “Thaddeus did ask to speak to Aleksander alone when Chromis’ ships first arrived. I didn’t think too much about it at the time, but with this new information … who knows what they talked about?”
 
   “What can you do, John?” I asked. “We can’t leave here until we know the Fae capital is secure.”
 
   “I can arrest Thaddeus,” Fallon told me. “If I take him out of the equation, I doubt Chromis will still try to stage a coup. He needs Thaddeus to back him up for such a thing.”
 
   “I hate to imprison Inara’s father on a suspicion.”
 
   “We have every right to take him into custody,” Fallon said. “We know for a fact that he conspired with Nuala. That’s reason enough to incarcerate him.”
 
   “But we don’t have any real proof, just a memory Gabriel was able to dig up from Karis.”
 
   “That’s all we need for now,” Fallon said. “I’ll just say that we have testimony from a reliable source. All we need to do is keep him imprisoned until Iron City is back under our control. Then, you can come back, and we’ll figure out what to do with him.”
 
   “So, you’re certain Chromis won’t try to take Iron City for himself?”
 
   “He doesn’t have the man power to do that. I’m assuming Thaddeus must have some of our generals in his pocket, and he was planning to use them in conjunction with Chromis’ army to take Iron City for himself. Though, I don’t know what would have been in it for Chromis.”
 
   “Me,” I said with certainty. “Aleksander wants me, and Thaddeus probably promised him a marriage.”
 
   “As enchanting as you are, I don’t see Chromis doing all of this just to marry you. Thaddeus must have promised him land or a great deal of money. A man like Aleksander doesn’t do anything this drastic just for love.”
 
   “He doesn’t love the queen,” I said with certainty. “He wants to keep me like a prized possession, to be seen and not heard.”
 
   “Whatever his motivation, he won’t get it,” Fallon swore. “I will protect our country from them, Sarah.”
 
   “I know you will. I never doubted that you wouldn’t.”
 
   “I hate to leave you, but I need to get Thaddeus into custody as quickly as possible. The dragons you sent have told us that the news of your takeover is spreading quickly among Nuala’s forces. It’s only a matter of time before Nuala splits her army here.”
 
   “Be careful,” I begged.
 
   “I will.”
 
   I broke my connection to Fallon and told the others what we decided to do about Thaddeus.
 
   “It’s the only option,” Dracen agreed. “Removing Thaddeus eliminates him as a threat.”
 
   “But what do we do with him after things are settled?” I asked.
 
   “He’s a traitor,” Nicole spat. “By all rights, you should hang him for what he’s done.”
 
   “I can’t do that to Inara’s father,” I said. I knew how much she loved and looked up to her father. In many ways, killing him would in essence kill her too. I respected and loved her too much to let the light inside her soul dim because of him. “He’s made some bad choices, but I don’t think handing down a death sentence sends the right message. Vankara will need time to heal before we deal with a scandal this large, and I think mercy is what’s called for after so much death.”
 
   “Imprisonment for life then?” Dracen asked.
 
   “I think that’s the better solution, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes. I would have to agree with your decision.”
 
   I looked into the cage where Nuala’s dragon was trapped. How long had she been made to suffer in this dank, moss-covered dungeon? All her life? That’s what I had to assume.
 
   “That is not much of a life,” Aurora said. “I think I would rather be dead.” 
 
   “We need to get you out of there,” I told Nessa, pitying her for having to live in such conditions for so long. “How do they let you out of your cell?”
 
   “The rear wall is one giant door,” Nessa told me. “It opens into the back courtyard.”
 
   “We’ll send someone to open it and set you free,” I promised.
 
   “It would be nice to go outside. I haven’t seen the sun since before Nuala left.”
 
   “I said free,” I told Nessa. “You’re free to go wherever you want to go.”
 
   “Nuala is my companion,” Nessa reminded me. “I will never be truly free.”
 
   “You poor thing,” Aurora said sympathetically. “Is there nothing else we can do for her?”
 
   “Nuala will remain a prisoner in Iron City for the foreseeable future,” I told Nessa. “Since she’ll be there, you are more than welcome to travel back home with us and stay in Iron City as our guest. I’m sure we can find a place for you to live near the palace.”
 
   “That’s very generous of you,” Nessa said in surprise. “Why would you be so nice to me? You don’t know me at all.”
 
   “It’s not your fault that Nuala and Tyr forced you to bond with her for their own convenience. The least I can do is help you find a way to have as happy a life as you can. I think Aurora and I can do that for you.”
 
   “Thank you,” Nessa said gratefully. “I don’t know what else to say.”
 
   “You don’t have to say anything else,” I told her.
 
   As soon as we left the dungeon, I asked some of the Fae to release Nessa from her cage. It disgusted me that Nuala would treat her dragon companion like an afterthought, but why did I expect any better from her?
 
   “It’s definitive proof showing just how different you are from her,” Aurora told me proudly.
 
    “I hope ruling a nation doesn’t make me as jaded as Nuala.”
 
   “It won’t. You have me to keep you grounded.”
 
   I had to laugh. “That is very true, my little dragonling. What would I ever do without you?”
 
   “Live a lonely, miserable existence,” Aurora stated matter-of-factly. “You can’t live without me.”
 
   “I would never want to,” I told her, meaning it with my whole heart.
 
    The next day, Nuala’s forces arrived. I was asked to stay inside the wooden fortress of the palace while the fighting occurred. I argued with Dracen that I might be of some use with my magic, but he contended that I was still too unskilled with my powers and might inadvertently cause more havoc than help. I couldn’t dispute his assessment. I was still learning how to control my magic, and I knew he was right. Dracen, on the other hand, did join the fray and helped our troops rout the Fae who tried to retake the city for their deplorable queen. It was obvious Nuala chose her most loyal subjects to join her in the fight to take Iron City. Before the battle commenced, we gave them the option of laying down their arms and accepting Lanai as their new queen, but none of them took us up on our offer to spare their lives.
 
   The fight lasted about a day. Considering the fact that we had more troops, dragons, and automatons, Nuala’s forces didn’t have a chance of succeeding. The few who remained alive surrendered when they realized fighting against us was pointless. Lives were lost on both sides, but I was grateful very few Kamorans and Vankarans were among the dead. I remembered promising Queen Sora that I would take care of her troops, and I meant to keep that promise. I asked Edeson to make sure the fallen Kamorans made it back home to be buried in the land where their families lived. I knew if I were in the same position, I would want my loved one returned to me so I could say a proper farewell.
 
   Only one of our dragons died. I didn’t know him, but he was from the green dragon faction. I attended his funeral and watched as the blue dragons used their fire breath to cremate their fallen comrade.
 
   After the funeral, Gregoire asked to speak with me.
 
   “Once we’ve taken care of the feral dragons still roaming this island,” he told me, “I plan to lead my own search party to find Tyr and his followers. I know if I leave him to his own devices, he’ll find a way to orchestrate such a travesty again. He won’t stop until all humans are either dead or enslaved. I cannot allow that to happen.”
 
   “Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   “No. I simply wanted you to know that we intend to take care of him so you and the others don’t have to worry about him returning here.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said gratefully, knowing Gregoire and the other dragons didn’t have to hunt down Tyr. They could just as easily leave things as they were and ignore what might happen to us, but Gregoire’s code of honor would never allow him to do that. I knew then that Tyr would eventually find death by his brother.
 
   We stayed in the Fae capital for two days. I would contact Fallon periodically to check on the progress of things in Iron City. I argued that I should return while the war was waging, but Fallon convinced me that it would be a bad idea. As long as I was in a safe, well-guarded, place, I should stay put until things were settled. When he finally gave me the good news that it was safe for me to return home, I literally jumped for joy.  
 
   “Come to the palace at noon tomorrow,” Fallon told me. “We’ll be waiting to welcome you back home.”
 
   “Have you had any trouble from Chromis?” I asked him.
 
   “None. Once Thaddeus was in custody, Chromis came clean about the deal he made with Irondale. It was just as you suspected. Thaddeus promised to marry you to Chromis if he assisted in the coup. Apparently, Irondale was planning to double-cross Nuala anyway. She simply did it before he could set his new plan into motion.”
 
   “So what were the terms of the deal between Aleksander and Thaddeus?”
 
   “Chromis said Thaddeus promised to give him the Fae side of the island. Irondale was planning to give it to him after we defeated Nuala’s forces here in Iron City, but your plan to usurp Nuala’s control over the Fae and place Lanai on the throne threw a wrench into his scheme. So, you were right. Aleksander wasn’t just helping Thaddeus so he could marry you. He would have been given quite a large portion of land as well if Thaddeus’ plot had worked.”
 
   “Did you have much trouble with Nuala?” I asked, wishing I could have been there to see her taken into custody.
 
   “The mage we had with us was able to keep his shield up long enough for us to breech her chambers. After we took out the guards who were there protecting her, she surrendered and didn’t even try to fight us. She knew she was outnumbered and that it would do her more harm than good to resist arrest. She has asked to speak with you when you return, but I told her not to hold her breath waiting for that to happen.”
 
   “Why do you think she wants to speak to me?”
 
   “More than likely, she will want to make some sort of deal for her release. I’m sure she’ll try to play on your sympathies somehow. If I were you, I wouldn’t give in to her request. There’s nothing she can say that will justify what she’s done. As far as I’m concerned, we’re extending her a courtesy she doesn’t deserve by letting her live.”
 
   “And how are you, John?” I asked, knowing he had to kill in order to bring this war to an end.
 
   “I’ll be better when I’m able to hold you in my arms again,” he replied wistfully. “Everything will feel like it was worth it then.”
 
   The next day I decided to ride Vincent to Iron City. Since I didn’t have to be there until noon, we had plenty of time to enjoy our last flight together, and I wanted to spend some time with my friend before he and the other dragons had to return home.
 
   It was a bittersweet time for me. Since Gabriel was now Karis, I had to leave behind one of my best friends, not knowing when we would be able to see each other again. 
 
   “Promise me something,” Gabriel said as we stood beside Vincent before my departure. “Live a happy life.”
 
   “Can I ask you to promise me the same thing?”
 
   Gabriel gave me a closed lip smile that held more sadness than happiness.
 
   “I’ll do my best. That’s all I can promise you right now.”
 
   I leaned in and kissed Gabriel on the cheek. “Thank you for everything, and I expect to see you again in Iron City. I think we need to sign a new peace treaty to prove to the world that we’re united again.”
 
   Gabriel nodded. “Agreed. We don’t need to give the other island nations a false hope that they can use this war to their advantage. We need to show them that we’ll stand together to protect our island.”
 
   “Queen Emma,” Lanai called out as she walked over to us.
 
   I curtsied. “Queen Lanai,” I replied.
 
   Lanai was now dressed in the white robes her reclaimed station called for among the Fae. She no longer looked like the wildling I first met when I came to the Fae side of the island. Now, she looked like royalty—wise and noble.
 
   “Thank you for everything you have done for me and my people,” she said, taking one of my hands into both her own. “I can’t tell you how much you’ve helped us. I hope that the new treaty we sign will last a long, long time.”
 
   “If you and I have anything to say about it, it will.”
 
   Lanai kissed my hand before letting it go.
 
   “I hope you know that you are welcome to come back here to visit us anytime you want,” the rightful Queen of the Fae told me.
 
   I looked at Gabriel. “I’m sure I’ll be back often.”
 
   “Take care of yourself,” Gabriel said, leaning in to kiss me on the cheek before I left.
 
   “I will.”
 
   As I was walking up Vincent’s wing, I heard someone call out my name. I turned around and saw Dracen walking over to me. I thought he had already assumed his place on Gregoire’s back for our trip back to Iron City together. Nicole and Thomas were already on top of Runa, awaiting our departure.
 
   I walked back to the ground and asked him, “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Would you mind if I just used my talisman to return to the college and met you at the palace?” Dracen asked me sheepishly. “I hate to admit it, but I think I’ve had enough of flying through the air to last me a lifetime.”
 
   I laughed a little. “That’s saying quite a lot considering you’re immortal.”
 
   Dracen shrugged. “To be honest, I’ve never cared for heights.”
 
   “Of course you can meet us at the palace,” I told him. “Just make sure you’re out front when I fly in. I have a feeling it’ll be a sight every citizen in Iron City will remember for a long time to come.”
 
   Dracen grinned. “Undoubtedly.”
 
   I turned to make my way up Vincent’s wing again.
 
   “Sarah. …” Dracen called to me softly so no one else could hear him use my chosen name.
 
   I turned around and saw a look of worry on Dracen’s face.
 
   “I just want you to know … that I love you.”
 
   It was the first time Dracen had said those three words to me in such a blatant manner. I knew he loved me before he said them, but having his emotions laid out between us in such a vulnerable way suddenly made me feel uncomfortable. I cared for Dracen deeply, but did I love him as a daughter usually loves her father? Did I care for him enough to say it back?
 
   As an awkward silence built up between us, Dracen put on a brave face and continued to grin at me. “I’ll see you later. Have a safe trip.”
 
   He pulled out his pocket watch from his pant pocket and vanished from my sight.
 
   “I should have said something back,” I said to Aurora, feeling guilty for having only stood there like a mute after Dracen had declared his love for his daughter.
 
   “If you had told him you loved him, they would have been hollow words,” Aurora said. “That isn’t what he wanted from you.”
 
   I turned back around and walked up Vincent’s wing. After I was securely in the saddle, Vincent took flight, and we made our way to Iron City.
 
   Gregoire and the dragons who helped us win the Fae capital flew behind us. I won’t lie. Riding Vincent into Iron City with the other dragons following made me feel powerful. Knowing I could put together such a formidable force to defend my nation bolstered my confidence that I could lead Vankara into a future Queen Emma would be proud of. But I knew I was only a placeholder for the true leader of Vankara—Dena. She was the future of our nation, and I was only doing my part to make sure Queen Emma’s last wish came true.
 
   As we reached Iron City, my heart ached over the devastation our city had endured during the Fae occupation. I knew it would take time to rebuild what Nuala had so callously destroyed in her hunger for power, but I also knew that the Vankarans were up to the task. We had always been a strong people and this trying time in our history was simply a temporary setback for us.
 
   The sun was high in the sky as we approached the palace. Nuala’s mages had transmuted the iron palace into gold to make it safe for all Fae to enter. It glittered in the sunlight like something out of a mythical tale. As Vincent made his descent into the front courtyard of the royal palace, the other dragons perched themselves along the tall outer wall that encircled the grounds. There was a crowd of people filling the streets and palace courtyard, waiting for our arrival. Fallon had had the foresight to cordon off a section of the front courtyard to provide Vincent a place to land. The sound of the crowd cheering me home brought a smile to my face, and I knew my words to Dracen were true. No one in Iron City would forget the day their queen flew back to them on the back of a dragon.
 
   Once we touched ground, I made my way down Vincent’s wing where Fallon was already waiting for me. His proud smile was the best thing I had seen in a long, long time. I tossed caution to the wind and threw myself into his arms, wrapping my arms around his neck to hug him tightly.
 
   Our audience cheered, and I knew the people of Vankara wouldn’t protest my marriage to Fallon. He had, after all, led the fight to free them from Nuala’s tyranny. He was a hero in their eyes and mine too.
 
   “Mummy!”
 
   I let go of Fallon and saw Dena running towards me from the entrance of the palace. Her Uncle Adam and Aunt Inara were walking behind her, faces beaming with joy and pride. I bent down and hugged Dena to me, treasuring the feel of her in my arms, and marveling at how another human being could instantly fill my heart with so much joy just from one hug.
 
   Dena told me about making cookies with Uncle Adam and riding an elephant at a zoo. I listened and marveled at how much she had grown since her birthday. Once she was through telling me about her adventures, I stood up and held onto one of her little hands, unwilling to break our contact just yet.
 
   When I looked around, I noticed one very important person missing from my homecoming.
 
   “Where’s Dracen?” I asked Fallon. “He said he would be here by the time I arrived.”
 
   Fallon slowly shook his head, looking confused. “No. He hasn’t returned to Iron City as far as I know.”
 
   I looked over at Adam and saw him shake his head also. “I haven’t seen him either.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, going over my last conversation with Dracen in my mind again.
 
   The dragon pendant hanging from my neck began to glow. I looked down at it and saw that the trillian in the center was the cause of the illumination. I watched as minute cracks began to spread from bottom to top.
 
   “Oh no,” I said as my heart sank to the pit of my stomach. I knew what was happening, but I wasn’t sure if I could get there in time to stop it.
 
   I immediately let go of Dena’s hand and snatched Aurora off my shoulder, handing her to a startled Fallon.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said to them all, just as I teleported myself to Trill’s chamber in Ledmarrow.
 
   I found exactly what I feared I would. Dracen had his hands on Trill’s petrified corpse—the source of the trillian. I noticed Dracen’s pocket watch laying broken on top of Trill’s body, ensuring no escape for Dracen from what he was about to do. Automatons filled the room to capacity. Their numbers were so large a line of them extended as far as I could see out into the long corridor. The stone beneath my feet pulsated like a giant was using an equally large sledge hammer to pound the mountain from the center of the earth. My ears began to ring from the buildup of pressure inside the room, which could only be caused by the power of Dracen’s spell.
 
   “Dracen!” I yelled, as pieces of rock began to fall from the ceiling, barely missing my head.
 
   Dracen didn’t flinch. I wasn’t sure if he just couldn’t hear me or if he was so focused on the spell he was casting that his mind didn’t register my voice. 
 
   I ran over to him and grabbed one of his arms. Only then did his eyes open. He looked over at me in a moment of confusion that quickly switched to horror.
 
   “You need to leave!” Dracen said. “You’ll die if you don’t!”
 
   “Then you need to come with me!”
 
   “I can’t,” he said adamantly with a shake of his head. “I have to stay. Otherwise, the spell might end too soon and trap them all down here before releasing them from the trillian.”
 
   “There has to be another way to free them!”
 
   “There isn’t! Go, Sarah! Live your life and remember me as I am. This is the only way I can atone for my sins against them. Go!”
 
   I tried to keep my balance, even as the mountain swayed back and forth.
 
   “Leave before it’s too late!” he begged.
 
   I shook my head at him stubbornly. “No! I won’t leave you. Let me add my magic to yours. That should be enough to ensure the spell completes itself.” I grabbed my dragon pendant with my free hand. “I’ll teleport us out just before it goes off.”
 
   Dracen shook his head fervently, and I knew he was going to urge me to leave again. Before he could, I let go of his arm and placed my hand over his on Trill’s glowing body. I could hear the voices of the dead who were trapped inside Trill. I knew at least two of them had to belong to the Harkers, and I hoped what we did next would finally bring them peace in death. I blocked the voices from my mind and concentrated on bringing up every ounce of magic I possessed. I thought of all the lives of loved ones people had lost over the years due to the plagues. I knew Dracen blamed himself for causing so much pain and death to others, even though it wasn’t his fault. He had given his love and trust to a young Karis, not knowing the diabolical plans his apprentice had in mind.
 
   Just as I felt my magic bubble to the surface, I squeezed Dracen’s hand tightly with one hand and my pendant with the other. Like a geyser bursting forth from the earth’s crust, I felt my magic mingle with Dracen’s, setting off a chain reaction that neither of us ended up experiencing as I visualized Vincent.
 
   A cool breeze caressed my burning cheeks, and I knew I was back home. When I opened my eyes, I found Dracen standing beside me, grimacing.
 
   “You have quite a grip there,” he said, looking down at our joined hands. “You must have inherited that from your mother.”
 
   “Well, it certainly wasn’t from you,” I heard the ghostly form of Trill say.
 
   I looked beside us stunned to see him standing there.
 
   “How?” I asked, not needing to clarify what I was actually asking him.
 
   “Ledmarrow is no more,” Trill said. “I guess destroying my body and the mountain broke the tether that was keeping me there. Now, my only connection to this world is Dracen. Where he goes, I will follow.”
 
   “It’s good to see and hear you again, old friend,” Dracen said, his voice choked with emotion as he stared at his dragon companion for the first time since Trill’s death.
 
   “You can see him?” I asked in surprise.
 
   Dracen nodded as his eyes brimmed with tears. “Yes. I can see and hear him now. I never thought I would be able to again.”
 
   I laughed with joy and threw my arms around Dracen’s neck.
 
   “Why did you think you had to do that alone?” I asked him, unable to let him go.
 
   “I thought it was the only way to make reparations for my part in the plagues. I couldn’t allow all those souls to linger there when I knew I had the power to free them.”
 
   “I wish you had said something instead of letting me find out like that. I don’t want to lose you,” I said, hugging him even tighter. “I just found you.”
 
   Dracen wrapped his arms around my waist. “You won’t lose me. I’m here.”
 
   Before I even knew what I was about to say, I told Dracen, “I love you, Dad.”
 
   It was the first time I had spoken the words, even though I knew I had felt love for Dracen ever since Vincent awakened my memories as Kira. It was only now that I could face those feelings. How could I not love a man who had sacrificed so much for me? If there was a part of Kira still left inside me, I felt sure she would be smiling at me now, pleased that I had found our father.
 
   “I love you, too,” Dracen replied tearfully.
 
   As we stood there beside Vincent, I was aware of Fallon, Dena, Inara, and Adam surrounding us. In that moment, I realized that my life was my own to live, and that my journey through it would never be a lonely one. The people who surrounded me would keep my life grounded with their love in whatever trials might await us all in the future. This time, I wouldn’t run away from what might happen. I would embrace each experience, good and bad, and know that each moment was meant to teach me something new because in the end, that’s all life is: a series of lessons. It’s up to us to decide whether we’ll learn from those lessons and grow, or shy away from them and wither. 
 
   I, for one, intended to grow and pass on whatever I was able to learn to help future generations flourish.
 
   I knew in that instant that this was my life, my story—no one else’s. I was my own person, not an amalgam of all those I had been before. Everything I did, from this moment on, would personify the person I wanted to be.
 
   All I had to do now was live. …
 
   


  
 



EPILOGUE
 
   “There were times I seriously doubted this day would ever come,” Inara said in exasperation as she straightened the crown with an attached veil on my head. “Who knew it would take a month to put together the perfect wedding for a queen? Nevertheless, I did it. I made it happen!”
 
   I giggled at Inara’s self-congratulatory monologue. You would have thought it was her wedding day and not my own that we were about to have.
 
   “Thank you so much for planning everything,” I told her for about the hundredth time. Strangely enough, she didn’t seem to mind hearing it over and over and over again.
 
   Yet, she waved a hand in the air like all of her hard work was nothing for me to brag about. 
 
   “You had a city to rebuild,” Inara said. “And all I had was a good-for-nothing traitor of a father to visit once a week. I had plenty of spare time.”
 
   Thaddeus Irondale’s treachery had embarrassed and enraged Inara. She blamed herself for placing her father on a pedestal so high that she had never considered the possibility that he would betray his country for his own personal gain. I had a long talk with Inara after I returned home and convinced her that he had fooled us all. She was far from the only one who had been duped by Thaddeus. Not wanting to keep any secrets between us anymore, I also told her that Gabriel was her half-brother. She wasn’t as surprised as I thought she would be. Apparently, not only was Thaddeus a traitor to his country, but he was also a well-known philanderer. Inara said she had a few half-siblings running around Iron City with whom she had no dealings. She still loved her father though, and I couldn’t fault her for her loyalty to him.
 
   Thaddeus’ punishment ended up being twofold. He was sentenced by parliament to imprisonment for life, but that wasn’t all. He was also forced to spend his days in a cell that was directly across from Nuala’s. When Lanai and I signed the new peace treaty between our two countries last week, a provision had been added that Nuala would live out the rest of her days in a Vankaran prison. She was less than pleased with the arrangement and, from what I heard, she made sure Thaddeus knew of her displeasure every morning when he woke up and every evening before he went to sleep. I thought it was a just way for both of them to spend the rest of their days.
 
   Parliament and I decided that for the sake of our alliance with Chromis, we would overlook Aleksander’s role in Thaddeus’ scheme. Nothing came of his part in Thaddeus’ planned coup, and keeping Chromis as an ally was more important. When I told Aleksander about my intention to marry Fallon, he didn’t seem in the least bit surprised by the news. I think Aleksander knew I could never truly love him, and after I told him about the child I carried, he looked relieved that he hadn’t been trapped in a marriage that would have made him a cuckold before we even exchanged vows.
 
   Dracen took up residence in the palace, at least for a time. He said he was looking for the perfect place to call his own, and he didn’t seem to be in any rush to find it. That was more than fine with me. I still needed him to teach me how to control my magic, and having him close by brought me a great deal of comfort.
 
   I was able to convince Adam to fill the void Gabriel had left behind as my political advisor. There were a few members of parliament who didn’t agree with his appointment, but very few voiced opposition. After orchestrating major alliances with both Kamora and the dragons to ensure our victory against the Fae, I had been given carte blanche where parliament was concerned. They barely even put up a fight when I informed them that I would be marrying Fallon. I think they all knew that if they tried to stop me, they would lose political ground with their constituents. Fallon and I were viewed by the people of Vankara as heroes who saved them from the oppression Nuala was trying to force upon them. As long as we had the backing of our citizens, there wasn’t anything Fallon and I couldn’t do.
 
   “Oh, Sarah,” Aurora said from her perch on Inara’s shoulder. “You look beautiful as a bride.”
 
   “Thank you, my little dragonling,” I said as I reached out a hand to run along her smooth neck. “Are you sure you’re all right with spending the night with Inara and Dena?”
 
   “Of course, I am, Sarah,” Aurora replied as if I had just asked a silly question. “I know how important your privacy is to you while you and Fallon are mating.”
 
   I choked a little after hearing Aurora’s words.
 
   “Are you all right?” Inara asked in worry, not having the ability to hear Aurora’s comment. “You’re not getting cold feet are you? I’ve worked far too hard on this wedding for you to turn tail and run now.”
 
   “No, I’m fine,” I assured Inara, twisting to look at myself in the full-length mirror so Inara couldn’t see how flushed my face had suddenly become after hearing Aurora’s words.
 
   The dress I wore was made of a pale pink satin. Since this was Queen Emma’s second marriage and considering the fact that I was with child, it didn’t seem appropriate to wear white to the wedding. Pearls and diamonds had been stitched along the edges of the top coat, which also served as the dress’ train in the back.
 
   “So are you ready to end Fallon’s torture?” Inara asked me. “I think he’s been waiting for this day long enough.”
 
   I nodded my head and took in a deep breath. “I’m ready.”
 
   Inara escorted me out of my room and down the hallway to the balcony at the front of the palace. Fallon and I decided to invite every citizen of Iron City to the wedding, and the balcony was the only way to ensure those who attended could watch the proceedings.
 
   Inara placed her hands on the doorknobs of the double doors leading out to the balcony. Before she opened it, she looked over her shoulder at me and raised her eyebrows in a silent question.
 
   Once she opened the doors, I knew my life would never be the same again. Fallon and I would rule Vankara side by side, and I would have someone who would always stand by me no matter what.
 
   I nodded my head, letting Inara know that I was ready, not only for her to open the doors, but to also take the next step into my future.
 
   Fallon’s and Dena’s smiling faces were the first ones I saw after the doors swung open. John was holding my daughter in his arms so naturally that anyone who saw them together would have thought he was her father. Dena, bundled up in a royal blue coat with white fur edgings, began to clap her gloved hands together at the sight of me.
 
   “So pretty, Mummy!” she declared in glee.
 
   How could I not smile when two of my favorite people in the world were looking at me with more love than I ever thought I would have in my life? I walked up to them and kissed Dena on her cheek before Fallon placed her back on her feet. Dena stood on my left side while Fallon took his place to my right. Dracen stepped up on Fallon’s other side since he was serving as his best man, and Inara stood on the other side of Dena.
 
   Dracen winked and smiled at me as Isabelle began to officiate the wedding. She used the spell I saw her use on Queen Emma when I was a child to amplify all of our voices so the people of Iron City could hear us declare our vows to one another. As John and I stood there, holding each other’s hands and listening to Isabelle’s words, a light snow began to fall.
 
   Once upon a time, snow had been the harbinger of death to so many of us. Now, as I watched the fragile flakes float down through the air, it seemed to act as a bringer of new promises, filling us all with the knowledge that from this day forward our futures would be filled with unforetold and exciting possibilities.
 
   
  
 



Note from the Author
 
    
 
   Thank you so much for reading War of Atonement. I know a lot of you have waited a long time for it to be completed. I hope the ending was a satisfying one for you. At this time, I have no plans to continue this series. I may come back to it at a later date.
 
   As I continue to write books in my Watcher series, I also plan to start a new series this year. The first book in this series will be titled Pandora’s Gift. It will be a story that encompasses Greek, Norse, and Egyptian mythologies.
 
   For more information on my projects, you are more than welcomed to contact me or join any of my social media outlets.
 
   Again, thank you all for reading the Vankara Saga!
 
    
 
    
 
   S.J. West
 
    
 
   FB Book Page: https://www.facebook.com/ReadTheWatchersTrilogy/timeline/
 
   FB Author Page: https://www.facebook.com/sandra.west.585112
 
   Website: www.sjwest.com
 
   Email: sandrawest481@gmail.com 
 
   Newsletter Sign-up: https://confirmsubscription.com/h/i/51B24C1DB7A7908B
 
   Instagram: sandrawest481
 
   Twitter: @SJWest2013
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