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CHAPTER ONE
 
   Ash and flame.
 
   Our welcome home was marred by the smell of Iron City burning under the careful watch of the Fae queen’s dragon corp. Her fierce minions sat perched atop the tallest buildings observing the mayhem of their destructive behavior with little more than mild interest. As I looked out the window of the royal airship, I knew my worry should lie with the thousands of frightened citizens scrambling to find a way out of the capital city of Vankara, but my thoughts were centered on the most vulnerable and innocent of them all, Dena.
 
    Where was my daughter? The future of Vankara depended on her survival. She was the only true Vankar left to take over where her mother left off. Emma Vankar had entrusted Gabriel, Fallon, and me to keep the princess safe. One day she would be able to claim her birthright and assume her rightful place as the true leader of the Vankaran people.
 
   My right hand instinctively brushed against my stomach. Within my womb could lie another Vankar, but I had no way of knowing for sure. By some miracle, or twist of fate, the babe Queen Emma Vankar thought would die with her had instead been transferred over to me during my transformation. How such a thing could happen was unknown. Nevertheless, a phantom child possibly nestled within my womb was the least of my worries.
 
    After discovering that the Fae queen had sent Dracen a Fae apprentice gifted with a strange form of magic that enabled him to control Dracen’s actions and that the apprentice had forced Dracen to conjure a spell that caused the plagues, we departed from Ledmarrow Mountain with Dracen in tow. He seemed determined to help heal the damage he unknowingly caused. Since he was the most powerful sorcerer in the world, he was an excellent ally to have in our war against the Fae.  
 
   I didn’t blame Dracen for being duped by his Fae apprentice, Karis. After having personally felt the magic that Karis possessed, blaming a man who was just a puppet in the Fae queen’s scheme was pointless. Dracen knew the truth now and having him on our side was better than having him as an unwitting accomplice of the Fae.
 
   No, the blame lay solely on the shoulders of the Fae queen, Nuala.
 
    “Nuala will pay for what she’s done,” I vowed to those around me, feeling the heat of a mother’s rage fuel my anger against my Fae counterpart. 
 
   Fallon met my eyes with the flames of our beloved city reflected against the gray of his irises. I knew he was thinking the same thing I was: the Fae queen started a war we would make sure she didn’t win.
 
   “You won’t be able to defeat her alone,” Aleksander Chromis said as he came to stand on my other side, viewing the shattered remains of what was once the most prosperous city in the world.
 
   Aleksander Chromis, King of Chromis, ardent suitor for my hand in marriage, and possible father of the child within me, stood on my other side with his usual aura of self-importance. His shoulder length blonde hair was pulled back into a short ponytail that lay against the nape of his neck. His clear blue eyes turned to look at me with an unsettling possessiveness.
 
   “Will you lend us your troops to help drive the Fae off our lands?” Fallon asked him.
 
   Being the Queen’s Marshal meant that Fallon knew more about our defensive capabilities than I did. If he thought we needed Aleksander’s help, then that’s what we needed. The Fae had caught us by surprise and ill prepared for invasion. I wasn’t sure in what condition our defenses were, but I knew Vankara hadn’t been faced with war for over a hundred years. Considering that fact, I felt sure our troops were no match against a people who believed the land we lived on was theirs by right of birth. Even to someone without military training, I knew we would not be able to vanquish the Fae without strong allies by our sides. 
 
   “Will you help us, Aleksander?” I asked, ready to do whatever it took to ensure the safety of my people.
 
   Aleksander’s eyebrows lowered, his eyes took on a hooded appearance as he seemed to consider my urgent request, but I could tell he had already set the price for his country’s assistance in this dispute.    
 
   “It may be hard to convince my people you need our help,” Aleksander finally answered, drawing out the words as if considering each one carefully. “The people of Chromis and, quite frankly, the rest of the world have envied your country’s economic resilience to the plagues. The automatons Dracen built for you have made you into the richest nation in the world.”
 
   “Do you want money?” I asked, not seeing why Aleksander was answering my question so obtusely when he and I both knew what his real price would be. “If that’s the case, I’m sure we can come to an agreeable arrangement.”
 
   Aleksander looked at me, and I felt trapped by his gaze, like a mouse backed up into a corner by a cat bent on devouring it whole.
 
   “I’m afraid it won’t be that simple. But, if I were able to tell my people we were to be married, it would formally unite our two nations, and they would have no excuse not to come to your aid.”
 
   “You dictate what your people do,” Gabriel said coming to my defense. “Emma doesn’t need to marry you in order for Vankara to give your country aid to get back on its feet.”
 
   Aleksander shrugged nonchalantly. “I have no doubt you would compensate us for our help, but the people of Chromis are not as trusting. They would need something more concrete before they offered up their lives in a war that has nothing to do with them. In fact, there are many in my country who will say Vankara is finally feeling what they themselves have felt since the plagues started. But, if Emma and I were to marry, my people would willingly lay down their lives for their queen.”
 
   “You son of a bitch,” Fallon’s words had the bite of a ravenous dog. “You’re blackmailing her into marrying you. Have you become so desperate that you would stoop this low just to have her?”
 
   Aleksander’s lips stretched into a tight, grim smile. He knew he had the upper hand in the situation and seemed to be relishing in the moment. “I don’t have to blackmail anyone into marrying me. I’m simply telling you what the price is for my country’s willing assistance in your civil war.”
 
   I felt Dracen move up behind us before he spoke. He wasn’t a man of many words, but when he did speak, people tended to listen.
 
   “I don’t believe now is the time for the queen to make such a life altering decision.” Dracen stared pointedly at Aleksander trying to shame a man who didn’t seem to have the ability to feel such an emotion. “Right now she needs to focus on finding her daughter. I’m sure you would agree with that since you are also the princess’ uncle.”
 
   “Of course,” Aleksander said, seeming truly concerned over Dena’s well being, but a man so complex was never easy to read. “Rescuing Dena is our first priority. We can discuss this later when matters aren’t as urgent.”
 
   Out of nowhere, the airship suddenly lurched awkwardly to the left causing all of us to lose our balance and fall to the polished cedar floor of the cabin.
 
   I heard the dragon before I saw it.
 
   Its deep rumble of a roar reminded me of the one Fallon killed when we ventured to the Fae side of the wall seeking their help in solving the mystery of the plagues. What a fool’s errand that had been. Since we now knew the Fae queen was the mastermind behind the plagues, I felt sure she had been laughing at me the whole time I was there practically begging for her assistance to uncover their origin. 
 
   A black dragon swooped down in front of the bank of windows of our compartment whipping its flat, arrow shaped tail at us. As we stood back to our feet, I saw the dragon turn in mid-flight seeming bent on attacking us once again.
 
   Dracen lifted one of his arms in the direction of the gas-filled balloon above us, which was keeping the airship afloat. It wasn’t until then I noticed the gold bracelet embedded with the yellow glowing trillian jewels encircling his wrist. He told us the gems helped strengthen his magical powers.
 
   “Vivo Vixi Victum!” He shouted in a commanding voice.
 
   A high-pitched squawk filled the air, rivaling the roar of the dragon who abruptly stopped in mid-flight as though he hit an invisible wall. His leathery wings beat back and forth keeping him afloat in one place. Its blacker than black eyes stared at the airship, but it made no moves to come any closer.
 
   Before I had a chance to ask Dracen what he had done, a glowing, near transparent creature made of gold, swooped down in front of the windows. It slowly beat its wings of fire, spraying sparks in the air around it like drops of liquid gold. I instantly knew what it was, a phoenix. 
 
   “Did you just conjure that?” Aleksander asked, as mesmerized by the light show as the dragon that had stopped attacking us.
 
   Dracen lowered his arm and discreetly tugged on the end of the sleeve of his brown leather coat presumably to conceal his bracelet beneath the three-inch lace at the cuff of his shirt.
 
   “Hopefully, it will last until we’re somewhere safe,” Dracen replied, not seeing any point in giving Aleksander the obvious answer to his question.
 
   Dracen looked me directly in the eyes, something he tried to avoid doing very often. The reason for his reluctance to meet my gaze was still a mystery to me.
 
   “I’m sorry, your grace," he said, "but someone with more skill than I will need to re-embroider the phoenix when this is all over.”
 
   It was only then I realized what Dracen had done. He had animated the phoenix that had been embroidered with gold thread on the side of the maroon balloon of the airship, the symbol of Vankara.
 
   “How long will it last?” I asked.
 
   Dracen looked away from me to the phoenix. “Only as long as pieces of thread can under such circumstances I’m afraid. He’s only a distraction to buy us a bit more time.”
 
   I hoped it would be enough.
 
   I felt the airship suddenly veer to the right.
 
   “I think Inara is heading towards the Royal College,” Gabriel said, unsure why the queen’s best friend and Commander of the Queen’s Airship would make such a decision. “She must think it’s the safest place to land for some reason.”
 
   The phoenix moved slowly beside us, flapping its wings tirelessly, keeping most all of the dragons we passed at bay. I was sure none of them understood that what they were actually seeing was a fantastical illusion. The dragons were at least smart enough to follow the safest course of action and stay away from the fiery gold creature shadowing our movements.
 
   All of them with the exception of one...
 
   I recognized the dragon as soon as it came into view. It was the same ruby-scaled dragon I saw lying by Nuala’s throne when Fallon and I met with her. The black tipped white spines, which dotted its back from head to tail, glistened as it undulated in the sky towards us, unafraid of the fiery gold phoenix.
 
    “Sarah…”
 
   I heard the name whispered and immediately looked at Gabriel and Fallon. They were the only ones who knew me by that name. However, they were watching the progress of the Fae queen’s dragon just as intently as Dracen and Aleksander.
 
    “Sarah…come get me…”
 
   None of the men in front of me moved their lips. It was only then I realized the voice was coming from inside my mind and had a distinctive feminine softness to it.
 
   “Sarah…I can help…”
 
   I turned to the door of the queen’s bedroom assuming the stress of the situation was infecting my psyche.
 
   “Come Sarah…please! Before it’s too late!”
 
   I walked to the door leading to the queen’s chamber and opened it. Almost immediately, the small blue-scaled dragonling that bonded with me while I was on the Fae side of the Iron Wall, flew straight at me from its perch on the bed and landed on my shoulder.
 
   “Quickly Sarah, he won’t attack us if he knows I’m with you…”
 
   I ran back to the windows, not quite sure how the little dragon was speaking to me but seeing no harm in trying what it suggested. 
 
   The dragonling stretched out its wings trying to make its presence known to the approaching dragon that seemed determined to bring us down. The red dragon was only a few feet away when the dragonling emitted an awful, high-pitched screech, shattering every piece of glass in the room including the windows we were standing in front of. I shielded my eyes from the spray of glass and felt a gust of wind push against my chest in the wake of the red dragon’s wings. It abruptly changed course and strained to pull itself up to fly over the airship instead of ramming it.
 
   “What the hell just happened?” Aleksander yelled, looking at Dracen and Gabriel but seeing they didn’t know the answer to his question. He looked over at me. I saw his eyes narrow on the dragonling sitting on my shoulder. He looked into my eyes for an answer to his unasked question.
 
   I plucked the little dragon off my shoulder and cradled her in the palm of my hands sensing Aleksander would find it hard to understand the relationship between the dragonling and myself. It was something even I didn’t fully understand. Now, I had proof that the ramifications of being bonded with a dragon went beyond just the sharing of emotions.
 
   “She’s my friend, and she just saved us from being attacked,” I answered, seeing no need to reveal just how deeply connected the dragonling and I were to one another.
 
   Aleksander walked over to me, broken glass crunching beneath the soles of his black leather boots.
 
   “I’ve only heard legends about dragons before today,” Aleksander admitted, his eyes lighting up like a child’s as he stopped to stand in front of me, staring at the dragonling in my hands. “Can I hold it?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “I’m sorry but she doesn’t let strangers hold her. Perhaps later after she gets to know you better.”
 
   “Thank you…”
 
   “We’re almost to the college,” Gabriel announced, looking out the broken windows. “What in the hell is that?”
 
   We all peered out the windows and saw a glowing blue dome covering the college like an inverted bowl.
 
   “Someone put up a shield,” Dracen commented dryly.
 
   “Can we get through it?” I asked Dracen.
 
   “I suppose it depends on what restrictions the person who cast the spell placed on it.”
 
   Apparently, Inara felt it was safer to try to break through the shield than stay in the air any longer than we had to. The airship made a swift descent towards the large courtyard in the center of the college. I held my breath just as our compartment passed through the shimmering blue layer to find safe haven on the other side. The gold phoenix flying beside us disintegrated into ash at the first touch of its wings against the shield.
 
   “Very impressive,” Dracen said, nodding his head in approval. “It takes a talented mage to conjure a spell which can differentiate between friend and foe. It’s sometimes hard to tell the difference.”
 
   Luckily, Aleksander was still facing me when Dracen made his comment. The sorcerer’s eyes were locked on Aleksander’s back as if the other man had a target marked in red there.
 
   Inara was able to bring us to a gentle rest in the middle of the grassy courtyard of the college. Gabriel opened the door of our compartment and lowered the stairs, motioning for me to disembark first.
 
   Inara was just flying down from her navigational cabin at the front of the airship with her steam powered, winged backpack, when my feet touched the ground.
 
   “Queen Emma!”
 
   A girl of about ten years came running towards us. She wore the short gray and black plaid pleated dress of a mage in training.
 
   Out of breath, the girl came to a stop in front of me and pulled enough air into her lungs to say in a rush, “The Royal Sage asked me to bring you to her. She’s been waiting for you to arrive.”
 
   The girl turned on her heels and started walking back towards the interior of the college without waiting for my reply.
 
   Inara came to stand beside me, pulling off her leather gloves one finger at a time.
 
   “Well, I think I deserve a medal for getting us here in one piece.” I saw her eyes drift down to the dragonling in my hands. “Em, what the hell is that?”
 
   “I’ll explain her to you later,” I placed the dragonling on my shoulder and started following our guide, hoping the Royal Sage would have news of Dena’s whereabouts.
 
   Inside the walls of the college, all was quiet. I had expected to step into a gathering of hysterical students considering our city was under siege. I honestly would have preferred noise to the deathly silence that welcomed us instead.
 
   The gray stone corridors were lit by floating candles, which cast our shadows against the walls like eerie specters. The smell of cinnamon incense wafted up the hallway we walked down causing me to wonder where exactly the little girl was leading us.
 
   A minute later, we stepped into a large gathering room. Presumably, it was the eating hall since there was an array of long tables and benches present. All of the students of the college sat around the tables quietly talking amongst themselves.   
 
   “Queen Emma,” Isabelle Granger said, coming to stand in front of me and curtsying deeply. “We are glad to see you made it here safely.” Isabelle’s golden eyes turned to Dracen. “It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance Sorcerer Dracen. I never thought I would have a chance to actually stand in your presence within my lifetime.”
 
   Dracen looked noticeably uncomfortable with the Royal Sage’s salutation, but nodded his head to Isabelle in greeting, keeping his arms crossed in front of him almost protectively.
 
   “Have you heard any news about my daughter?” I asked Isabelle, desperately needing to hear Dena was safe.
 
   Isabelle’s eyes faltered to the cold stone floor at my feet, unable or unwilling to meet my pleading gaze. When she did look back up at me, her eyes were filled with a well of tears. Even before she inhaled a deep breath to say her next words, I knew what they would be.
 
   “I am sorry to be the bearer of this news, my queen, but Princess Dena is dead.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
   I heard her words, but my mind simply refused to absorb them, rejecting the idea my daughter could be dead. It was an unfathomable notion. One I couldn’t allow myself to believe. If I did, my heart would break into a million little pieces, never to be whole again.
 
   “How can you possibly know that?” Inara asked, arms crossed over her chest in a defensive stance unwilling to accept the Royal Sage’s words.
 
   “At the birth of each Vankar heir a soul stone is created by the Royal Sage. As you know,” Isabelle said to me, “when Dena was born, I made hers personally. When a Vankar royal dies, the energy used to light the stone extinguishes. Dena’s light has gone out.”
 
   I looked to Gabriel and saw his eyes fill with tears, making the nightmare I had just walked into all too real. I felt a scream of grief lodge at the base of my throat practically choking me. The dragonling on my shoulder rubbed her silky head against my neck to give me comfort. I knew she felt my despair.
 
   “Have hope…” she encouraged me.
 
   “No,” I said to Isabelle, feeling lightheaded like I was about to faint from the unimaginable grief awaiting me if I let myself believe what the Royal Sage was saying. “No, she isn’t dead. She can’t be dead. I refuse to believe it.”
 
   “I’m sorry, your majesty, but the proof is irrefutable. Her soul stone darkened as I was sitting in my office and the first wave of the attacks began.”
 
   I took in a deep breath to make sure everyone around me heard my next words.
 
   “Now you listen to me, all of you,” I said. “Magic is corruptible. I believe we just found that truth out for ourselves. The Fae probably did something in hopes of making us believe Dena is dead. What better way to render me an ineffective leader than to make me believe my only child has been killed? Dena is not dead until I see her body with my own two eyes. Does everyone here understand that?”
 
   No one said a word. I knew they all believed I was grasping at a tenuous straw in a desperate attempt to keep hope alive. Perhaps I was, but if I believed in the alternative, it would certainly drive me mad. If Dena had indeed been killed at the hands of the Fae, not even God Himself could hide them from my wrath.
 
   “Damn straight she’s still alive,” Fallon said. “The queen’s right. I wouldn’t put it past that woman to try to trick us into believing Dena’s dead. It’s probably part of her twisted strategy.”
 
   “But…” the Royal Sage began before Fallon quickly cut her off with a look of warning.
 
   “There are no buts about it,” Fallon looked at me, making sure I heard his next words. “She’s alive until we see evidence otherwise.”
 
   I nodded my head in agreement with him, finding strength in our silent pact with one another.
 
   “Now, we need to evaluate exactly what has happened and determine where to go from there.” I looked at the Royal Sage. “Exactly how long have the Fae been here, and how did so many of them breech the Iron Wall?”
 
   “It happened not long after you left the city to consult with sorcerer Dracen about the plagues. The first wave of the invasion started with the Dragon Corp, to scare us mostly I think,” Isabelle told us. “The dragons started fires, and the people who attempted to run away from them were quickly snatched up and eaten alive. A day or so later the ground troops began their assault. They ferried hundreds of men in on large wooden platforms carried by the dragons over the wall. I was able to construct a shield to protect the college, but I wasn’t strong enough to extend it to the whole city.”
 
    The haunted look in Isabelle’s eyes made me realize she felt like she had failed me in some way.
 
   Through Karis’ connection with his twin sister, I already knew about the platforms carrying Nuala and some of her troops over. I assumed more of the Fae breeched the Iron Wall after parts of it were transmuted into gold, no longer poisonous to them. 
 
   “You did what you had to do to protect your students,” I said, hoping my words would be a reassurance to her. “And you’ve provided a safe haven for us. You did your job well, Isabelle. I couldn’t have asked you to do anything more.”
 
   Isabelle bowed her head in my direction and softly said, “Thank you, your majesty.”
 
   “How long will the shield hold?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Until I decide to take it down,” Isabelle answered confidently.
 
   “And you’re sure the Fae mages won’t be able to break through your spell?” Aleksander questioned.
 
   Isabelle’s chin lifted a notch higher. “Absolutely positive.”
 
   “Ok, now what?” Inara asked. “We can’t just sit underneath this bubble until the war is over. We have to figure out a way to look for Dena and get the Fae the hell out of our city.”
 
   “I should go to the palace,” I said, causing everyone to look at me as if I had just lost my mind. I decided an explanation of my plan was in order. “The palace should still have the spell on it which protects me within its walls. Isn’t that correct, Isabelle?”
 
   “Yes, the spell should still be in effect, but it’s still a risk, your majesty.”
 
    “One I’m willing to take.”
 
   “I’ll go with you,” Fallon volunteered.
 
   “No, I have to go alone.”
 
   Everyone erupted with a variety of reasons why I shouldn’t go alone. I held up my hands to quiet their arguments. 
 
   “I have to go,” I said. “And I have to go alone because I'm the only one of Vankar blood here. The spell will only protect me, not anyone who comes with me. I can’t take the chance of Nuala taking any of you prisoner and using your welfare against me. It’s bad enough she might have my daughter.” My heart began to race with newfound hope. “Dena should have been completely safe in the palace even when the Fae took it over. That has to mean she’s still alive.”
 
   “Yes, the spell should have protected her from a direct attack,” Isabelle said. “But the spell doesn’t protect her from natural accidents, only from being injured by another person who means to do her harm.”
 
   “Like she could have tripped on a stair and broke her neck or something?” Inara said, not helping me keep faith that my daughter was still alive.
 
   “Yes, a myriad of things can happen in a chaotic situation like that,” Isabelle warned.
 
   “I won’t know what’s happened until I get inside the palace. The only other question we have is how do I get there unnoticed, and how do I get Dena and I back here safely?”
 
   “I can arrange both,” Isabelle answered, a slight hesitation in her promise. “Please, if you would all follow me to my office.”
 
   Without any more of an explanation, the Royal Sage led us back out of the room and down a corridor to the left of the great room we were in. She didn’t stop until we reached the end of the hallway where a large, ornate iron door stood. She opened the door and motioned for us all to follow her inside.
 
        The Royal Sage walked behind her desk and said a few quiet words as if she were speaking to it. A hidden panel in the middle of the lacquered top popped open. Isabelle reached a hand inside it and pulled out a large ruby pendant on a long gold chain. Her eyes met mine briefly as she held the necklace in her hand.
 
        “This necklace,” she said with measured words, “will transport you directly into your father’s quarters.”
 
        A stunned silence settled over the room as the Royal Sage walked over to me and carefully placed the gold chain around my neck. I felt sure we were all thinking the same thing:  the Royal Sage and King Leopold had been lovers. Why else would she have been allowed to appear in the king’s quarters any time she wished? From Isabelle’s initial hesitancy, I had to assume Queen Emma had not been aware of the relationship.
 
        “Do I need to say anything to activate the spell?” I asked, remembering the coin the Royal Sage made for me when I met with Adam Bellas.
 
        “Yes, you’ll need to say amatus while holding the ruby.”
 
        “And what does that mean?” I asked in a soft whisper.
 
         Isabelle raised her eyes from the pendant and met mine.
 
        “It means ‘beloved’.”
 
        Not wanting to embarrass Isabelle any further, I asked, “And how will I return here after I’ve found Dena?”
 
        “Simply say asylum and you will be brought back to my office.”
 
        “But where will you start looking for Dena?” Inara asked. “They could be hiding her anywhere in the palace.”
 
        “I don’t think I’ll need to look for her,” I replied. “Once I let the Fae know I’m there, they’ll take me directly to Nuala. If she tells me Dena is dead, I’ll demand to see proof. If she can’t provide it, then I’ll know she’s lying and begin to search for Dena on my own.”
 
        “Emma,” Aleksander walked in front of me and took my hands into his own. “Be careful. Don’t do anything fool hardy that could put your life in jeopardy.”
 
        The worry I saw in Aleksander’s eyes was genuine, but also tainted by the ultimatum he was trying to force on me for his country’s help in our war against the Fae. Gabriel and Fallon had always viewed the King of Chromis’ actions with wary eyes and now I did too. Was he actually concerned over my welfare, or was he playing the devoted suitor to make me believe he truly loved me? 
 
        Without wanting to give my thoughts away completely, I slowly slipped my hands out of Aleksander’s and clutched the ruby pendant at my chest.
 
        “Amatus,” I whispered, relishing the immediate escape the spell offered.
 
        I instantly found myself standing in front of a stone fireplace with a roaring blaze warming what was once King Leopold’s bedroom chamber.
 
        “Well,” a familiar, mocking voice said behind me, “aren’t you full of surprises.”
 
        I turned from the warmth of the fire to face the cold, hard stare of Queen Nuala.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
   Nuala stood in front of a large paned glass window. The only light in the room came from the flickering flames of the fire at my back. She was dressed in a royal blue velvet robe with a diamond broach clasping it together at the waist. Her long brown hair was let down to fall around her shoulders in a mass of loose curls. She crossed her arms over her chest as she stared, waiting for me to say something.
 
   In truth, I wanted to rush Nuala and strangle her with my bare hands for the atrocities she had committed against the people of Vankara.
 
   “Don’t…” the little dragonling on my shoulder warned, “she will only see it as weakness. You must show strength…”
 
   Using a will power I didn’t know I possessed and could only assume it was another gift from my predecessor, I stood before the queen of the Fae never flinching as I said, “You will not win the war you have started. I’m coming to you now before more lives are lost, both Vankaran and Fae. You have to know we will not let you win.”
 
   “Well, your people haven’t fought very well so far, or haven’t you seen what’s become of your beloved city? I would say we’ve already won.”
 
   The door to the room opened and the dragon rider, named Kian, who Fallon and I met when we first entered the Fae capital city, came strolling in wearing only a pair of loose fitting white cotton pants. When he saw me, he immediately charged me, only to have the spell of the palace, which protects all Vankars from being physically harmed by another person, lift him into the air and hurl him against the wall at his back. He stood up quickly, seemingly bent on trying his foolhardy attempt at attacking me a second time.
 
   “Stop!” Nuala yelled, but Kian had already propelled his body towards me only to have the spell slam him even harder against the wall as if it were trying to tell him he was being a fool.
 
   “Kian, it’s the same spell her daughter had on her you idiot!” Nuala yelled. The queen of the Fae looked a bit frazzled as she met my gaze. “How many spells do you have protecting you and your daughter? Is there one that makes you invisible? Is that how you just suddenly appeared in my quarters, and why we couldn’t find your daughter after she disappeared?”
 
   Nuala didn’t have Dena. My heart leapt with newfound hope that she was indeed still alive.
 
   “If you let a two-year-old outsmart you, how exactly do you intend to win a war?” I taunted, trying to glean information about Dena’s whereabouts without tipping my hand that I had no idea where she actually was.
 
   Nuala’s eyes narrowed on me with murderous intent. “Is that what she told you? Did she also tell you we killed her nanny in front of her eyes before she vanished into thin air?”
 
   I didn’t say a word. I had learned what I needed to know, and saw no need to give Nuala any additional information.
 
   “Leave Vankaran land or you and your people will pay dearly.”
 
   Nuala’s head lifted in defiance. “We’ve taken back what was rightfully ours. If you want your city back, you’ll have to fight us for it.”
 
   “You will lose,” I warned.
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   I clutched the pendant and whispered, “Asylum.”
 
   As promised, I was immediately transported back to the Royal Sage’s office.
 
   Once appearing, I was bombarded by a multitude of questions from all directions.
 
   “Quiet!” I yelled, not able to even hear myself think. Once everyone was silent I said, “She doesn’t know where Dena is.”
 
   I went on to tell them what Nuala told me about Dena disappearing as though she suddenly became invisible. I looked to Gabriel, hoping he knew what happened to my daughter.
 
   Gabriel was quick to answer my unasked plea.
 
   “As far as I know,” he said, “that shouldn’t have been possible.” He turned to the Royal Sage. “Is there a spell in the palace we don’t know about which would have caused such a thing to happen?”
 
   Isabelle shook her head. “No, there are only two spells that have ever been cast on the castle. The one to prevent it from rusting and the one protecting the Vankar family.”
 
   “Then where is Dena?” Fallon asked.
 
   No one had an answer, but at least we still had hope Dena might still be alive somewhere. It was better than the alternative.
 
   “What do we do now?” Inara asked, looking to me for direction.
 
   I turned to her and said, “We find Dena and win this war.”
 
   Fallon left soon after to consult with the heads of our Army and Navy. Apparently, there was already a plan set into place in case Iron City was ever taken over by a hostile force. An underground safe house had been set up just outside the city for the heads of the military to gather and regroup. Remaining troops, which were left after the assault, would be sent to hidden military bases scattered around the perimeter of the city until the leaders came up with a plan of attack. 
 
   Isabelle took the rest of us back into the great room where we joined her students who were just being served breakfast. The chatter of so many children was welcome to my ears. They were all intrigued by the little dragonling who gulped down chunks of sausage from my plate. I tried to eat but couldn’t find an appetite. After the dragonling had her fill of breakfast, she promptly laid on my shoulder and went to sleep. 
 
   I slipped out of the great room, hoping to go unnoticed and find a quiet spot to be alone with my thoughts. There simply wasn’t anything else to be done until Fallon returned that evening with news on how the war was actually going.
 
   When I stepped into the courtyard where the airship was still moored, I looked up into the sky to see two dragons flying in a circular pattern above the college, keeping a watch on us. Their reflective scales shined in the predawn light making them look as though they were made out of metal.
 
   “Beautiful creatures,” Dracen commented coming to stand beside me, looking up into the sky at the dragons.
 
   “Beautiful and deadly,” I replied, turning my attention to Dracen.
 
   I was somewhat amazed he sought me out to speak with me. During the short time we had spent together, it appeared as though the further away he was from me the more comfortable he seemed, for whatever reason.
 
   “Only deadly because of their masters,” Dracen looked over at me. “We’re only as good as those who raise us.”
 
   I sighed, knowing he was right. “So why do you think the Fae are attacking us after all the years of peace we’ve had since the treaty was signed?”
 
   “Nuala is a different leader than the ones before her. I guess I should have seen what was coming, but I was just too blinded by my love for the Fae to notice the change. I can understand her wanting to reclaim the land she believes was stolen from her people, but I cannot condone the means by which she is fighting to win it back.”
 
   “You mean the plagues?”
 
   Dracen nodded. “I never thought she had that much evil inside her. And Karis….” Dracen’s head lowered, his eyes became unfocused as he remembered the boy he thought he knew. “I never would have thought him to be so deceptively cruel.”
 
   “He was like a son to you, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Yes. Even though he was ten when he first came to me, I thought we had built a lasting trust between us. I can’t believe I misjudged his character by so much.”
 
   “You shouldn’t blame yourself for what he did. You had no way of knowing how he was using you.”
 
   Dracen’s mouth stretched into a sad smile. “You’re kind for saying that, but it doesn’t change the fact I have the blood of the world staining my hands.”
 
   I knew there wasn’t anything more I could say to assuage Dracen’s guilt. His character wouldn’t allow forgiveness for himself without justification.
 
   “Can I ask you a personal question?” I said.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   Dracen chuckled. “Isn’t that a question most women don’t ask?”
 
   “Only to other women,” I replied, finding myself smiling in spite of myself.
 
   “Old enough to have seen the Fae and Vankarans fight twice in my lifetime.”
 
   “The last war was five hundred years ago. Are you telling me you’re five hundred years old?”
 
   “That’s all I’m admitting to,” he replied with a genuine smile.
 
   “Haven’t you been lonely living by yourself in Ledmarrow all this time?”
 
   “Not particularly. I usually had a Fae apprentice every so often to fill me in on what was happening in the world.”
 
   “But didn’t you ever want a family?”
 
   Dracen’s smile slipped from his face. “I had a family once.”
 
   “What happened to them?”
 
   “Like living things have a tendency to do, most of them have died.”
 
   “Except you.”
 
   “No, I can’t die, at least not yet. But my time will come eventually like everyone’s does.”
 
   “What’s keeping you alive?”
 
   “Love.”
 
   I began to smile thinking he was joking, but the serious look on his face told me otherwise.
 
   “What kind of love keeps you alive for so long?”
 
   Before Dracen could answer, we were interrupted by the one person I had been trying my best to avoid.
 
   “I was wondering where you had gotten off to,” Aleksander said, coming to stand with us.
 
   “If you will both excuse me,” Dracen bowed to me and made a hasty retreat back into the college, leaving me alone with the King of Chromis.
 
   “Hope I didn’t interrupt something important,” Aleksander said, watching Dracen walk away before turning his full attention back to me.
 
   “No, we were just talking.”
 
   Ever since Aleksander’s ultimatum, I had deftly been avoiding a private audience with him. I didn’t want to place myself in a position where he would demand an answer from me. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do and didn’t intend to sell myself to him if I didn’t need to. My initial attraction to him was now tainted by his true nature. I had been warned he wasn’t a man to be trifled with, but I had no idea he would use his power to help us as leverage for my hand in marriage. It was pure and simple extortion. There wasn’t any other way to spin it.
 
   “I was wondering if you’ve had enough time to consider my offer,” he had the audacity to say.
 
   I felt my temper flare. Had I been a fool all along thinking he actually loved the queen? Had his motives always simply been fueled by his greed for power?
 
   “No, I haven’t had time to consider it,” I replied rather tartly, seeing no need to hide my true feelings about his offer. “All I can think about at the moment is Dena.”
 
   Aleksander put his hands on my shoulders, being careful not to touch the dragonling slumbering against my neck. I automatically looked up into his eyes and immediately regretted it. The look on his face was one of understanding and compassion for my loss. Against my better judgment, I felt the ice around my heart begin to melt. Surely, someone who willingly showed his raw emotions so readily wasn’t all bad.
 
   “You have to believe she is alive and safe. Otherwise, you’ll never be able to think straight, Emma. You are the leader of this nation. Your people expect you to make the hard decisions that will save them.”
 
   “I know. But… she’s my world. If I lost her…” I couldn’t even allow myself to think of a future without Dena in it. As far as I was concerned, there could be no future for Vankara without her.
 
   “We’ll find her,” Aleksander said with more confidence than I felt. “She’s your daughter. She has your strength. You will see her again.”
 
   “I don’t feel very strong at the moment,” I confessed, allowing my own vulnerability to show.
 
   “You haven’t eaten or slept much in the past few days. I’m sure that isn’t helping matters. Come on,” Aleksander placed a gentle, guiding hand on my elbow and steered me back towards the school’s interior, “let’s get you some breakfast.”
 
   Aleksander was exceedingly attentive after we reached the great room. He practically forced me to sit down while he loaded a plate with eggs, sausage, and biscuits. He even cut open a biscuit and spread butter and strawberry jam on it for me. I was surprised he didn’t cut up my sausage and try to hand feed me himself.
 
   I noticed Gabriel and Inara were nowhere to be seen, neither was Dracen, but I didn’t think that to be very unusual. He was the type of person who would seek out solitude no matter where he was. When I asked Aleksander where Gabriel and Inara were, he told me they had already gone to their appointed rooms for some rest.
 
   Once I ate the last bite of my meal, Aleksander stood and literally swept me off my feet and into his arms.
 
   “What are you doing?” I demanded, finding myself forced to wrap my arms around his neck for balance.
 
   “Taking you to bed.”
 
   A few of the female students could be heard giggling a couple of tables down from us.
 
   “I’m perfectly able to make it there myself,” I insisted, feeling as though I were setting a bad example for the young girls by letting a man take charge of my welfare.
 
   “Nonsense.” Aleksander walked out of the room. “Just lay your head against my shoulder and relax. You have a war to win, and you won’t be able to unless you’re rested.”
 
   I wanted to protest more but couldn’t find the will. I was tired. More tired than I had ever been in my life. I laid my head against Aleksander’s shoulder. The last thing I remembered was feeling him lay me down on something soft and kiss one of my cheeks. After that, I was quickly consumed by sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
   My dreams were a chaotic storm of confusing images tumbling through my subconscious. Some images were fuzzy and out of focus. Others simply made no sense at all. Their confusion came from the fact they were more like buried memories than dreams. Since becoming Sarah Harker, I had developed the ability to distinguish between the two by their subtle differences. Dreams that were actually memories evoked real emotional responses that lasted even after I woke up. They weren’t fleeting like those of ordinary dreams, easily forgotten once back in the real world.
 
   For reasons I couldn’t understand, Dracen played a prominent role in the dreams. I felt a connection to him that was hard for me to define. Just when I thought I might have a handle on what it was I was feeling, the dream would change abruptly, as if the memory wasn’t strong enough to fully blossom and reveal its importance. 
 
   In the last of my dreams, I knew without any doubt that it was a memory from Queen Emma. She was lying naked in her bed in the palace stroking a man’s back tenderly, as a lover would. I couldn’t see who it was because his head was off to the side of the bed, almost hanging over. As a spectator, I watched the queen glide her index finger down the center of the man’s back, trailing along the ridges of his spine, and coming to a stop to circle a large dark brown S-shaped birthmark. Then I woke up.
 
   I lay in bed for a long time, staring up at the stone ceiling. I had no idea what time it was since my room didn’t have any windows. Only the light from a candle on the bedside table provided enough illumination to keep me out of total darkness.
 
   Who had the man been?
 
   As far as my knowledge of Queen Emma’s lovers allowed for, it could have been anyone of at least three men:  Fredrick, the queen’s deceased husband, Fallon, or Aleksander. I had no way of knowing if it had been one of those three or one of her lovers from her more promiscuous days. But, I had to believe the memory meant something to the queen. Most shared memories were ones which were important to the person I became. More often than not, they were moments in their lives they would never forget no matter how much time passed. Whoever the man had been, the queen must have thought him important enough to share one of her cherished memories of him with me. If only I understood what she was trying to show me…
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement. When I turned my head to look at the pillow beside me, my little dragonling was just stirring from her own rest. She lifted her body from the pillow and stretched it much like a cat does when it first awakens.
 
   “Did you sleep well?” I asked her, wondering if all dragonlings slept as much as she did.
 
   “Yes, Sarah…”
 
   I rose up on an elbow and waited until the dragonling met my eyes with her own.
 
   “Why do you call me Sarah?”
 
   “Isn’t that your name?”
 
   “In a way, but I don’t understand how you know it.”
 
   “The people you are with have been calling you Queen Emma, but I know that is not who you really are. You think of yourself as Sarah.”
 
   “Are you saying you can read my thoughts?”
 
   “Not all of them. I can sense some of your stronger ones.”
 
   “Do you know what I am?”
 
   “Yes, something called a shifter. You can change forms.”
 
   “That’s right. I used to be Sarah Harker. Now, I’m Queen Emma Vankar.”
 
   “You are a queen, yet I sense you would rather still be known as Sarah.”
 
   “Yes, I would much rather be Sarah right about now, not the queen of Vankara having to fight a war with the Fae. How is it you speak my language so well?”
 
   “I learned how to speak from listening to you and your friends. 
 
   “Do you have a name?” I asked the dragonling.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   When she didn’t say her name, I assumed more prodding was called for.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “You will give me a name when the time is right.”
 
   “Then you don’t have a name.”
 
   “No, I have one. You just haven’t given it to me yet.”
 
   The dragonling’s logic was baffling, but I didn’t make an issue out of it. It was obvious I had been given the solitary honor of naming her, something I felt sure wasn’t bestowed upon many humans.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I’ve been wondering… why was my mother dead when I hatched?”
 
    I wasn’t sure how much I should say, but thought it ridiculous to keep the truth from the dragonling. She would know the facts soon enough on her own once she was able to completely share my thoughts.
 
   “When we first entered Fae territory, your mother attacked us. Fallon was forced to kill her in order to save our lives. If he had seen any other option, he wouldn’t have killed your mother. I can assure you of that.”
 
   The dragonling was silent for a long while before saying, “Something must have been wrong with her.”
 
   “From what we have been told about dragons, some of them are feral, like your mother, and some are domesticated and work for the Fae.”
 
   “No. I’m certain my mother would not have had the temperament to attack you in such a vicious manner.”
 
   “How can you be so certain of that?”
 
   “I don’t know…” the dragonling faltered. “I just can’t imagine my mother behaving like a wild animal. It is not the way I would react, and I am a part of her.”
 
   “Well, whatever the circumstances were, she did attack us. I hope you won’t hold it against Fallon for having to kill her. She didn’t give him much choice.”
 
   “No, I know you are telling the truth about that. I will not hold a grudge against him for something he could not control. He is a man pure of heart. I can see that.”
 
   “You can see that? What does that mean?”
 
   “I can see people for who they really are. Fallon is honorable and strong. He will always do what is right, no matter what the cost.”
 
   “Is this talent of yours why you wouldn’t let Aleksander hold you when he asked while we were on the airship?”
 
   “He is not to be trusted,” the dragonling was quick to tell me. “You must not marry him. His heart can give great love, but it also holds a darkness within which can spread like wildfire if not kept under control.”
 
   Without realizing it, I found myself nodding to the dragonling’s words. It was something I had already guessed at but didn’t want to admit. Aleksander could be so charming when he wanted to be that it could completely distract me away from his true agenda and quest for power.
 
   “What about Gabriel? What do you see in him?” 
 
   “He is honorable and strong like Fallon, but he is also very sad. His heart is burdened with a great loss that haunts him. He is much like Dracen in that regard. They seem to share the same sadness, but I do not know what it is. Each of them is hiding something deep within themselves. They try to shield it because if they did not, the pain of such heartache would overwhelm them.”
 
   “I know Gabriel said they’ve been friends for a long time, but that’s all I know about their relationship with one another.”
 
   The shared sadness between Dracen and Gabriel intrigued me. I couldn’t imagine what it could be. 
 
   The dragonling hopped on my shoulder when I made to get out of bed. It was time to find the others and discover if Fallon had returned yet. I prayed he had news of Dena but knew placing faith in such hope was dangerous.
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   The dining hall felt eerily empty when I entered it. Most of the students were absent now with only a handful remaining behind, talking quietly amongst themselves at one of the many-benched tables within the great room. When the students saw me enter, they immediately stood to their feet like soldiers coming to attention in front of their commander. Although I desperately wanted to keep on my path to Gabriel and Dracen, who were at the far end of the room, I felt an obligation to speak with them and inquire about their well-being.
 
   “Please retake your seats,” I told them. “We may all be staying here for quite some time with one another. There’s no need for such propriety in this sort of situation every time we cross paths.”
 
   The students slowly sat back down in their seats with uncertainty in their movements. I felt sure most of them had never been in the queen’s presence before and were uncertain what the protocol was for the situation we found ourselves. I assumed I wasn’t following proper etiquette by telling them to treat me so casually, but having each student within the college come to attention every time they saw me wasn’t something I relished either. 
 
   One of the two boys in the group of six raised his hand to me as if I was a schoolmistress. He was one of the older students, possibly close to twenty-years-old, with short, raven black hair and blue eyes so vibrant I felt as though he could see straight into my soul.
 
   “Do you have a question for me?” I asked him.
 
   The boy stood from his seat to address me.
 
   “Your Majesty, I just wanted to let you know we all have your daughter in our thoughts and prayers. I feel confident she will be reunited with you soon.”
 
   “Thank you…” I said waiting to hear his name.
 
   “Able Celloc, your majesty,” he provided with a bow at the waist.
 
   “Thank you, Able. I pray that you are right, and I appreciate all of your prayers. Now, if you will excuse me.”
 
   As I walked away from the students and made my way to where Gabriel and Dracen were seated, the dragonling said, “The boy sees more than he says…”
 
   I made a mental note to ask for clarification of her words later, but didn’t believe it prudent to let others know the dragonling was able to speak with the Queen of Vankara telepathically.
 
   Gabriel and Dracen sat in a pair of rocking chairs before the great hearth with a table and chessboard in between them. Dracen seemed deep in thought as he leaned towards the board with his chin resting in the palm of his hand, his fingers lightly tapping against his lips.
 
   A vision of Dracen in a similar posture instantly overwhelmed me, physically preventing me from taking another step. I knew what it was, but had never before experienced a memory from one of my predecessors while still awake.
 
   The vision of Dracen was as clear to me as he was now. He was in his sitting room in Ledmarrow Mountain contemplating a similar chessboard trying to decide on his next move. He looked up at me sitting across from him and winked mischievously before making his move on the board laid out between us.
 
   As quickly as the vision came, it faded but the well of happiness my counterpart in the vision felt still lingered.
 
   “Are you all right?” The dragonling asked.
 
   I nodded, regaining my composure before continuing to walk towards the two men. I could only assume the memory was from Queen Emma since there was no way Sarah Harker could have ever been to Ledmarrow Mountain. However, when had the queen visited Dracen in his fortress?
 
   I thought back to Dracen’s initial reaction to my presence when we first met. I knew then something was amiss but had no way of knowing what exactly. Also, the way Gabriel introduced me to Dracen seemed to indicate the queen had never met Dracen in person before. I didn’t know what was going on, but knew I might have to tread lightly in discovering the truth. Dracen was finally beginning to open up to me, and I needed his help to defeat the Fae.  
 
   “Any word from Fallon?” I asked, desiring to know the answer but also wanting to announce my presence and not catch them unawares.
 
   Both of them stood to their feet as I joined their company.
 
   “No,” Gabriel answered. “Not yet.”
 
   “Where is everyone?” I sat on the stone bench slightly in front of hearth before either man had the opportunity to offer their seats to me. As I sat, they did also.
 
   “Sleeping for the most part,” Gabriel told me. “You didn’t sleep for very long. Is everything all right?”
 
   I saw Gabriel’s gaze briefly drop to my stomach, silently asking me if the child I supposedly carried was the cause of my unease.
 
   “Yes, everything is fine,” I reassured him, resting a hand across my midsection, silently conveying I understood what his question truly implied in front of mixed company.
 
   His shoulders relaxed with my assurance.
 
   My eyes were once again drawn to the students sitting at the table still huddled together discussing something quietly amongst themselves.
 
   “I think it's time we took inventory of our assets,” I said, my gaze returning to Gabriel. “Magic could be one of our greatest advantage in this war. Maybe we should see what exactly the students here can do to help us win it.”  
 
   “Don’t forget me,” Dracen said, as if I might consider his help as just an afterthought. “I may be old, but I still have a few tricks up my sleeve Nuala might not be aware of.”
 
   I smiled at Dracen. “You are one of our greatest assets. This is as much your war as ours.”
 
   “One I do not relish fighting in.”
 
   “None of us do,” I sighed. “But Nuala must not be allowed to win. There’s no telling what she might do if she controls all of Vankara. A woman like her won’t be satisfied with just one island.”
 
   “You think she’s that ambitious, enough to attempt to take over the world?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “I think she feels as though her people have been persecuted for the last five hundred years. None of the other nations came to the aid of the Fae in the first war. She most likely feels justified in claiming restitution from them.”
 
   “I wouldn’t put anything past her,” Dracen agrees. “She is capable of far more than I ever thought to give her credit for. She’s been planning this war for a very long time. And since she did not restrict the spell to be cast only on Vankara, I would have to agree with the queen in saying she has her sights set further than our shores.”
 
   “If we can convince Aleksander of Nuala’s intentions, perhaps he will forgo the price he has set for his country’s help,” I said. “I’m sure he would rather stop the fight here than contend with it on his own lands.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Gabriel said with great hesitation. “But he has pined for you since before your marriage to his brother. If King Leopold had not died of the plague while you were so young, Aleksander would have been the one you married. Nevertheless, Fredrick was still in power at the time, and you needed the added weight of the Chromis Empire behind you to solidify your position with parliament. Otherwise, they would have found a way to make you a monarch in name only.”
 
   “I was originally betrothed to Aleksander?”
 
   “Yes, since you were born. Fredrick was twenty-years-older than you. A marriage to him seemed unlikely until your father passed away.”
 
   Gabriel’s words brought light to Aleksander’s possessive behavior. Now I better understood his motivations even though there was no longer any reason for us to be married.
 
   “Even so,” I said, “I don’t like the idea of being blackmailed into marrying someone. Until Fallon comes back and we know the full extent of this invastion, agreeing to marry the King of Chromis should be our last resort.”
 
   “Agreed,” Gabriel and Dracen said adamantly in unison.
 
   We sat quietly together, each lost in our own thoughts.
 
   I never would have admitted it to anyone but the idea of marrying Aleksander wasn’t entirely unpleasant to my mind. Physically, he was the perfect male form, and in his way, I knew he loved the queen. His desperation to have me by any means necessary was the only truly unattractive quality he possessed.
 
   “Queen Emma!”
 
   The same little girl who had welcomed us in the courtyard when the airship first arrived at the college came barreling though the entrance of the great room.
 
   “The Royal Sage needs you to come to the gates right now!” She said with her last remaining breath from her run.
 
   All three of us stood to our feet.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   “No time to explain,” the girl said with a shake of her head already turning to head back out the great room expecting us to follow.
 
   It took us a good five minutes to weave our way through the numerous corridors of the college to reach the outer gates. Isabelle stood with the gates wide open in front of her peering out at something beyond the protection of her shield. When we reached her, I looked to see what was amiss and gasped.
 
   Standing on the other side of the shield was the same automaton and iron horse and carriage that took me to Adam Bellas’ alternate reality. A dark blue dragon sat perched on top of the iron globe hissing in our direction, taunting us to come closer so it could bite our heads off.
 
   “Queen Emma,” the male automaton said to me from his seat, “my master sends his regards and hopes you are in good health. I have a gift for you inside the carriage from him.”
 
   “What sort of gift?” I asked, greatly suspicious of anything from Adam Bellas.
 
   “Your daughter.”
 
   “It’s a trick,” Isabelle said with certainty. “Bellas is the one who conspired with the Fae to put the blame of the plagues on this college in the first place. We have no way of knowing whether he’s still in league with them, your majesty. They might have troops hiding inside that carriage for all we know.” 
 
   “Unfortunately, she’s right,” Gabriel said. “This might be a ploy to gain a foothold inside here.”
 
   “But Dena might be in there,” I said in hopeful desperation.
 
   “I will not allow it past my shield,” Isabelle said, her chin raised in defiance.
 
   “You will if your queen demands it,” I countered with equal stubbornness.
 
   Isabelle looked over at me. “I am sorry my Queen but not even then. I cannot put the lives of those placed in my safe care at risk.”
 
   “You would defy a direct order from me?”
 
   “Only if you give me no choice.”
 
   Before I could make another remark that might have escalated the moment to a degree that destroyed my relationship with the Royal Sage, Dracen walked through the shield towards the carriage. We all stood in stunned silence waiting breathlessly to see what happened next.
 
   Dracen walked straight up to the carriage and threw the iron bar on the side over to open the door.
 
   My heart was beating so rapidly inside my chest I thought I might pass out from the flow of blood to my head. Before I knew it, Dracen was lowering Dena to the ground and instructing her to run through the shield. Dena hesitated for only a moment until she saw me. With wide eyes and a scream of “Mummy” Dena ran straight through the shield and into my arms.
 
   Warm tears of happiness and relief coursed down my cheeks as I held my daughter in the safety of my embrace. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
   I held Dena tightly to me, trying to prove to myself that she wasn’t a hallucination. I felt sure if I let her go she would be lost to me forever.
 
   “The child is real, Sarah,” the dragonling said to me in way of comfort. “Have no fear.”
 
   Feeling somewhat reassured, I slowly loosened my hold and pulled back slightly to look at my daughter’s sweet, angelic face. I took precious seconds to sweep my gaze up and down her form, seeing no outward signs of physical harm.
 
   “Are you all right?” I asked her. “Did anyone hurt you?”
 
   Dena shook her head, causing her blonde ringlets to bounce around her shoulders.
 
   “What the hell does he think he’s doing?” Gabriel asked sharply.
 
   I followed Gabriel’s gaze and watched as Dracen simply stood in front of the open door of the carriage and stared at something inside, paying no heed to the dragon still perched on top of it growling at him. I saw Dracen glance in my direction with a worried frown marring his features just before he stepped one foot inside the iron conveyance.
 
   “Go through the shield,” Dracen instructed the automaton driver just before he went completely into the carriage and shut the door behind him.
 
   The automaton did as ordered, urging the pair of iron horses through the Royal Sage's shield. Apparently, Dracen did something to the shield because the carriage was allowed to pass straight into the school’s courtyard unhindered. The blue dragon was perched on top of it, but was not allowed inside. It screamed in agony as its body was unceremoniously slammed against the shield and not allowed to breach the safety of the barrier.
 
   The driver brought the carriage to a stop in front of us. A few minutes passed before Dracen finally swung open the door and stepped out.
 
   But, he wasn’t alone…
 
   Adam Bellas emerged out of the depths of the carriage directly behind Dracen.
 
   I heard Gabriel’s sharp intake of breath. He seemed startled by Bellas’ unexpected presence, but it seemed to be for a reason beyond just the other man’s sudden appearance. Bellas exited the carriage and immediately fell to his knees in front of me.
 
   “My queen,” Bellas said, his head bowed in complete contrition, “please forgive me. Nuala led me to believe the Royal Sage and her students were the cause of the plagues. I never dreamt it was actually her who orchestrated such a travesty.”
 
   “And yet you had no compunction about believing I could?” Isabelle huffed, filled with righteous indignation.
 
   “I humbly apologize to both of you,” Bellas said, keeping his head bowed and eyes fixed on the gravel at my feet. “I have known Nuala for a very long time and had no reason to doubt her word.”
 
   “How is it that Dena has been in your care all this time?” I asked him.
 
   Bellas finally raised his gaze to meet mine.
 
   “When Nuala brought her troops over the Iron Wall, I fully realized what her true intentions were. I went to the palace to do what I could to help. I was able to make it look like Dena simply disappeared into thin air, and I took her to the alternate reality to keep her safe until you returned from Ledmarrow.”
 
   “The same reality I visited when you kidnapped her?”
 
   “Yes, your majesty. She has been there since the start of the invasion. I hired a nanny,” the corners of Bellas’ mouth lifted into a half smile, “by the name of April Pew. She lives only a few houses down from me there.”
 
   The way Bellas looked at me was the same way he looked when I first saw my doppelganger in the other reality. For reasons I could not fathom, he knew who I truly was, what I was. But how did he know I was a shifter, and why did he care that I had at one time been April Pew? It was almost as if he sought out the other April Pew purposely. But, why?
 
   “I’m sure she took very good care of Dena then,” I replied.
 
   Bellas nodded. “Yes, your majesty, she did.”
 
   Without warning, Gabriel grabbed Bellas by the collar of his coat practically dragging the other man to his feet in one swift move, displaying a strength I didn't realize he had.
 
   “Who the hell are you?” Gabriel demanded of Bellas, shaking the other man where he stood.
 
   “Gabriel,” Dracen said, placing a gentle hand on my friend’s shoulder, “please, let him go.”
 
   Gabriel didn’t relent. He pushed Bellas up against the side of the carriage roughly, practically crushing Bellas’ throat as he held him in place with his forearm.
 
   “Not until he tells me who he really is,” Gabriel said angrily, an emotion I had rarely seen Gabriel display.
 
   “Don’t you recognize me?” Bellas choked out, not attempting in any way to make Gabriel back off. He seemed desperate not to escalate matters further. He simply wanted Gabriel to see him for who he truly was.
 
   Gabriel looked confused as he stared into Bellas’ beseeching blue eyes. Then, as quickly as he attacked the other man, Gabriel let him go and whirled around to face Dracen.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” Gabriel demanded of the sorcerer.
 
   “I didn’t know myself until just now,” Dracen replied with a shrug of his shoulders. “I had no idea he was even here. I was just about to ask you why you didn’t inform me my son was masquerading around as this Adam Bellas.”
 
   “Your son?” I asked, feeling sure I misheard Dracen.
 
   “And what do you mean by masquerading?” Isabelle asked, though I feared I already knew the answer to her question.
 
   “My son is something called a shifter,” Dracen told Isabelle.
 
   “And what exactly is a shifter?” She asked, crossing her arms over her chest.
 
   “Someone who can take the form of someone else if they are touching that person at the time of their death,” Dracen explained.
 
   “Such things exist?” Isabelle asked, her arms dropping back to her sides. “I thought they were just legend.”
 
   I faintly wondered what Isabelle would think if she knew three shifters surrounded her at that moment. I decided not to find out.
 
   “We are not things,” Bellas said to the Royal Sage as he straightened out his black topcoat and repositioned his royal blue cravat.
 
   “But how is it possible?” Isabelle asked. “Are shifters made by a special type of magic?”
 
   Dracen cleared his throat as if he were uncomfortable with the question.
 
   “In a way, I suppose,” he finally said. “When two people with very strong magical abilities come together and have children, their union can produce children who are shifters. However, I have only known it to happen when the bloodlines of the Fae and another race are mixed.”
 
   “Is that why you trusted Nuala?” I asked Bellas directly. “Is she a relative of yours?”
 
   “She is my aunt,” Bellas said. “I have known her for many years, and this is the first time she has ever purposely lied to me, that I know of.”
 
   “And where is your mother?”
 
   “Dead,” Dracen answered. “She died a long time ago.”
 
   “Please, accept my condolences,” I said. “And excuse me for prying. I had no idea.”
 
   Dracen shrugged. “Death is a part of life. You can’t have one without the other.”
 
   I looked at Gabriel. “How is it that you didn't know Adam Bellas was Dracen’s son?”
 
   “I never actually met Bellas in person,” Gabriel explained. “He was a radical element, and I saw no reason to have any personal dealings with him.”
 
   “If you had taken at least one of my meetings,” Bellas said with controlled anger, “then maybe we wouldn’t be in this situation.”
 
   “So you’re going to try and lay the blame for this war on my shoulders?” Gabriel asked heatedly. “I guess I shouldn’t expect more than that from you.”
 
   Bellas shook his head at Gabriel. “You don’t deserve the second chance you’ve been given.”
 
   Gabriel looked confused by Bellas’ statement.
 
   “Second chance at what exactly?” Gabriel asked.
 
   Bellas looked away as if he knew he had said too much.
 
   “Nothing,” Bellas replied in almost a whisper, “forget I said anything.”
 
   “Perhaps we shouldn’t waste time on petty squabbles,” Dracen suggested. “We have a war to fight and a city to retake. I think it’s best if we concentrate our efforts on that right now and not try to lay blame at one another’s feet.”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more,” a new voice to our party, said a short distance behind me.
 
   We all turned to see Fallon walking up to us. I saw him smile when his gaze drifted down from me to Dena who was still standing by my side, holding on tightly to my hand.
 
   “Were you able to meet with the other commanders?” I asked.
 
   Fallon nodded. 
 
   “Nuala was able to take out half of our troops in Iron City with her surprise attack,” Fallon informed us.
 
   My heart sank.
 
   “The majority of our armada was able to set sail, but over a quarter of the ships were destroyed right off our shores. The Fae used their dragon corp to take out as many of them as possible before they were able to sail out of their reach.”
 
   “And where exactly has the armada gone?” Isabelle asked.
 
   “In case of an invasion, the plan of action is to fight off any hostiles. However, since they were going up against a legion of dragons, some of them fire breathers from what I was told, the captains did their best to sail their ships to safety and save the lives of their crew. The default plan is to sail to Kamora, the queen’s grandfather’s nation.”
 
   “So what is the plan to retake the city?” I asked.
 
   Fallon turned to Isabelle. “Do you have a map?”
 
   “I may have something that will do,” she said. “Shall we take this conversation to my study?”
 
   I picked Dena up, and we all followed the Royal Sage to her study.
 
   Once there, Isabelle picked up a blue and green globe from her desk, a miniature replica of our world.
 
   Isabelle threw the ball into the air and quickly said, “Dilato.”
 
   The ball grew to a thousand times its size and floated in the air, slowly spinning on an imaginary axis.
 
   Fallon stopped the globe from spinning and found Iron City on the textured map of Vankara in front of us.
 
   “Nuala has her troops stationed at each major compass point around the city. The perimeter is guarded by her dragon corp. If we can retrieve the troops that made it safely to Kamora and gather what soldiers we can from the outlying stations, we should be able to retake the city in a ground assault. Our problem will be from the air. One fire-breathing dragon could take out a whole battalion of men in a blink of an eye. We need to devise a strategy on how to take the dragons out first, or we will be leading our men to their own deaths.”
 
   “I have an idea…” 
 
   I looked to the dragonling on my shoulder.
 
   “What do you suggest?” I asked her, hoping she could read my mind well enough now to hear my non-verbally question to her.
 
   “We must go to my home…”
 
   “In Fae territory?”
 
   “No, my real home. The place where dragons come from…”
 
   “Do you know where it is?”
 
   “No, but I am fairly certain Dracen does…”
 
   I looked at Dracen. He was ancient. If dragons had a home, he would be the one person in the world to know where it was located.
 
   “Dracen, did dragons originate here on this island or somewhere else?”
 
   “Dragons are not indigenous to Vankara,” Dracen said. “Their home is located above the Great Sea.”
 
   “Above?” I asked, slightly confused.
 
   “Their islands float in the sky,” Dracen said. “They are flying creatures after all. What better way to keep to themselves?”
 
   “If we go there and tell them what has happened,” the dragonling said to me, “they might help us…”
 
   “Would the dragons there be willing to help us?”
 
   Dracen shrugged. “It’s possible.”
 
   “You are my chosen companion. They will help us…,” my little dragonling said, filled with confidence in her kinsmen.
 
   “Dragons are an onerous species for the most part,” Dracen continued. “They had their own war amongst themselves at one time. The losers came here to live with the Fae after the war.”
 
   “We must go to them and ask for their help. I don’t see how we have any choice in the matter,” I said. “We might be able to use magic against some of Nuala's dragons, but from what I saw when we entered the city, their numbers are too great. We need support in the air if we are ever going to retake Iron City.”
 
   “Queen Emma is right,” Fallon said. “We have to have their help if we’re going to take out Nuala’s dragon corp. But, how will we communicate with them so they know what we want?”
 
   Dracen looked to me. “I believe the queen knows how.”
 
   I guess I shouldn’t have been startled by Dracen’s knowledge that I could speak with my dragonling, but I didn’t realize it also meant I could speak to other dragons in the same way.
 
   “They will hear me?” I asked him. “Like the dragonling does?”
 
   Dracen nodded. “Yes, you will be able to communicate with them in a similar fashion.”
 
   “You can communicate with the dragonling?” Gabriel asked. “How?”
 
   “She can read my thoughts, and I can read hers,” I told them. Gabriel and Fallon didn’t look too startled by this development. Only Isabelle looked like she was about to faint.
 
   “Then it’s settled,” I told everyone. “I will go to the dragon’s home and persuade them to help us.”
 
   “I agree we need to go,” Fallon said, “but we should travel to Kamora first and gather our men. Perhaps, you can also persuade your grandfather to lend us his support.”
 
   “Can’t you handle my grandfather without me?” I asked. “If we split up, we waste less time.”
 
   “I would if I could,” Fallon said, “but your grandfather will want you to ask for his help in person.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He may be your grandfather, but he will want the Queen of Vankara to give him certain reassurances of compensation for any troops he will lose.”
 
   “Isn't it just common decency to help your family in their time of need?”
 
   “Your father and he didn't have the best of relationships. If we have any hope of gaining aid from him, you will have to make the request in person. He will require your word before he commits his troops to us.”
 
   “Gaining a firm agreement with Kamora is vital to our success,” Gabriel said to me. “Otherwise, there is only Chromis to go to for additional troops. And I think we can all agree that should only be done as a last resort.”
 
   “Agreed. Then we prepare to go to Kamora first,” I told them. “And after that, we seek out the dragons.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   We immediately prepared for our trip to Kamora. We all knew time was of the essence and none of it should be wasted. The longer Nuala stayed in control of Iron City the more damage she would wreck on its citizens, and that was something I simply couldn’t have. They were my people, and I was their queen. They relied on me to protect them from all harm, and I had done a poor job of it so far. I couldn’t let them down any further. I wouldn’t.
 
   It was decided that Gabriel should stay in Iron City while Fallon, Dracen, Inara, and I travelled to Kamora and the dragon isle. He was the best one to deal with what was going on from a political standpoint. It would be his job to seek out any remaining members of parliament, including Inara’s father. 
 
   “If I know my father,” Inara said to us, filled with confidence, “he’s probably somewhere in the city trying to save people. He’ll do whatever he has to do to help them survive this.”
 
   Once we retook the city, we would need a strong government presence to reassure the people of Vankara that they were safe. I felt sure Inara’s father would be instrumental in rebuilding Iron City. He and I might not have agreed on how best to govern Vankara, but I knew he loved his country and would do whatever it took to see it restored. 
 
   “You should leave Dena here with me,” Gabriel said as he and I stood in the kitchen of the college. I continued to pack a large wicker basket with food supplies that were set out on the kitchen table for my small group to take on our journey.
 
   “I can’t abandon her again,” I argued. “She needs me.”
 
   “But you don’t know what dangers you will face, especially with the dragons.”
 
   “My kind will not harm the child,” the little dragonling said on my shoulder, sounding insulted by Gabriel’s remark.
 
   Yet, I couldn’t help but agree with Gabriel even though the dragonling seemed confident the other dragons would do Dena no harm. I still remembered the way the dragonling’s mother attacked Fallon and I when we ventured into Fae territory.
 
   “There was something wrong with my mother at the time,” the dragonling said, having read my misgivings in my thoughts. “The others won’t behave in such a barbaric manner.”
 
   “But do you know that for certain?” I asked her, not bothering to ask my question silently since everyone now knew the dragonling and I could speak with one another. “Are you willing to bet the life of my daughter on it?”
 
   I could feel the dragonling’s certainty falter, and that was all the answer I needed.
 
   “Dena will stay here with you,” I told Gabriel. “Protect her. She’s the future of Vankara.”
 
   Gabriel nodded. “I know. No harm will come to her. I promise you that on my life.”
 
   I continued to place the bread, cheese, and a sundry of fruits in the basket from the table.
 
   “Tell me about my grandfather,” I said. “I need to know all I can about him.”
 
   “The last time I saw the king his health was failing,” Gabriel told me. “That was almost five years ago. To be honest, I didn’t expect him to live this long, but somehow he’s managed to cheat death.”
 
   “Do you foresee a problem with me gaining his help?”
 
   “To be honest, I don’t think it’s him you will have to worry about. From what I’ve been told about his mental deterioration, he may or may not even know you’re there. It’s his new queen you’ll most likely have to contend with, and I’ve heard some disturbing rumors about her.”
 
   “New queen?”
 
   “Yes. The reason I was in Kamora five years ago was because the queen’s grandmother passed away. Emma and I attended her funeral. About a month later, your grandfather took a new wife.”
 
   “Rather fast, wasn’t it?”
 
   “We all just assumed he was probably having an affair with the woman behind your grandmother’s back.”
 
   “Who is she? What is she like?”
 
   “Her name is Sora. I’ve never actually met her in person. But, I’ve heard through our spies that she’s very….” Gabriel lifts his head as if he’s trying to think of the exact word to use, “resourceful. From what I’ve been told, everyone goes to her for the decisions that need to be made. She’s in charge for all intents and purposes.”
 
   “Is she someone who will help us? I was hoping I could rely on the queen’s personal connection to her grandfather to gain his support in this war.”
 
   “She will most likely help,” Gabriel cautioned, “but it will not come cheaply. Be prepared to offer her compensation for her aid.”
 
   “I had already planned on that,” I said, studying Gabriel’s expression. “But from the way you look, I have a feeling she might ask for something I may not be willing to bargain with.”
 
   “It’s possible,” he warned. “She’s shrewd, and she’ll know she has power over you because you will be coming to her for help. Be cautious around her. Don’t trust her completely and watch your back.”
 
   I sighed as I heard this news. “And here I thought I would be having a friendly family reunion with my dear, aged grandfather. Does nothing come easy in this life?”
 
   Gabriel grinned. “Not when you’re queen.”
 
   Aleksander walked into the kitchen, and I immediately knew what he was going to say before he even opened his mouth.
 
   “I want to go to Kamora with you,” he told me.
 
   “I would rather you went home,” I in turn told him. 
 
   Aleksander walked over and leaned against the table beside me in the kitchen.
 
   “Why not let me come?” He asked. “I might be of use to you there.”
 
   “You would be of more use to me if you went home and gathered your troops to help me get the Fae out of my city.”
 
   “I’ve told you my price for my help,” he murmured. “Would marrying me be such a horrible fate, Emma?”
 
   I looked over at Aleksander and was surprised to see the hurt in his eyes by my continued refusal to accept his proposal, such as it was.
 
   “I won’t be blackmailed into marriage,” I told him resolutely. “And if you’re the type of man who has to do that type of thing to get what he wants, I don’t see a future for us. I refuse to live my life with someone who only thinks of themselves. Be a better man, Aleksander, and perhaps I’ll take your offer more seriously.”
 
   “What if I can’t be a better man? What if this is all I am?”
 
   “Then we have nothing further to discuss.”
 
   I returned my attention back to filling the basket with food. I was extremely aware of Aleksander watching me closely. I wondered what was going through his mind, but I had no way of knowing for sure. His expression gave nothing away.
 
   Eventually, he pushed off the table and left the room without saying anything else. Once I had the basket filled, I closed the top and looked over at Gabriel.
 
   He’s watching me with an almost confused look on his face.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   Gabriel shrugged. “If I didn’t know any better, I would say you have feelings for Aleksander.”
 
   “He’s not completely without his merits,” I said. “But if you think I’m in love with him, think again. I don’t have time for that. This nation is all I have time to think about right now.”
 
   “And the child?” Gabriel asked. “If it turns out to be Aleksander’s?”
 
   “Then I’ll cross that bridge when I reach it,” I said. “But I need to stay focused on getting the Fae out of our city. That is my first priority. Romance is the furthest thing from my mind right now, Gabriel.”
 
   Fallon walked in just then with Isabelle by his side.
 
   “I think we should take one of the students with us,” he told me.
 
   “Which one?” I asked.
 
   “Able Celloc,” Isabelle answered.
 
   “Yes, I’ve met him,” I said as I remembered meeting the boy in the dining hall before Dena’s unexpected return. “Why him?”
 
   “He has the power to see into the future, sort of,” Isabelle said with a great deal of hesitancy.
 
   “What does ‘sort of’ mean exactly?”
 
   “His visions are sporadic. He’s able to see a multitude of outcomes to various situations, but it’s never completely clear which one will happen. I believe in time he will be able to determine which visions are true and which are false, but he’s only eighteen and still young. His emotions cloud his ability sometimes.”
 
   “I suppose it couldn’t hurt to have him with us,” I said, “as long as he understands the dangers in the journey we’re embarking on.”
 
   “He longs for adventure,” Isabelle said with a sigh. “He craves it, in fact. Since he’s been here, he’s had a hard time being cooped up at the college. I’ve often had to reprimand him for sneaking off the grounds and into the city for…what did he call it… life experiences.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure he will get plenty of those on this trip.”
 
   I close the lid on the basket, and Fallon comes to my side.
 
   “All packed?” He asked, picking up the basket for me.
 
   I nodded. “Yes, it should get us to Kamora. Hopefully, they’ll at least feed us while we’re there.”
 
   Fallon chortled. “At the very least.”
 
   We leave the kitchen area and make our way back to the airship in the courtyard.
 
   “Sarah, watch this,” the little dragonling said excitedly.
 
   I felt one of her delicate wings brush against the side of my neck as she spread them. With a gentle push off my shoulder, she flew over to Dena who was standing next to Inara by the airship’s staircase.
 
   I laughed and realized it was the first real laugh I’d had in a long time.
 
   Dena held out her little hands, and the dragonling landed on her palms. Dena smiled with unadulterated joy at her prize. An ache formed inside my chest as I looked at her because I knew I was about to wipe the sweet smile from her face with my departure.
 
   I walked up to my daughter and knelt before her.
 
   “Dena,” I said, dragging her attention away from the dragonling, “Mummy needs to leave for a little while.”
 
   Dena’s blue eyes immediately welled with tears. “No,” she begged. “Stay.”
 
   I forced myself to remain calm and not let my own emotions get the better of me.
 
   “Gabriel will protect you while I’m gone,” I told her. “You know how much he loves you. I promise I won’t be gone for very long. And when I come back, I’ll have a legion of dragons bigger than ours following me to get rid of the bad people in our city. Wouldn’t you like to see that?”
 
   “Stay, Mummy,” she cried, propelling herself into my arms.
 
   The dragonling flew out of her hands and back onto my shoulder.
 
   “I can’t,” I said, because that was the truth of the matter. “We have to protect the people who live in our country, Dena. When you become queen one day, you’ll understand that they’re needs are more important than our own. We may be their leaders but our only purpose is to serve them.”
 
   I let Dena cry and simply held her to me so she knew I loved her. But, she also needed to understand that our personal desires were small in comparison to the safety of the people of Vankara. If she was going to be a great leader one day, it was a lesson I felt sure Queen Emma wanted her to learn.
 
   Gabriel knelt down beside us.
 
   “Come on, Dena,” he cajoled. “Let’s me and you find some ice cream while mummy goes on her trip.”
 
   “So, is that your plan?” I asked him. “Spoil her completely rotten while I’m away?”
 
   Gabriel grinned. “Do you have a better idea?”
 
   I shook my head. “No,” I admitted. “Spoil her to her heart’s content. I’m sure there are some students here who might be willing to entertain her with some magic tricks as well.”
 
   Dena pulled away from me slightly. “Magic and ice cream?”
 
   I smiled. The simplicity of youth. If only such things could distract adults as effectively.
 
   “Sounds like fun to me,” I told her. “And I’ll be back before you know it. So,” I said standing up, “I hereby grant you, Dena Vankar, the power to get whatever your heart desires while I’m away. But, remember, when I get back, playtime will be over.”
 
   Dena wiped her tears away and walked over to Gabriel, taking his outstretched hand.
 
   “Don’t spoil her too horrendously while I’m gone,” I told Gabriel.
 
   Gabriel winked at me. “Of course not, your majesty.”
 
   “Who’s that cutie?” Inara asked, eyeing someone over my shoulder.
 
   I turned to see Able Celloc running towards us with a small black travelling bag in one hand. His face was flushed with excitement.
 
   “Our seer for this trip, I believe,” I told her. 
 
   “Seer, uh?” Inara said. “Well, now, let’s put that to the test and see how far into his own future he’s seen so far.”
 
   From the suggestive tone Inara used, I didn’t have to be a fortuneteller to know what she had planned for Able’s imminent future.
 
   I looked around our small group. “Where is Dracen? Is he still coming with us?”
 
   “He and his son were having a discussion the last time I saw him,” Fallon told me.
 
   Almost immediately, I saw Dracen walk out of the college with Isabelle as if he heard me ask about his whereabouts.
 
   “Sorry, your majesty,” Dracen said as he and Isabelle joined us. “I had some family matters to take care of before our departure.”
 
   “That’s quite all right,” I said. “I hope everything is fine.”
 
   Dracen tried to smile, but it was a sad one. It told me there were still issues between him and his son that need to be worked out. Dracen simply nodded to me, and I understood his need to keep his family matters private.
 
   Dracen looked over at Gabriel. “He will behave while I’m gone and stay out of your way unless you need his assistance.”
 
   “I seriously doubt I will,” Gabriel said with vehemence, making me wonder what past the two men shared that made them dislike each other so heatedly.
 
   “So how exactly are we supposed to get past the dragons flying around up there a second time?” Inara asked.
 
   “Leave that to me,” Isabelle told us. “I will conjure a shield around your airship like the one I have around the college. I will make it invisible so it’s not as conspicuous. It should protect you during your journey.”
 
   I looked at Dracen. “Can you not conjure a shield like the Royal Mage’s?”
 
   “Uh, no,” Dracen said, almost as if he was embarrassed by his shortcomings. “My powers lean more towards illusion and destruction. It isn’t within my arsenal of powers to conjure a shield like Isabelle’s.”
 
   “Able is it?” Inara said as she sauntered over to the young man. “How would you like to travel with me in the navigational compartment on the way to Kamora?”
 
   Able smiled and for some strange reason I had a feeling he knew what was coming without having to see it with his third eye.
 
   “Thank you, commander. I think I would enjoy riding in there with you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at Inara and turned to Dena to kiss her goodbye.
 
   “You be a good girl for Gabriel,” I told her, to which she nodded. I stood and looked at the others. “I suppose we should be going.” 
 
   I walked up the steps to the living quarters of the airship, but just before I entered, I looked behind me and saw Aleksander standing in the doorway to the college staring directly at me. I nodded to him once in recognition of his presence and he nodded back. However, he didn’t make a move indicating he would be coming to give me a proper goodbye.
 
   I walked into the airship wondering what the King of Chromis would decide to do in my absence.
 
   His feelings for me weren’t exactly paramount in my mind, and I didn’t have time to coddle a grown man.
 
   He knew what he needed to do.
 
   I just had no way of knowing if he would do it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   I forced myself to stand at the airship's bank of windows as we left Iron City. I needed to personally survey the damage Nuala and her troops had done to my home. There was still a small amount of daylight left and the view was completely different now from when we first reentered the city the night before. I could clearly see the destruction Nuala’s dragon corps had wrecked on the infrastructure of numerous neighborhoods, factories, bridges, and railway systems. The damage seemed insurmountable. It would take a lot of time and money to repair things to get my country back on its feet. 
 
   I hoped the citizens who saw my airship leaving didn’t think I was abandoning them. I prayed they had enough faith in their queen to know she would do everything within her power to save them.
 
   “Would your people be that fickle?” The little dragonling asked me, having read my thoughts.
 
   “I think anyone under duress can be wary of what their leaders do,” I told her silently, not wanting Dracen and Fallon to know about my worries. I felt certain it would just add to their own.
 
   “But you are their queen. Surely they know how much you care about their welfare.”
 
   “People need you to show it, and they need to know their leaders are strong enough to take care of them when things like this happen. I think we were arrogant in our superiority and thought ourselves invincible. Who would have thought this could happen to the most powerful nation in the world? We should have paid more attention to what was going on around us, but instead, we hid in our bubble thinking we were safe.” 
 
   “Don’t worry,” Fallon said, coming to stand beside me to survey the destruction of our city. “We’ll drive them out one way or another.”
 
   “I won’t accept anything less,” I said. “And if you could manage to put Nuala’s head on a spike that would be a definite plus, Marshal.”
 
   Fallon smiled. “As you wish, my queen.”
 
   I turned to look at Dracen who was sitting on the settee in the cabin. He wore a troubled frown on his face and seemed to be completely lost in his own little world.
 
   “Are you all right?” I asked him.
 
   Dracen looked at me. “I just wish I knew what happened to Nuala. She didn’t used to be this …crazy.”
 
   “Your son said she was his aunt. So, that means she was your wife’s sister?”
 
   Dracen nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t understand. She doesn’t look much older than twenty-five. Was she a baby when you were married to her sister?”
 
   “No, the Nuala you see is under a glamour spell. She was actually my wife’s older sister. Nuala has to be in her late seventies by now.”
 
   “Late seventies?” I asked. “So mentally she’s that old, but physically she looks to be in her twenties?”
 
   Dracen nods.
 
   “Then I would say her mental faculties have deteriorated with age.”
 
   “It seems a logical assumption,” Dracen agreed.
 
   I turned my attention back to Fallon. “Well, we have one queen figured out. Now, do you know much about Queen Sora?”
 
   “No, not much,” Fallon admitted.
 
   “What are the Kamoran people like?” I asked. “Is there anything I need to know? Anything special about their customs that I need to be aware of?”
 
   “They are a very formal people,” Fallon said. “They revere courtesy but also power. So, when you meet Queen Sora, don’t bow to her, or it will appear to them that you consider yourself beneath her and not her equal.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “Dracen and I will bow to her, but you must never bow to anyone there.”
 
   “Not even my grandfather?”
 
   “Especially not him. When you’re introduced to the king, go up to him, and kiss him on the cheek to show your respects as his granddaughter but never bow to him. You are his equal in every way. Don't forget that.”
 
   I nodded. Obviously, bowing would show weakness from me and that was something I had no intention of showing to anyone.
 
   “What do you think she will ask as fair trade for her help?”
 
   “I have a feeling she will ask for a marriage between her son and Dena.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Fallon sighed. “We may not have a choice, Emma.”
 
   “I will not sell Dena to the highest bidder!”
 
   “It wouldn’t be like that," Fallon said in a voice meant to calm me. "In fifteen years’ time, who knows what will happen? The boy could be dead by then, or Sora could make another arrangement with a different royal family that is more suitable to her needs. She may not even be in power by that time which would negate any contract between our two countries.”
 
   “Well,” I tried to think of a loophole, “wouldn’t Dena in essence be marrying her first cousin? Surely that can’t be acceptable.”
 
   “The queen’s first son is from a previous marriage, not one with your grandfather. They’ve had no children together so her position as queen rests solely on your grandfather remaining alive.”
 
   I didn’t like the situation, but I couldn’t really see a way out of it either.
 
   “Then your advice is that I agree to the marriage?”
 
   “For now yes, to gain her support and her troops. We have years to worry about it actually happening. By then, I feel confident we’ll find a way out of it.”
 
   “That doesn’t seem very honest. To go into a negotiation agreeing to do something but having it in the back of your mind that you will never follow through with it.”
 
   Fallon shrugged. “That’s the way the game is played, Emma. And you have to play it if we’re going to secure their help.”
 
   I look back out at Iron City as we pass outside its borders.
 
   “If that’s what I have to do, then I’ll do it. Though, I want it to be noted that I don’t like it.”
 
   “And you shouldn’t,” Fallon agreed. “But we have to be prepared to do whatever needs to be done.”
 
   Fallon raises a hand to his mouth as he tries, rather unsuccessfully, to stop a yawn.
 
   “Have you slept at all since we returned?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head. “No. I haven’t had time.”
 
   “Go lie down on my bed then. I need you rested for what’s to come.”
 
   Fallon shook his head again. “No, I’ll sleep out here.”
 
   I turned to fully face Fallon. “I’m sorry, but did I just hear you refuse a direct order from your queen, Marshal Fallon?”
 
   Fallon crossed his arms in front of him. “It’s not proper etiquette for the Queen’s Marshal to sleep in the queen’s bed, your majesty.”
 
   “I’m barely queen of anything at the moment,” I told him. “Please, Fallon. I need you rested. Go take a nap in my chambers. If I get tired, I’ll be sure to kick you out of my bed before I lie down on it.”
 
   Fallon tries to prevent another yawn but fails miserably.
 
   “All right,” he relented. “But if you get the least bit tired, wake me up.”
 
   “I will. Now go!” I said, pointing a finger to my bedchamber, feeling as though I was speaking to a child.
 
   After Fallon went to my bedroom and shut the door behind him. I sat down with Dracen. I needed some answers from him, answers only he could provide me, and I had a feeling he knew more about the truth of who I was than he had let on thus far.
 
   “Do you know who I am?” I asked him directly.
 
   Dracen’s expression didn’t change, not an eye twitch, not a parting of the lips, nothing.
 
   “You’re Queen Emma Vankar. I dare say everyone over the age of two in Vankara knows who you are.”
 
   “But, you know who I really am, don’t you?”
 
   Dracen swallowed hard but said nothing as he looked at me.
 
   “How long have you known I was a shifter?”
 
   Dracen shrugged. “Does it matter?”
 
   I think about the question. “No, I suppose not. But, why haven’t you said anything?”
 
   “What would be the point?”
 
   “You could have told Isabelle and had me arrested as an imposter.”
 
   Dracen lets out a harsh laugh. “Like I said, what would be the point?”
 
   “So you’re fine with a shifter posing as the Queen of Vankara?”
 
   “Queen Emma is dead. Vankara is under siege. The people of this country need someone to rally behind. And from what I’ve seen thus far, you’re as good a candidate as anyone left available. Better than most, I would dare say. So, no, I see no reason to tell anyone. I suppose Fallon knows the truth?”
 
   “Yes. Queen Emma thought I might need Fallon in case of war,” I told him, realizing the queen had planned ahead far better than any of us could have thought at the time. “But, I would really like to know how you and I know each other.”
 
   Dracen looked at me as if he didn’t understand what I said. “You and I?”
 
   “You and the queen,” I said. “I have memories of you, Dracen. Memories that can’t belong to anyone but Queen Emma. What was your relationship with her?”
 
   “What kind of memories?” Dracen asked, keeping his feelings close to the cuff.
 
   “I have a memory of us playing chess together.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “There was also one of me standing on top of your mountain. A man came up behind me and wrapped his arms around me.”
 
   “I see,” Dracen said, weighing what I said carefully. “Well, I hate to inform you of this, but I never met Queen Emma face to face while she was alive.”
 
   “That’s not possible,” I said. “There’s no other explanation for the memory I have of you playing chess. It has to be one of the queen’s memories.”
 
   Dracen shrugged. “Perhaps it was simply a dream. I swear to you. I’ve never met the real Queen Emma.”
 
   "He seems sincere," my little dragonling told me. "I would know if he were out right lying to you."
 
   “I was awake when the memory of you playing chess surfaced,” I informed him. “It wasn’t a dream.”
 
   Now, I’m the one left confused. If they weren’t Emma’s memories, whose memories were they? Certainly not April Pew’s. She was adopted as a baby. I seriously doubted Sarah Harker would have ever made it to Ledmarrow Mountain in her short life.
 
   Dracen shrugs. “Perhaps the stress of the situation is causing you to have hallucinations. I am a rather handsome fellow, you know. I can’t say I blame you for fantasizing about me.”
 
   I sat there for a moment before I started to laugh. Could Dracen be right? Was the vision I had simply a hallucination and not a memory? The one concerning Dracen did happen while I was still awake. That was something that had never happened before.
 
   Dracen smiled. “You have a nice laugh. You should really do it more often. Now, why don’t we just forget about what you think you know because I believe we’ve just gone through why it’s an impossibility.”
 
   “But,” things still weren’t adding up for me, “how was I able to open the portal into your mountain with just a touch?”
 
   Dracen shrugged. “I’ve always had it so any Vankar could come see me. Why would I make royalty stand out in the cold?”
 
   “And when we came in and you were speaking with Gabriel, you said he was never supposed to bring me there. Why?”
 
   “Ahh, that,” Dracen said looking embarrassed. “I have a confession to make there. When you were born, I knew exactly where you were. There are very few shifters born into the world, you know.”
 
   “Gabriel once told me that someone sent him to me, to look after me. Was that someone you?”
 
   “Yes, I’m afraid it was.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why would you care what happened to me?”
 
   “Because I know how confusing being a shifter can be. Plus, when I learned you had been adopted by the Pews, I knew you didn’t have anyone to tell you what you were or to protect you from yourself. What if you had been two years old and someone died while you were touching them? It was as much for your own safety as for the safety of other shifters. I didn’t want people to find out about your kind like that.”
 
   It made sense, in a way.
 
   “But why didn’t you want me to come to the mountain? You seemed upset that I was there. And…you’ve avoided being too close to me ever since.”
 
   “I’m sorry if it’s appeared that way,” he said sincerely. “It was never my intention to disrespect you like that. I hope you can forgive me. I would like to become your friend and possibly a confidant in time.”
 
   “He’s still hiding something from you,” my little dragonling said. “Yet, his motives seem pure. There is a great sadness in him every time he looks at you, Sarah. I simply can’t seem to put my finger on why. I fear I may just be too young still to read his emotions clearly.”
 
   “I don’t think he will tell me anything more,” I told her. “We will simply have to bide our time. If he’s sincere in wanting to become my friend…”
 
   “Oh, yes, he is sincere in that offer. That much I know for certain.”
 
   “Then, perhaps in time, he will be completely honest with me.”
 
   "Do you play chess?" Dracen asked hopefully. "It's been a long time since I had a decent chess partner."
 
   "Yes, I know how to play."
 
   Dracen gathered up some small items from around the cabin and brought them back to the small table in front of the settee. 
 
   He waved his hand over the odd collection and said, "Ludus latrunculorum."
 
   Instantly, what I considered a pile of junk turned into a chessboard with black and white marble pieces.
 
   "How did you do that?" I asked. "I mean I know it's magic, but how do you turn one thing into something completely different."
 
   "It's simply an illusion," Dracen explained. "They are still what they were, but to anyone looking at them or touching them they appear to be regular chess pieces and a board. Now, do you want to be black or white?"
 
   Dracen and I spent a good hour playing chess with one another, and I found him a formidable opponent. Oddly enough, I could see his moves coming ahead of time and countered them effectively to finally win the game.
 
   "Well played!" Dracen said at the finish of our game. "It's been forever since I was out matched."
 
   I lifted a hand to my mouth and tried to stifle a yawn.
 
   Dracen noticed.
 
   "I believe it might be time for you to kick the good Marshal out of your bed," Dracen said to me. "You need to be rested for your meeting with Queen Sora too."
 
   "He just laid down a little while ago," I argued. "It doesn't feel right to ask him to wake up and leave now. I will simply leave the door open and you can act as our chaperone while I lie down on the other side of the bed. I sincerely doubt either of us will accidentally fall into each other's arms while we're sleeping."
 
   "I will keep watch," Dracen said. "I don't require very much sleep anyway."
 
   I stand. "Then I bid you goodnight."
 
   "Sweet dreams, Emma."
 
   When I walked into my bedchamber, I saw that Fallon was lying on my bed with just his pants and white undershirt on. His boots and jacket were by a nearby chair. I walked to his side of the bed and looked down at him. In such a relaxed state, I couldn't help but find Fallon even more handsome than when he was awake. I felt an urge to trace the side of his face with the tips of my fingers but fought against it. I assumed that I was feeling a lingering affection from Queen Emma. I shook off the impulse and walked to the other side of the bed.
 
   The dragonling hopped off my shoulder and curled up at the top of my pillow.
 
   After I laid down and closed my eyes, all I could hear in the room was Fallon's even breathing. Strangely, I found comfort in the sound and soon drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
   I’m awoken with a start. Something heavy was lying across my waist, and I heard the little dragonling hissing close to my ear. When I looked down, I saw Fallon's arm around my midsection and realized the dragonling must have noticed the breach in etiquette as well.
 
   She hissed louder and more forcefully. I felt Fallon slowly extricate his arm from my person.
 
   "Emma," I heard Fallon say to me in a low voice, "call off your dragon."
 
    I sat up on the edge of the bed and turned to see that my little dragonling had her nose so close to Fallon's that she could have bitten it off before either of us could have stopped her. As she continued to hiss, puffs of white smoke billowed from her nostrils effectively demonstrating just how irate she was about Fallon's unconscious show of familiarity while we slept.
 
   "He meant me no harm," I told the dragonling. "Please, back away from him."
 
   The dragonling did what I asked, somewhat reluctantly, and walked over to me with her head held high.
 
   "Perhaps next time," she said to me, "he will be more careful where he lays his body parts. He's lucky I did not burn that handsome face of his off!"
 
   The dragonling clambered up my arm and hopped onto my shoulder. I immediately noticed she was heavier than she once was.
 
   "You've gained weight," I told her. "You won't be able to ride on my shoulder for very much longer."
 
   "I won't need to," she assured me. "My wings will be stronger by then, and I will be able to fly for a longer period of time."
 
   "Is she a fire dragon?" Fallon asked in what sounded like amazement as he sat up.
 
   "Yes," the little dragonling said, sounding rather proud of herself, "I am."
 
   "Apparently, so," I answered.
 
   Fallon stood from the bed and said, "I thought you were going to wake me if you became tired. I can't say I blame her for her reaction to what I did. We should never have been lying in the same bed with one another in the first place, Emma."
 
   "I didn't want to wake you," I told him. "And I am the queen. I can bend the rules as I see fit."
 
   "But if anyone had seen us or knew about this, it would tarnish your reputation. You need to be more careful about such things in the future. Sometimes your reputation is all you have."
 
   "Who was going to see us here?" I asked. "Dracen is the only other person present, and he certainly isn't going to tell anyone. Calm yourself, Marshal Fallon. Your virtue was never in jeopardy by me."
 
   Fallon stared at me for a moment before he began to chuckle.
 
   "My virtue was lost a long time ago, madam," he informed me. "I don't think I have any of that left to lose."
 
   "Ahh good," Dracen said from the doorway, "you're both up. We have guests."
 
   "Guests?" I questioned as I stood from the bed, smoothing out my skirt.
 
   Dracen waved a hand at us to follow him.
 
   "Come, let me show you. They are quite magnificent," he said like a kid who just received a new toy.
 
   Fallon shrugged on his jacket as we exited the bedchamber together.
 
   From the bank of windows, I saw the guests Dracen was talking about.
 
   Flying right outside the airships windows were three gold dragons, but they weren't flesh and blood dragons. These seemed to be made out of actual gold with serpentine bodies bejeweled with emeralds and wings jutting out from right above their two short legs near the front of the torso. White smoke issued forth from their nostrils at regular intervals, but it was of a thinner consistency than my little dragonling's. Riders rode on their backs just above where the wings were. They were dressed in light brown leather outfits consisting of pants embroidered with gold thread in a decorative pattern, a matching long coat with high collar embellished with the same gold thread as the pants plus emeralds at key accent points. Leather masks covered their faces, and they wore helmets made of an intricate gold filigree. It was easy to tell that all three were female by looking at the fit of the leather outfits, which clung snugly over their shapely forms.
 
   I could see a set of throttles positioned on the front of the saddles they sat on, and assumed this was how they were able to control the movements of the mechanical beasts undulating beneath them.
 
   "Are those powered by steam?" I asked Dracen.
 
   Dracen nodded. "Magnificent, aren't they? It always amazes me how ingenious people can be. If you can't have a real dragon of your own, you simply make one!"
 
   I noticed the lead rider look over at me and nod her head as if she were greeting me.
 
   "Should I nod back?" I asked my companions discreetly, not sure what the proper protocol for such an unusual encounter should be. 
 
   "Yes," Fallon said. "It's only a friendly greeting, not a formal one."
 
   I nodded back to the rider, and she immediately looked away, as if she was simply waiting for me to acknowledge her presence.
 
   "Does this mean we're getting close to Kamora?" I asked.
 
   "I would dare say yes," Dracen answered, unable to take his eyes off the riders and their dragons. I got the distinct feeling he desperately wanted one of his own to ride.
 
   "Then I should probably go change," I told my companions, looking down at my rumpled, slept in clothing.
 
   "Make sure you wear the Mantle of Power when we disembark," Fallon told me. "We have no way of knowing exactly what the state of affairs is at the moment in Kamora. At least you'll be protected while you wear it."
 
   "Should I try to wear it the whole time we're here?" I asked.
 
   "No," Dracen said. "That would show a level of distrust and might hinder the negotiations."
 
   "But wear it as often as you can," Fallon told me, "without it looking suspicious."
 
   I nodded to the men to let them know I understood their warning. I then returned to my chambers to prepare myself to meet Queen Emma's grandfather and his queen.
 
   Luckily, I had a large array of dresses to choose from in my wardrobe. When we ventured to Ledmarrow Mountain to find Dracen, I made sure to pack for a long stay just in case he proved to be a difficult man to deal with.
 
   I chose a dress made of a dark blue-green silk, overlaid with black and silver embroidered lace down the bodice, skirt and around the bottom of the sleeves. I decided not to wear my crown thinking such an accoutrement might be misconstrued as me acting a bit on the pretentious side. It was probably best to leave such things for now until a formal greeting ceremony was arranged. I was arriving unannounced and basically with my tail between my legs asking for help. I wasn't above eating crow to save my people, but I would make sure both my grandfather and his new queen understood I wasn't someone to be trifled with. I had at least one more option left open to me.
 
   "No!" My little dragonling said to me emphatically. "I will not let you marry that man from Chromis. Absolutely not!"
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest and looked down at my little dragon as she held her head up so high you would have thought she was queen instead of me.
 
   "I don't believe that is your decision to make, my little friend," I told her. "Millions of lives are at stake. If I have to sacrifice my own happiness, it will be worth it to save them."
 
   The dragonling hopped closer to the edge of the bed and lifted her little head to look up at me.
 
   "But he will never make you happy," she told me matter-of-factly. "You do not belong with him."
 
   "Be that as it may, if marrying Aleksander will give Vankara a second chance, then I will do it. And if that time comes, you have to promise me that you will go along with whatever I decide."
 
   The little dragonling puffed out two clouds of smoke from her nostrils in a huff.
 
   "I will support whatever decision you make, Sarah. You are mine, and I am yours. We are in this together for as long as the other one lives."
 
   "Good." I told her. "Besides, I may end up not having a choice in the matter. If the child I carry is indeed Aleksander's, he will want to get married, and I can't very well refuse a father access to his own child."
 
   "I do not believe the child is his. I don't sense the same feelings from it as I do from him."
 
   "What do you mean by that?" I asked her, letting my arms drop back to my sides. "Can you sense the baby?"
 
   "Of course," she said. "He is a part of you."
 
   Well, I guess that confirmed it then. I was indeed carrying the child Queen Emma conceived before I shifted and took her place.
 
   "Can you tell if it's healthy?" I asked her, concerned that the transformation process might have harmed the child in some way.
 
   "As far as I can tell, he is perfectly normal," the little dragonling assured me, understanding my worries without me having to voice them.
 
   "How can you tell he isn't Aleksander's son?"
 
   "Well," she said hesitantly, "it's hard for me to describe exactly. I'm not completely certain it isn't his. I've only just been able to feel the child's presence within you. I think I might still be too young to fully understand what it is I am sensing."
 
   "Then you don’t know who the father is."
 
   "No, but I feel sure it isn't the King of Chromis' child."
 
   "And I feel sure you might be letting your personal feelings about him overshadow whatever ability you have as a dragon to tell the parentage of the baby."
 
   "I don't think so..."
 
   "You don't sound too sure about that, my little fire starter."
 
   It was in that instant that a name for my little dragonling popped into my head.
 
   She leapt into the air and flitted onto my lap looking up at me with wide expectant eyes because she knew her name as soon as I thought it.
 
   "Yes," I told her, unable to hold back a smile. "I've decided to call you Aurora because you bring light into my life, and it also seems like a name befitting a fire dragon."
 
   "Perfect!" She said, fluttering her wings and flying up to land on my shoulder. She rubbed her little head affectionately against my cheek. "I love it. Thank you, Sarah."
 
   "You are quite welcome, Aurora."
 
   When I exited my bedchamber, I clasped the Mantle of Power around my neck and saw that the airship had already made dock.
 
   The palace of Queen Emma's grandfather was quite impressive. Though, I'm not sure why I was surprised by that fact. The dock was located near the top of the king's home, but I could still see enough of the architecture to admire its intricacies.
 
   It was a black and white multi-tiered structure mostly made of wood. Each floor was slightly smaller than the one below it giving the structure an almost pyramid effect. All of the levels had a wide, covered veranda with roofs featuring curved eaves and glossy black tiles. The view from the airship let me see that the palace was built on top of a hill and surrounded by a wide moat which meant it was only accessible by the bridges I saw connecting it to the outlying city or by air.
 
   The three golden dragons and their riders landed on the opposite end of the dock from us. I watched as the riders dismounted from their dragons and began walking towards us. 
 
   "I guess they're our welcoming committee," Fallon said, holding out a crooked arm for me to take. "Shall we go meet them, my queen?"
 
   I looped my arm through Fallon's and nodded, taking in a deep breath to steady my nerves.
 
   Dracen opened the door and let the stairs down for Fallon and me. He followed close behind as we disembarked.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Inara and our resident seer, Able, walk over from the navigational control cabin to stand behind us as the riders approached.
 
   As they walked towards us, the rider in the lead removed the leather mask covering the lower portion of her face. Without missing a step, she handed it to the rider on her right and slightly behind her. She then slipped off the upper portion of the mask that protected her eyes and handed it to the rider walking behind and on her left. The woman was stunningly beautiful with pale, creamy white skin, brown eyes so dark they almost looked black, and lips as red as an apple's skin. Her slightly slanted eyes stared straight into mine as she walked up to us with confidence and purpose.
 
   I knew who she was even before she stopped in front of me and said, "I'm Queen Sora. Welcome to my home, Emma."
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
   I felt Fallon's arm stiffen underneath mine and saw both Dracen and Inara bristle at Queen Sora's rather informal address of me.
 
   "I believe you mean Queen Emma, your majesty," Fallon said to her politely, even though I could hear an undercurrent of hostility in his voice.
 
   Queen Sora looked me up and down in an appraising manner. From the look in her eyes, I got the feeling she found me wanting in more ways than one.
 
   "Well, you're not really queen of anything at the moment. Are you?" She said to me haughtily.
 
   I saw Inara take a step forward as if she was about to attack the queen and felt Fallon take in a deep breath like he was about to say something to her that might get us all into trouble.
 
   "I am the true queen of Vankara," I said, beating both of my loyal companions with my words before either of them could do something we would later regret. "The Fae queen and I are simply having a dispute about that fact at the moment. We were hoping you and my grandfather would be so kind as to help us remind Queen Nuala where her true place is. I'm sure together we can show her that neither of our countries will idly stand by while she attempts to conquer us."
 
   "Us?" Queen Sora said, narrowing her eyes at me. "Do you think she would be foolish enough to try to attack Kamora as well?"
 
   I nodded my head. "That is the conclusion we have come to. We have learned that she is the one responsible for the plagues. Why would she send something so deadly out into the world if not to weaken all of our countries in order to conqueror us? Vankara is the strongest nation in the world, and she has over run us. What's to stop her from doing the same to you?"
 
   I could almost see the wheels in Queen Sora's mind spinning furiously with this new information.
 
   "Your ships made dock in our ports last night," she told me. "The Admiral of your fleet told us the Fae have a corps of dragons under their command." I noticed Sora's eyes glance over to my own little dragon perched on my shoulder. 
 
   "Yes, they do," I told her. "Which is why, after our stay here, we intend to go to the dragon isles and ask them for their help."
 
   Queens Sora's head ticks up a notch.
 
   "They won't help you," she said to me as if she knew this for a fact. "I've been to their sky islands before to see if we could form an alliance with them, but they refused us. I seriously doubt you will have any better luck at forging a relationship with them."
 
   "She is wrong," Aurora said to me. "They will help you because we are bonded."
 
   "I may be slightly more fortunate than you in my dealings with them," I told her. "Aurora seems confident that her kind will help me since she and I are bonded to one another."
 
   "How did you come to be bonded to a dragon anyway?"
 
   "Marshal Fallon," I said, giving Fallon a sideways glance so Queen Sora knew whom I was talking about, "and I ventured into Fae territory a short while back. That is where Aurora and I found each other."
 
   I didn't feel it was important for Sora to know the full details about that visit. It simply wasn't any of her business.
 
   "Then I wish you luck in securing an alliance with the dragons," she said to me, though I could tell her wish wasn't a sincere one. But, I could also tell this new bit of information seemed to give me a little more leverage with her as well. It was obvious she wanted dragons of her own. She was so desperate to have them she made artificial ones to satisfy her need for now.
 
   If she formed an alliance with me and if I in turn was able to negotiate an alliance with the dragons, she would be in a better position to bargain with them again.
 
   "My kind will never take her in as an ally," Aurora said to me. "She is not to be trusted, Sarah. I may be young, but even I can sense that much about her character."
 
   "I agree," I silently replied. "She can't be trusted, but we need to use whatever pull we might have to gain access to her troops right now. We'll worry about the details later."
 
   "Your grandfather is looking forward to seeing you again," Queen Sora said, effectively changing the subject. 
 
   I assumed she wanted more time to think about what was in her best interest before our negotiations started. She knew what I came to her for, and I knew she would want something in return for her help. Whether or not we could both come to an agreeable arrangement was yet to be seen.
 
   "My guards will show you to your rooms. We'll arrange a formal reception between you and your grandfather for later this morning. In the afternoon, perhaps you and I can have a private tea ceremony together to talk about what needs to be done in order to help your country get back on its feet."
 
   "Thank you," I told her. "I would enjoy that."
 
   "Please," Queen Sora said graciously, extending her arm out and pointing her hand towards the palace, "treat my home as if it were your own. I will see you later this morning in the king's throne room. I'm sure you will want to freshen up before seeing him. Would you like me to have some servants retrieve your belongings and take them to your room?"
 
   "Thank you," I told her. "That would be more convenient."
 
   "Then consider it done," she assured me, her lips spreading into a smile that never quite reached her marble cold eyes.
 
   As we followed the queen's two riding companions into the palace, I had a feeling Queen Sora would be rummaging through my airship looking for anything that might give her an upper hand in our upcoming negotiations.
 
   I knew there wasn't anything in there to find, but the thought of her going through my personal effects was still disturbing.
 
   The interior of the palace was unlike anything I had ever seen before. The walls were all white and made of a thick paper stretched between sliding wood frames. The room I was taken to was large with a palette on the floor for sleeping, a short black lacquered table with colorful pillows surrounding it for sitting, and a small attached bathroom with a tub built into the bamboo floor.
 
   Inara stayed with me while Fallon, Dracen, and Able were taken to their own rooms further down the hallway from mine.
 
   "I do not like that woman," Inara said in a huff as she took off her gloves and slapped them against her right thigh in agitation. "Who does she think she is by addressing you so informally? I had a good mind to slap her senseless!"
 
   "She's just arrogant," I said in a calm voice, hoping to smooth Inara's ruffled feathers. "And she has the upper hand at the moment, Inara. We need her help, not another enemy."
 
   "Which is the only reason I didn't smack her into tomorrow!" Inara threw her gloves onto the table. "I don't know why things have to be so low to the floor in this godforsaken country. You would have thought they never got the message that chairs had been invented."
 
   "It's their custom," I said. "And I don't intend to be here long enough to let it bother me. You shouldn't either."
 
   "How long do you think they'll drag this out?"
 
   "No more than a day or two I hope. I guess we'll just have to wait and see. I’m just thankful the trip here didn’t take very long. Should I even ask what it is you and Able did during the journey here?"
 
   My question did exactly what I had intended, and brought a smile to Inara’s face as she forgot all about Queen Sora’s rudeness.
 
   "The boy learns fast," she said cheekily. "I can say that much for him. It's been a while since I had time for any fun. Figured I would take advantage of the situation while I had the chance."
 
   "You haven't scarred him for life have you?"
 
   Inara put a hand to her chest as she feigned an innocent look on her face.
 
   "Why Emma, I'm shocked you would even suggest such a thing. I think I might have made a man out of him, if you want to know the truth of the matter. Now, he'll know what to do to satisfy any woman he encounters."
 
   "I take it from that comment that you feel nothing for him?"
 
   "He's just a boy, Em," Inara scoffed. "It'll take a real man to ever make me fall in love. Speaking of which, how was your journey here with Fallon?"
 
   "Fallon?" I asked, slightly confused by the change of subject. "We slept most of the way."
 
   "Together?"
 
   "Uh..."
 
   "You did, didn't you! I knew you wouldn't be able to keep your hands off him. Though, I am a bit surprised you took him to bed with Dracen right in the next room."
 
   "We didn't do anything, Inara. We just slept. The door to the bedchamber was open the whole time."
 
   "You let Dracen watch?" Inara asked like this was the best gossip she had heard in a long time. "I knew you had your kinky side, Em, but that's even a bit out there for me."
 
   "No, Inara! We just slept. Nothing else happened."
 
   "Why?"
 
   I felt my head tilt of its own accord. "Why what?"
 
   "Why haven't you rekindled things with Fallon? You've wanted to for years. What's stopping you?"
 
   Years? I felt certain that the queen did still have feelings for Fallon. Could it be the reason I felt like touching his cheek while he slept the night before. Had I actually felt the queen's unrequited love for Fallon last night?
 
   "We're at war, Inara," I told her. "I don't think either one of us is thinking about having a romance at the moment."
 
   "I see the way he looks at you," Inara told me. "It's obvious he still has feelings for you. I wish you had let him say whatever it was he was going to tell Queen Sora when she called you the queen of nothing. I'm sure his words would have burned her ears clean off!"
 
   I could remember not so long ago when Fallon felt the same way as Sora. That I wasn't worthy enough to fit into Queen Emma's shoes. I supposed the events of the past few days helped prove him wrong. I was thankful for that. I needed his support. But, what had Inara seen in the way Fallon looked at me that I hadn't noticed? He knew who I truly was. He knew I wasn't Emma Vankar. I was simply Sarah Harker, a farmer's daughter.
 
   When we were on the Fae side of the Iron Wall together, Fallon told me then that he could distinguish between Emma and me, even though I looked exactly like his onetime lover. If what Inara said was true, did Fallon have feelings for me or for Emma? And were my feelings my own or those of the queen?
 
   I decided not to think about it. If I did, it might give me a headache.
 
   I had more pressing matters to attend to, like taking back my country and making Queen Nuala pay for placing the people under my care in harm's way.
 
   I was saved from having to discuss this further with Inara when some of Queen Sora's servants brought in my wardrobe.
 
   Inara was invaluable in helping me get ready for the formal introduction ceremony. Unfortunately, I wouldn't be able to wear my Mantle of Power within the king's throne room without it looking suspicious. Inara did lay out my crown, however, and that gave me a sense of comfort that I would at least be on equal footing with Queen Sora. 
 
   We chose a cream-colored silk gown with white lace appliqués studded with diamonds for me to wear. It was the most luxurious of the gowns I brought with me and sent a message that Vankara might be under siege, but we were still the wealthiest country in the world and worthwhile allies.
 
   Inara styled my hair up into a tall bun so my gold filigree and diamond crown fit over it to make it the centerpiece of my outfit. It was a reminder to all who might be present that I was the Queen of Vankara and not some vagabond off the street who was begging for a hand out. I would bend so far but not over backwards for their aid in our cause.
 
   A woman by the name of Arisu came to my room and introduced herself as being one of Queen Sora's ladies in waiting.
 
   "I was asked by my queen to escort you and your friends to the king's throne room," Arisu said to me, bowing deeply at the waist in my direction to show her respect.
 
   Arisu had black hair and brown eyes. In my opinion, she was rather average looking, but her manners were impeccable. She wore a plain kimono of dark blue silk with no embellishments, marking her as a servant within the palace of my grandfather.
 
   "Thank you, Arisu," I said.
 
   Fallon and Dracen appeared in the hallway right outside my doorway looking a little bit more refreshed than when we first arrived. They still wore the same clothes but each of them had shaved and combed their hair. When each man saw me, his reaction looked completely different.
 
   Fallon's gaze travelled up and down my figure giving his expression an appreciative quality of my new attire, and Dracen kept his eyes on my face looking rather proud of me for some reason. I could understand Fallon's leer because he was a man, but Dracen was still an enigma to me. I could only assume he was proud that a shifter could assume such a powerful role in our society without trying to take advantage of it. Perhaps that was another reason why he sent Gabriel to me.
 
   When I was a child, I learned from Gabriel how to treat people with decency and respect no matter what station they held in life. He was a far better role model than the Pews. In addition, Gabriel saved me from living a life under the cruel thumb of Mrs. Pew, and he gave me a gift I would never be able to repay, Liam and Imogen Harker as my parents.
 
   As Inara and I stepped out of the room, Fallon held his arm out to me to act as my escort once again.
 
   "Are you ready to meet your grandfather?" Fallon asked me.
 
   "I'm ready to secure his troops," I said in a low voice. "That will put us one step closer to being able to return home."
 
   "Then let's go get them," Fallon said to me with an encouraging smile.
 
   I looped my arm through the one he held out to me.
 
   As we followed Arisu through the palace, I wondered what Queen Emma's grandfather would be like. Would he be kind to his granddaughter like most grandparents and offer me the world? Or would he turn his back to me and offer me nothing?
 
   I had no way of knowing. Nevertheless, whichever man he turned out to be, I would get what I wanted one way or another...
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   After Arisu opened the gold embossed doors that lead to the gilded halls of the king's throne room, I was a little taken aback by the vast number of people present within the large chamber. They stood on either side of a strip of red carpet that divided the room down the middle and lead up to the dais where the king and queen sat. Sunlight filtered in above them as they sat on their golden thrones giving them the aura of beings sent straight from Heaven to rule.
 
   "Don't worry," Fallon whispered to me, noticing my sudden reluctance to move forward. "You are the Queen of Vankara. These people are just here to pay their respects to you. It's perfectly normal under the circumstances."
 
   I nodded slightly to let Fallon know I heard his words.
 
   "And I am with you," Aurora said to me in way of comfort. "Together we can face anything, Sarah."
 
   The little dragonling on my shoulder emanated a sense of superiority and confidence I didn't quite feel myself. I tried to focus on what she felt and siphon strength from it.
 
   Fallon escorted me down the strip of red carpet, which lead from the doors to the dais. Standing to the left of Queen Sora was a black haired boy no older than eight-years-old while standing on the right side of the king was a man in his late twenties with black, glossy hair and emerald green eyes.
 
   "Who is that?" I quietly asked Fallon as I directed my gaze to the man by the king.
 
   "That's the king's youngest child and only son, Ren. All of his other children were girls. In Kamoran society, only a son can ascend to the throne after the king's death."
 
   "That seems a bit old fashioned," I commented dryly.
 
   "It's the way things are here. Women aren't generally given much power unless they have a man beside them who commands it. It's not right, but it is their culture."
 
   As we walked up to Emma's grandfather, I noticed how pale and gaunt he looked. If the lids of his dark brown eyes weren't moving up and down, I would have thought him dead. The pallor of his skin did nothing to contrast against his long white hair and beard. He wore a blood red silk brocade outfit that simply made his paleness even more obvious. Queen Sora was dressed in a matching Kimono with an elaborate crown on her head. It was made of spun gold and decorated with rubies and diamonds. The jewels hung like teardrops and swayed with even the slightest turn of her head, catching the sunlight and making her the center of attention. The king's crown wasn't as elaborate and looked to me more like a puffy red velvet hat with a gold base encrusted with various jewels.
 
   "Remember," Fallon whispered to me as we came to stand at the foot of the three stairs leading up to the dais, "don't bow."
 
   "Greetings, Queen Emma of Vankara," Queen Sora said loudly, her voice echoing against the walls of the room. "We welcome you to Kamora and offer our humble services and hospitality to you and your men."
 
   "Thank you for your gracious offer of sanctuary, Queen Sora. We appreciate your kindness in these trying times for us."
 
   I saw my grandfather hold out his hand to me in a silent beckon for me to approach. Fallon let go of my arm, and I took that as my cue to walk up to the king and greet him as any granddaughter normally would.
 
   I lifted my skirts slightly to make it easier to walk up the steps. When I reached my grandfather, he leaned forward as if waiting for me to kiss him on the cheeks. As I bent down to kiss his left cheek, I immediately noticed how cold his skin felt against my lips. I repeated the action on his right cheek only to be met with the same unnatural chill. When I stood back to my full height, it was then I noticed the red circles around the rims of his eyes. 
 
   "Something is not right with him," Aurora said to me. "But, I don't know what's wrong."
 
   "Hello, Grandfather," I said.
 
   The king seemed to hesitate before looking up at me, as if it took him a moment to fully register my words. He said nothing, just nodded his head in my general direction, but his vacant gaze seemed to confirm that what Aurora said was true. Something was definitely not right about the King of Kamora.
 
   "Your grandfather had a stroke last month," Queen Sora said to me in a low voice, as if perhaps this knowledge wasn't known by many. "Unfortunately, he lost the ability to speak because of it."
 
   "But I haven't, niece," the king's son said as he walked up to me. "Welcome to Kamora, Emma."
 
   He leaned down to kiss me on one cheek.
 
   "We need to speak," he whispered in my ear before kissing my other cheek. "Privately."
 
   When he leaned back, he smiled at me, and I nodded my head to a small extent, letting him know that I heard his words and agreed.
 
   As I looked back to my grandfather, I knew he would be of no use to me. He was no longer in control of his country or his men. Queen Sora was the one who held all the power now, and she knew she had me under her thumb. I needed her help, and I felt sure it wouldn't come cheaply or easily from her.
 
   "Queen Emma," Sora said, "we humbly welcome you into our home and our hearts for the remainder of your stay here. I hope in the days to come we can find mutual ground which will be beneficial to both of our countries."
 
   "I graciously accept your hospitality, Queen Sora. I hope we can come to an understanding quickly. The sooner we retake Vankara the sooner my people can stop fearing for their lives and begin to rebuild what the Fae have destroyed."
 
   "Negotiations such as this take time, dear granddaughter," Queen Sora said, sounding as though she was talking to a child and having to patiently explain how the game was played. "We can discuss some of the details this afternoon at tea. I have arranged some entertainment for us this evening also. Now, please treat our home as if it were your own. You have free reign to go wherever you wish, but I hope you take this opportunity to rest some since I know you will be entering into negotiations with the dragons after you leave us. You will need all of your strength for that endeavor."
 
   I heard a murmur stir within the crowd behind me at this news and had to wonder why Queen Sora would even bring up such a thing in front of so many people.
 
   "Thank you for your kindness," I said to her. "I look forward to our tea later."
 
   Sora smiled at me, but it was really more of a smirk. She was confident she had the upper hand in our talks, and it really wasn't something I could deny.
 
   She knew I wanted to begin negotiations immediately, but she also knew she was in complete control. Making me wait was more of a ploy to show me where I stood with her than anything else. I understood it, but that didn't mean I had to like it.
 
   "You said our ships arrived here yesterday," I reminded her. "Could you send word to the Admiral of my fleet that we are here and would like to speak with him?"
 
   "Of course," Sora said. "I will send a messenger to him immediately."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   I turned my back to the Queen and King of Kamora and walked back to Fallon's side.
 
   "If you don't mind," I said to them, "I would like to take your advice now and rest before our negotiations begin this afternoon. I suppose I'm more tired than I realized from the situation we find ourselves having to face because of the invasion of our country."
 
   "By all means," Queen Sora said graciously, "take all the time you need to recover. I will send my servant to let you know when I am ready to receive you for tea."
 
   "Thank you," I said, remembering not to bow as we all turned to face the door leading out of the room.
 
   "How did I do?" I whispered to Fallon as we walked back down the red carpet.
 
   "Very well," he whispered back with a certain amount of pride. "You kept your footing with her even though she tried to knock you off balance. Good job."
 
   I felt a hint of a smile tug my lips from Fallon’s praise but knew my real job was only beginning.
 
   When we reached my rooms, Arisu left briefly but soon returned with a dark blue silk kimono embroidered with a multitude of phoenixes in gold thread. 
 
   "The queen asked that you wear this to the tea ceremony," Arisu said to me, bowing deeply with the gown draped over both her arms in offering.
 
   I took the dress and marveled at the workmanship used to create it.
 
   "Thank you, Arisu," I said. "I would be honored to wear such a beautiful gown."
 
   Arisu stood back up with a closed lip smile.
 
   "I made it," she whispered with a small amount of pride, as if such an admission shouldn't be made.
 
   "It's one of the most gorgeous pieces of clothing I've ever seen. You have quite a talent, Arisu. I will wear it proudly."
 
   Arisu bowed to me again and began to walk out the door. Just before she reached the entrance to the room, she slowly turned back to me.
 
   "You need to be careful," she whispered to me. 
 
   "Careful of what?" I whispered back, assuming Arisu wasn't sure if someone was listening to our conversation.
 
   "The queen," Arisu answered in an even lower voice, one I had to strain to hear. "There are rumors she did something to cause the king's stroke."
 
   "How would she do such a thing?" I asked.
 
   Arisu shrugged her shoulders helplessly and shook her heard indicating that she didn't have an answer for me. She turned back to the entrance of the room and slid the partition of the wall that acted as a door closed.
 
   After she left, I heard a faint knock on the door to the room. I dropped the kimono onto the platform bed and went to see who it was. To my surprise, it was Able, our young seer from the academy.
 
   "I'm sorry to disturb you, Queen Emma, but would it be possible for me to have a word with you in private?"
 
   I stepped out of my room knowing inviting a young man in without a proper chaperone might be interpreted in the wrong way.
 
   "What is it, Able?"
 
   "I've had a vision," he whispered, his eyes darting in either direction of the hallway to make sure we were alone. 
 
   "And what did you see?"
 
   "Your death," Able replied.
 
   "My death?" I asked, completely convinced he was over exaggerating.
 
   Able shook his head as a confused look crossed his face.
 
   "At least you looked dead," he clarified, not sounding as sure as before. "You were pale and at least one of your wrists had been slashed open. Blood was spilling out from the gash onto a stone floor you were lying on. At least, I think it was a floor. I couldn't actually see much of what was going on around you. All I am certain of is that it happens here in Kamora."
 
   "Did he see me?" Aurora asked. "If you were truly dead, I would have been lying by your side dead too."
 
   "Did you see my dragon in your vision?" I asked.
 
   Able shook his head. "No, I didn't see her at all. Why? Is that significant?"
 
   "If I die, she dies," I told him. "It's a connection we share with one another. So, if I were indeed dead in your vision, you would have more than likely seen her dead as well."
 
   Able sighed in relief. "Then, perhaps you weren't dead after all."
 
   "Are your vision always correct?" I asked.
 
   "Yes, in one form or another. However, sometimes I miss the context of what they mean. I don't know how you end up like that. I just know you will."
 
   "I see." I thought about what Able said and requested, "Don't tell the others what you have seen. We don't need to worry them for no reason."
 
   "Are you sure?" Able asked, and I could see he wasn't certain I was making the correct decision.
 
   "For now," I replied. "We all have enough to worry about. But, thank you for coming to me first and telling me what you saw, Able. If you see anything else as disturbing, seek me out and let me know right away."
 
   Able bowed at the waist to me, "Yes, your majesty. You will be the first to know."
 
   Able turned to walk back down the hallway, and I watched as he entered a room, presumably the one that he had been assigned.
 
   "What do you think his vision means?" Aurora asked me.
 
   "I have no idea," I told her. "No idea at all."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   Not long after Able left, Fallon came to my room to escort me to the palace’s center courtyards. A private meeting had been arranged with the admiral of our naval fleet, or, at least, what was left of it.
 
   We found Admiral Oliver Edeson standing in the middle of the immaculately manicured Kamoran garden looking completely uncomfortable and out of place in his surroundings. He was dressed in a sharp looking high collared, royal blue military coat with a long line of brass buttons down the front and a matching bicorn hat sitting jauntily on his head. He was ruggedly handsome, and held himself with a naturally regal posture that can't be learned or imitated. He looked every bit the part of a man who commanded thousands of men and expected each one of them to heed his orders.
 
   As we approached, Admiral Edeson took his hat off and bowed deeply at the waist to me.
 
   "Greetings, your majesty," he said, before standing back up to his full height, which was quite formidable to say the least.
 
   He was at least six and a half feet tall with black hair and dark brown eyes. Everything about the admiral seemed large, even his hands. They dwarfed the bicorn hat he held within their grip.
 
   "Admiral Edeson, how are your men doing?" I asked him.
 
   "As well as can be expected, Queen Emma," he said with a deep sigh. "I'm only sorry that we weren't able to stay and defend Vankara from the Fae. Their dragon corps was simply too strong, and their attack on us was fast and fierce. It was the most well-coordinated assault I've ever seen. It was almost as if they knew exactly what all of our vulnerabilities were. They tore apart and burnt our ships with such efficiency I worried none of us would make it out alive."
 
   "How much of the fleet was able to make it to Kamora?" Fallon asked.
 
   The admiral looked down and tapped his hat against his right leg. I began to wonder if he was ever going to answer Fallon's question when he finally admitted, "Only half."
 
   "Those poor men," I said, feeling the loss of so many souls in a war none of us saw coming.
 
   "And do the ships you were able to bring here need any repairs done before they can return to Vankara?" Fallon asked.
 
   "Yes, the ships do need some repairs," Admiral Edeson said hesitantly, as though there was something else he needed to say on the subject but wasn't quite sure if he should or not.
 
   "What's wrong, Admiral?" I asked, gently prodding him to speak his mind.
 
   Admiral Edeson looked around us like he was searching for an eavesdropper among the well-tended bushes in the garden we stood in, but, to my eyes at least, we appeared to be completely alone.
 
   "Queen Sora said she would send us supplies and craftsmen to help us with the repairs right after we arrived," Admiral Edeson said in a low voice. "But we haven't been given either. If we could just get the supplies we need, I feel confident my men and I could do the repairs ourselves."
 
   "Has a reason been given for the delay?" I asked.
 
   The admiral shook his head. "No, your majesty. I've made inquiries every day since we've been here but have yet to receive a real answer to explain the holdup."
 
   "I will ask Queen Sora about it this afternoon when I have tea with her," I tell him. "And don't worry, Admiral, I will get you and your men what you need. You have my word on that."
 
   Admiral Edeson bowed to me again. "I have no doubt that you will do as you say, my queen. Honestly, I'm just happy you made it out of Vankara safely. We were all worried about your well-being and that of the princess."
 
   "My daughter is safe and well," I assured him. "And there is no need to worry about either of us. Vankars are survivors which is something Queen Nuala should have considered before invading my country."
 
   "Have you heard about our plans to go to the dragon isles?" Fallon asked.
 
   "I've heard rumors among the locals in town. There's even a wager on whether or not you will succeed, my queen," Admiral Edeson said with a lopsided grin.
 
   "And how are my odds?" I asked out of curiosity.
 
   The admiral looked rather sheepish before saying, "The odds are a hundred to one...against you securing an alliance with the dragons, your majesty."
 
   "Then do me a favor," I told him, holding my head up a notch higher. "Place a wager on my behalf because I don't intend to fail. If the Kamorans are foolish enough to bet against me, we might as well take their money for their lack of faith."
 
   The admiral chuckled. "Yes, your majesty. I will do that as soon as I leave here."
 
   "Good," I said, smiling at the admiral. "Now, go back and tell your men that they will be receiving the supplies they need before we leave for the dragon isle. They have the word of their queen that it will be taken care of."
 
   "I will give them your message, Queen Emma." Admiral Edeson looks over at Fallon. "If you don't mind me saying so, I'm glad to see you chose to become the Queen's Marshal, Fallon. If ever there was a time we needed someone like you, it's now."
 
   Fallon tilted his head forward with a small, pleased smile on his face at the compliment.
 
   The admiral bowed to me and then turned on his heels and left.
 
   I heard Fallon begin to chuckle. I turned to look at him and found him looking at me with amusement dancing in the light of his eyes.
 
   "And what do you find so humorous, Marshal Fallon?" I asked, unable to suppress a smile of my own in the face of his mirth.
 
   "It's just that Emma never would have done such a thing," he said with a small shake of his head. "Placing a bet on herself wouldn't have even crossed her mind."
 
   "Did I make a mistake?" I asked, worried I might have done something so out of character for the queen that I may have cast suspicion on myself.
 
   Fallon shook his head. "No, most definitely not. It made the admiral more at ease with you, which is important in a time like this. He needed to feel your confidence in order to make it easier for him to regain his own. I know Oliver well. I'm sure he feels an enormous amount of guilt over the loss of so much of the fleet. He's one of those rare commanders who takes a personal interest in his men. You did well, Sarah. You gave him a reason to stay hopeful about us winning this war."
 
   "And what do you think?" I asked. "Do you think we can drive the Fae out and take our country back?"
 
   Fallon sighed heavily. "I think we can... as long as Queen Sora gives us her troops, and we can forge an alliance with the dragons. The Fae's ability to attack us from the air gives them an enormous advantage. We have to be able to counteract it if we're going to have any hope of winning."
 
   "Unfortunately, I can only guarantee one of those things," Aurora tells me.
 
   I can feel Aurora's confidence that her kin will accept our plea for help and aid us in our fight against the Fae. I just hope she's right.
 
   "If Queen Sora doesn't help us," I said, "there is always Aleksander's bargain to fall back on."
 
   Fallon's expression turned from amused to troubled.
 
   "His semi-veiled attempt at blackmail should only be considered as a last resort," he said. "You shouldn't have to trade yourself to him just to gain his help. No self-respecting man would do such a thing to a lady much less a queen. He's basically asking you to prostitute yourself out to him, and I won't stand idly by and let you do that when there are other options still available to us."
 
   "But time is one of our enemies as well," I reminded him. "The longer we wait to flush the Fae out of Vankara the more lives we'll lose. Between the plagues and this war, the people of Vankara have lost enough because of Nuala. If it is within my power to ease their pain and prevent any more lives from being lost, I'll do whatever I have to."
 
   "You sound almost resigned to that fate," Fallon said.
 
   "Not resigned," I assured him. "But, there is nothing I wouldn't personally sacrifice in order to win this war. And if that means marrying Aleksander to secure his troops, so be it."
 
   "Then I will do whatever I have to do to make sure you don't have to marry a man like that. He isn't good enough for you. I hope you know that."
 
   As I looked at Fallon and take note of the grim determination on his face to make sure I didn't have to marry Aleksander to save Vankara, I began to wonder if Inara's observations were correct. Could Fallon harbor feelings for me, the real me? Or did he still see the woman he loved once upon a time standing in front of him?
 
   The way he was looking at me now seemed to indicate that he might actually see the real me. But, what exactly did I feel for him? Could I trust my feelings to be my own, or were they simply being influenced by the remnants of Queen Emma's love for Fallon? 
 
   "He does truly care for you," Aurora said to me. 
 
   "But is it me he sees, or does he see Queen Emma?"
 
   "I have no way of knowing that," Aurora admitted. "But it's you who is standing in front of him now, not her."
 
   "Who do you see when you look at me like that, Fallon?" I asked, not seeing any reason not to get clarification. I needed to know the answer, and Fallon was the only one who could give it to me.
 
   "Like I told you before," Fallon said in a low voice, taking one-step closer to me so that only inches separated us, "I see you, Sarah."
 
   "But how can you see me?" I whispered. "How can you see past what I look like?"
 
   Fallon kept his gaze locked with mine. "There's something in your eyes that's totally different from her. I don't want to speak ill of the dead, but Emma always had a coldness, an aloofness about her that kept her separated from others. She never truly let anyone inside her heart except for Dena. Emma never allowed any man to claim her. I think she felt like she couldn't afford to as queen and still retain who she was... who she needed to be."
 
   Involuntarily, I lowered a hand to my abdomen and wondered about the baby growing inside me. Who actually fathered the child? A small part of me wished it belonged to Fallon, but I knew that would have to be a miracle to be fact. Queen Emma and Fallon hadn't seen each other in years before the day she died.
 
   If the child growing inside me did in fact belong to Aleksander...
 
   "I feel sure he isn't the father, Sarah...." Aurora grumbled after reading the train of my thoughts.
 
   If the child belonged to Aleksander, then I might not have a choice in who I married.
 
   "What happens if this child is in fact Aleksander's?" I asked Fallon directly, needing to know the consequence of such a connection between the Queen of Vankara and the King of Chromis, and needing to know what Fallon thought about me having another man's babe within my womb. "Considering it's a boy, will Aleksander expect me to marry him so he can legitimize his son and make him his heir?"
 
   "You are not obligated to marry anyone," Fallon said emphatically. "Aleksander can claim the child as his own if that's what he wants to do, but you don't have to marry him to make the child legitimate. You are the queen of the most powerful nation in the world. You don't have to do anything you don't want to."
 
   Fallon lifted his right hand and gently cupped one side of my face.
 
   "What is it that you want to do, Sarah?" Fallon whispered. "What is your heart telling you it wants?"
 
   I felt confused and found it hard to think straight with Fallon's penetrating gaze searching for an answer within the deepest recesses of my soul. 
 
   My heart wanted to accept what Fallon seemed to be offering, but my mind warned against it. There were too many unknowns to face, too many variables to know exactly what the right path to take was. And I knew, if I followed my heart in that moment, I would simply throw my arms around Fallon's neck and kiss him passionately to relieve its ache.
 
   Fallon's heart seemed to be on a parallel path with my own. He lowered his head as if he intended to kiss me, and I simply stood there, breathlessly waiting, doing nothing to stop him.
 
   Someone cleared their throat beside us and broke the bubble of intimacy surrounding us. We both realized we weren't alone but neither of us made to move away from each other quickly. Finally, Fallon took a step back from me and moved his hand away from my face to drop it back down to his side.
 
   I turned to find Arisu, Queen Sora's servant, standing a few feet up the stone path from us.
 
   "Please excuse my intrusion, your majesty," Arisu said bowing to me at the waist, looking completely embarrassed that she interrupted us. "Queen Sora sent me to help you dress for the tea ceremony. She expects you there shortly."
 
   I looked back at Fallon, but saw that his emotions were closed off with the appearance of Arisu, and that we were back to our parts as queen and Queen's Marshal.
 
   "Thank you, Arisu, I would appreciate your assistance," I told her.
 
   Fallon turned to the side and held out a crooked arm for me to take, keeping his gaze averted from mine for some reason.
 
   As we followed Arisu back to my room in the palace, I felt a tenseness in Fallon that wasn't there before. Perhaps I shouldn't have been so forward with him, but I needed to know what his feelings were towards me.
 
   "They're quite obvious now, if you ask me," Aurora said. "The only question is...are you brave enough to acknowledge that you have feelings for him too?"
 
   "I'm not sure," I admitted. "And I'm not sure I have the luxury of time to decide one way or the other."
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   I was grateful for Arisu's practiced assistance in dressing me appropriately for the tea ceremony with Queen Sora. I wasn't accustomed to wearing such fashion, but she made quick work of getting me into the kimono she herself made for me. After I was properly attired, Arisu escorted me out of my room where I found my small contingent of friends awaiting me in the hallway.
 
   "Is everyone going?" I asked them. "I assumed this would be a private affair."
 
   "It is," Fallon said, looking troubled. "We just wanted to wish you luck in your dealings with her."
 
   "And don't take any crap from her, Em," Inara said fiercely. "She might think she has the upper hand but don't give in to her demands too quickly. We're not beggars here."
 
   Silently, I had to disagree with Inara. We were beggars here. We were begging for the Kamorans help in a war we couldn't win on our own.
 
   "Just do what needs to be done, within reason of course," Dracen advised sagely. "You will know in your heart whether or not her demands are just or simply ones born out of her own greed. Like any good bargainer, she will start out asking for the moon. It will be your job to bring her back down to earth for a reasonable offer."
 
   I looked at Able as he stood silently by Inara's side and could tell by the way he was biting his lower lip that he desperately wanted to tell the others about the prophetic vision he saw. Ever so slightly, so as not to be noticed by the others, I shook my head at him.
 
   He stopped biting his lip and nodded imperceptibly.
 
   "Niece!"
 
   I looked behind me and saw the king's only son, Ren, approaching us. He had an easy smile about him as he strolled up the hallway towards us.
 
   "Uncle," I said in return. "What brings you to us?"
 
   Ren stopped in front of me. "I thought I would escort you to Sora." Ren briefly glanced in Arisu's direction, and I saw a faint blush redden the other woman's cheeks. "I thought it might give us a chance to catch up with one another."
 
   "Of course," I said, hoping Ren didn't expect me to remember the last time we saw each other. It had to have been at the funeral of his mother, Queen Emma's grandmother.
 
   I turned to my friends. "I'll see you all when I return," I told them, noting the worry in each of their gazes, especially Dracen, as if I was about to walk to the gallows instead of to a negotiation.
 
   I quickly turned away from them before their worry could infect my thoughts and began to walk down the hall with Ren at my side. Arisu followed behind us at a discreet distance.
 
   "Why don't you tell them what the boy saw?" Aurora asked me as we walked further down the corridor. "Surely you would be safer if they knew what to look out for."
 
   "I will tell them later," I assured her. "If I tell them now, they won't let me go to this tea ceremony with Sora alone. In fact, I have a feeling Inara would physically hold me down on the ground to prevent me from going at all."
 
   "Maybe that's a good thing," Aurora said. "Maybe you shouldn't be alone with her. We already know she's vile. She could be dangerous too!"
 
   "Perhaps," I agreed. "But I don't need for her to know we suspect her of anything nefarious. If she does, she might ask us to leave and not offer us her troops. There are far too many ‘ifs’ at this point to make a rational decision. Let's learn all we can first before we make any rash assumptions and let our emotions rule our actions."
 
   "I don't like it," Aurora huffed, curling up on my shoulder with her head turned away from me. "I don't like it one bit."
 
   There wasn't much for me to do to ease my little dragonling's worries. I simply had to follow what my heart was telling me to do, just as Dracen said I should.
 
   As Ren and I walked through the palace, I said, "I assume you don't just want to chitchat, Uncle."
 
   Ren grinned. "Smart as ever, Emma. No, I don't want to have a simple chitchat. I want to warn you about Sora. Don't trust her."
 
   "I think it might be more helpful if you told me something I didn't already know," I chided good- naturedly. "But, what exactly are your reasons for telling me that?"
 
   Ren placed a hand on my arm to bring me to a stop.
 
   In a whisper he said, "There have been rumors that she practices dark magic. I believe she's using this magic to control my father."
 
   I felt Aurora lift her head and look at Ren, forgetting her pout considering this new revelation.
 
   "That could explain the strangeness about the king I sensed," Aurora said.
 
   "Do you have any proof?" I asked Ren.
 
   Ren sighed heavily. "No, I don't have any yet. Nevertheless, I have spies working on the matter. If I can prove she's practicing dark magic, I can have her executed and hopefully break whatever hold she has over my father."
 
   "I didn't realize you killed people for practicing that sort of magic."
 
   "Once someone turns to the dark arts," Ren told me, "there's no saving them. It's better for everyone if they’re put to death quickly like any rabid dog. Their soul is eaten up by darkness, and they can't be saved. While you are with Sora today, would you mind doing me a favor?"
 
   "And what would this favor involve exactly?"
 
   "While you're with her, look for any clues that she's using dark magic."
 
   "I'm not sure I would know it even if I saw it," I confessed.
 
   "I believe you're smart enough to pick up on such things if you see it, Emma. Dark magic can manifest itself in many different ways. Just be mindful of things around you while you're with her."
 
   "Do you think she would try to use her powers on me?" I asked.
 
   Ren shrugged. "I have no way of knowing for sure, but I wouldn't put it past her. Just be careful, Emma. And for goodness sakes, don't trust a word she says."
 
   I nodded, having already decided that very thing.
 
   Ren and I continued to walk, but I had no idea where he was taking me until we reached the landing area where my airship was moored.
 
   "Why are we up here?" I asked.
 
   Ren held out a hand pointing to Sora's three mechanical dragons. I saw Sora, dressed in her leather-riding outfit, speaking with her two female riding companions. I assumed the women also served as her guards since they both carried swords on their backs.
 
   "I don't understand," I said to Ren.
 
   "She's going to take you to her private sanctuary in the mountains," Ren said. "It's a holy place to her because that's where she was born. If she is indeed practicing dark magic, I believe that's where she does it."
 
   "Absolutely not!" Aurora said emphatically. "Sarah, you can't go with that woman!"
 
   "Aurora, please," I said. "You're giving me a headache with all your yelling. Trust that I know what I'm doing."
 
   "But..."
 
   "No buts," I said looking at her on my shoulder before saying my next words. "Let me handle things, please."
 
   Aurora did not look happy, but she didn't say anything else either.
 
   "Are you speaking with your dragon somehow? I’ve heard legends that someone bonded to a dragon can speak with them through their thoughts." Ren said, closely watching my silent interaction with Aurora.
 
   "Your legends are correct. The bond we share connects our minds somehow," I told him. "Apparently, when you bond with a dragon it's not just on a physical level."
 
   Ren smiled. "That's brilliant!"
 
   I laughed. "Not so brilliant when you have to deal with a nagging little voice inside your head all the time."
 
   "I do not nag," Aurora grumbled. "I'm simply trying to look out for you."
 
   "And I love you for it," I told her. "But I need a clear head while I'm with Sora. So, please, let me handle things without you warning me about her every five seconds. I know she's dangerous. I'm not a fool, Aurora. Of anyone, you should know that. And if you see something that should be brought to my attention, please tell me. I treasure your counsel just not your constant worry."
 
   "Fine," Aurora said, not exactly sounding pleased but accepting my request of her.
 
   "I think I will leave you here," Ren told me. "Sora and I don't exactly have the best relationship. She's probably wondering why I walked you up here as it is. Good luck, Emma. I hope you get what you want from her and don't have to trade in your soul to get it."
 
   Ren turned and walked back inside the palace. Arisu walked up to my side, patiently waiting for me.
 
   I faced back towards Sora and her guards. They were watching me closely now, and I could see Ren was right. Sora's eyes held a note of suspicion, and it was plain to see she was wondering what her stepson had just told me.
 
   I took in a deep breath as Arisu and I walked over to her.
 
   "Head up," Aurora advised me. "Remember who you are no matter what she says to you. You are the leader of a nation full of people who need you to succeed here. Don't let them or yourself down by thinking you’re less than she is. If anything, you are more than she will ever be."
 
   Sora's lips stretched into a rather forced, polite smile.
 
   "I suppose Ren already told you where we are going for tea?" Sora said.
 
   "Yes, he said it was in the mountains where you were born."
 
   "I built a private sanctuary there not long after I became queen. It's my own little retreat away from palace life. It can only be reached by air so we'll have to take my dragons."
 
   I looked at Sora's leather pant outfit. "I'm not sure I'm dressed properly for a ride on one of your mechanical dragons."
 
   Sora's smile widened as she looked me up and down appraisingly. "Oh, you're dressed just fine. You'll be riding behind me. All you have to do is hold on. Do you feel strong enough to do that?"
 
   I had the distinct feeling her question held a double meaning.
 
   "Yes," I told her. "I'm strong enough to handle most anything."
 
   "I guess we'll see."
 
   Sora turned her back to me and walked to the other side of her steam-powered dragon. Her two guards went to their own mounts, and Arisu followed one of the guards.
 
   I followed Sora since she was supposed to be my ride. She helped me hop into the seat on the back of her dragon before taking her place in the seat in front of me. The skirt of my kimono was tight, and I had no choice but to ride with my legs hanging off to one side. I would have much preferred to wear something with pants like Sora but wasn't afforded the luxury. I felt sure it was part of her plan to put me off balance and make me feel vulnerable.
 
   "Here," Sora said, handing me a helmet similar to her own. "You're going to need this to protect your face. It gets rather chilly up there, especially with the north wind blowing at that elevation."
 
   I placed the helmet on my head, and Sora adjusted it so that the lower portion covered my face properly.
 
   "Wouldn't want you to catch your death of cold, now would we?" She said, sounding amused by her own question.
 
   "Ohhh," Aurora said with temper flaring. "I really don't like her, Sarah."
 
   "Neither do I," I admitted. "But liking her has nothing to do with this negotiation. Let her play her little mind games. I'm not intimidated by them."
 
   Sora turned around and began to manipulate the controls of her dragon.
 
   "Wrap your arms around my waist," Sora instructed me.
 
   I did as she said because she was really the only thing available to hold onto.
 
   I suddenly felt the mechanical dragon lurch forward as it ran down the platform and then leapt into the air. I felt my breath catch in my throat as we soared into the sky. The exhilaration of flying through the air was unlike anything I had ever experienced before. The wind nipped at my exposed skin, but its coldness wasn't unpleasant. I looked down and marveled at the beauty of Kamora. Agriculture was how most Kamorans made their living. From this height, the fallow fields below us looked like a patchwork quilt stitched together by the hand of God himself. 
 
   "It's beautiful," I said.
 
   "Yes," Sora replied, glancing down, "it is. And I intend to keep it that way."
 
   Sora's words brought me up short. Not so much because of the words she said but the way in which she said them. I knew in that moment that Sora truly did love her country. She wasn't pretending about that for my benefit.
 
   It didn't take us long to reach Sora's personal sanctuary. It was more modest than I thought it would be. The building was a one level wood structure that was beautifully constructed but rather simple in design. 
 
   Sora landed her mechanical dragon down beside it. After she turned her dragon off, she hopped down and reached up to help me dismount. I took off the helmet she gave me to wear and placed it on the dragon's back for use on the return trip.
 
   "If there is a return trip," Aurora warned. 
 
   I completely ignored Aurora and focused my attention on Sora.
 
   Sora took her helmet off and left it on the back of her dragon as well.
 
   "Come with me, Emma," Sora said. "Let's have our tea and see what it is we can do for one another's countries."
 
   I followed Sora up the steps to her sanctuary. Her two guards opened the sliding wooden doors to allow us entry. Within the room we entered, there was a woman already sitting inside. She sat in front of a fire pit built into the floor in the center of the room. A large black kettle hung above the flames. The woman was surrounded by a small collection of other items including two small white porcelain bowls, a napkin, a small container with a whisk, and a wooden ladle. Arisu immediately walked over to the woman and sat down beside her.
 
   Sora walked up to a small sitting area on a raised platform by a wall of glass, which looked out onto a rather strange garden. Within the garden was a large area made entirely of pure, white sand with an intricate design flowing across its surface. Large rocks were positioned strategically within the area and very little vegetation was present.
 
   As Sora walked over to the far side of the small, low to the floor table on the platform, I stood on the other side of it waiting to see what was expected of me next.
 
   With her back to me, Sora said over her shoulder, "Please sit down, Emma. I just need to change."
 
   "Oh, is she going to change into someone nice?" Aurora asked sarcastically.
 
   I sat down on the small pillow by the table. Both Aurora and I soon learned what she meant. Sora’s two guards approached her and began to undress their queen out of her riding outfit.
 
   "Is she supposed to be doing that in front of us?" Aurora asked, sounding as shocked as I felt.
 
   "Maybe nudity isn't considered a private matter in this country," I replied. "Either that or she's trying to throw me off guard with the display."
 
   "I would vote for the latter knowing her," Aurora said.
 
   I didn't flinch. I didn't let it show that it bothered me in the slightest because if there was one thing I would not do is give Sora the satisfaction of thinking she was embarrassing me.
 
   After her leather corset was removed, I saw that Sora had a large tattoo on her back. It was of a red dragon. Its shape was serpentine, much like her mechanical one and seemed to reach from the top of her left shoulder past the waistline of her pants. Once her pants were removed, I could see that its body wrapped around her at the waist and continued down to her right ankle.
 
   "That's a beautiful tattoo," I commented, meaning the words but also making sure Sora understood her exhibition wasn't rattling me.
 
   Sora looked over her left shoulder at me with a raised eyebrow. Apparently, she thought I would have looked away by now out of propriety. I saw her smile and a look of at least a small amount of respect entered her eyes.
 
   "Thank you," she said. "I had it done not too long ago."
 
   "Why do you seem so fascinated with dragons?" I asked.
 
   One of Sora's guards opened a wardrobe on the far side of the room and brought back a lovely, royal purple kimono embroidered with gold dragons. While her guards were helping her slip into it, Sora said, "They've always fascinated me. As a child living here in the mountains, I could sometimes see them flying in the sky on clear days."
 
   "Their island is that close?"
 
   "No, not really," she answered, turning around to face me while one of her guards brushed out her long black hair. "But, I guess even dragons like to travel away from home on occasion."
 
   "We had no idea there was a host of them living on the other side of the Iron Wall from us."
 
   "Then you need better spies, Emma," Sora said almost like a chastisement.
 
   "The ones we sent over were killed."
 
   "Like I said," Sora sat down across the table from me looking at me meaningfully, "you need better spies."
 
   Sora looked over at the woman sitting by the fire pit and nodded her head. This set the woman into motion, and she began preparing our tea. Her actions were very precise as she set to work. It was a beautiful display of controlled movements.
 
   "Now," Sora said, drawing my attention back to her, "what I propose in exchange for our help in your war is this. We will give you the troops you need, but we want a quarter of your reclaimed land and a marriage between my son and your daughter on her eighteenth birthday. However, all of this is contingent on you gaining an alliance with the dragons. If you can't get their help, then I do not intend to send my men to your country just to be butchered by the Fae queen's dragon corp. I think you've seen quite enough of that with your own men."
 
   "There's no way you're getting an inch of Vankaran soil," I told her, remembering what Dracen said about her asking for the moon on her first offer. I also remembered what Fallon told me about this marriage agreement. It wasn't set in stone, just a tool to be used to get what we needed. "I will agree to the marriage and a handsome monetary sum to compensate for your assistance in this matter."
 
   Sora sat silently for a moment. I had the feeling she was trying to judge whether she could get anything else out of me during this negotiation.
 
   "Also," Sora said, drawing the word out, "once you have a deal set with the dragons, I want you to help me make one with them as well."
 
   "Absolutely not!" Aurora shouted, forcing me to close my eyes for a moment from the pain her shout caused inside my head. I already had a headache, and her constant yelling wasn't helping matters.
 
   "I'm sorry, Sarah," Aurora said in a whisper. "Have I caused your headache?"
 
   "Humans get them from time to time," I told her. "But if you could keep from shouting inside my head, I would wholeheartedly appreciate it, Aurora."
 
   "I will try, Sarah," Aurora promised. "But this woman is asking for something you cannot promise."
 
   "Why did your attempt fail? And how were you even able to speak with them in the first place?" I asked Sora, not making any promises and trying to learn what the Kamoran queen did wrong during her visit to the dragons so that I wouldn't make the same mistake.
 
   Sora averted her gaze away from me and looked out the glass wall to her sand garden.
 
   "I went there and spoke to one of them. I wasn’t sure if the dragon understood what I was saying until…," she trialed off , like the memory of her visit still haunted her, and she didn’t want to speak of it any more than she had to. “Just be prepared to meet your true self when you’re with them."
 
   I felt my head tilt of its own accord.
 
   "What do you mean exactly?"
 
   Sora slowly returned her gaze back to me, and I could see fear in the irises of her eyes.
 
   "They will make you face the worst memories you have about yourself. If you come out of the experience whole, they might ally with you. If you do not, they won't. It's that simple."
 
   "And did you attempt to pass their test?"
 
   Sora returned her gaze back out the window.
 
   "I wasn't strong enough," she said, an admission which seemed to pain her to make. "And that's why they didn't accept my offer for an alliance. But, I can't imagine you have memories anywhere close to mine. I'm sure your life has been filled with parties, beautiful dresses, and handsome suitors. King Leopold was a protective father, from what I've been told. You should have a far easier time of forming an alliance with them than I did. You also have the added benefit of already being bonded with one of their kind. Everything is in your favor, Emma. There's no reason for you not to succeed."
 
   "Well, at least she's that smart," Aurora said.
 
   "I will ask on your behalf," I told Sora. "But in the end, if the dragons don't want you as their ally, there's really nothing I can do about that."
 
   Sora sighed and nodded, knowing I was right.
 
   "I suppose that will have to do," Sora said. "You have the might of the Kamoran army at your service then, Queen Emma. I hope you use them wisely."
 
   "There's one more thing," I said. "My fleet needs the supplies that were promised to repair their ships. Why has that been delayed?"
 
   "Well, I couldn't very well have an entire armada of Vankaran ships anchored in my harbor in fighting condition, now could I? A deal between us needed to be settled on first. Your men will get what they need when I return to the palace. You have my word."
 
   I returned my attention to the woman who was preparing our tea. She was pouring steaming water from the black kettle in the fire pit into one of the white bowls which now had what looked like ground green tea leaves inside it. After dispensing the water into the bowl, she used the small whisk at her side to stir the mixture. She repeated this process with the second bowl. It took quite a while for her to finish the ceremony of tea making. Afterwards, Arisu brought the bowls of tea to us.
 
   Sora lifted her bowl and held it out slightly as if she was making a toast.
 
   "To the alliance between Kamora and Vankara," she said. "May it last for a thousand years."
 
   I held my bowl out as well and added, "Hopefully more."
 
   Sora smiled which took me by surprise because it was a genuine one this time.
 
   After we drank our tea, Sora said, "One of my guards will take you back to the palace. I'm going to stay here for a while to work on a small project of mine."
 
   "Some dark magic project, most likely," Aurora whispered in my head, knowing my headache had grown exponentially worse over the course of the visit.
 
   I stood from the table.
 
   "Thank you. I would appreciate a return to the palace now. My head is hurting for some reason."
 
   "It could be the thin air up here," Sora said. "Some people with weak constitutions have a hard time with it."
 
   "I'm perfectly healthy," I told her.
 
   "Of course you are," Sora said. "And perfectly pregnant. Mind me asking if your Queen's Marshal is the father?"
 
   I wasn't sure how Sora knew I was pregnant but didn't feel it was worth arguing about.
 
   "No, he isn't the father. Why would you assume such a thing?"
 
   "Well, I did see you and him exit your bedchamber in the airship when you first arrived. And I was told there was an almost kiss in one of the palace gardens earlier. It wasn't hard to put two and two together, Emma. But, if he isn't the father, who is?"
 
   "That's really none of your concern," I told her, remembering what Fallon said earlier about perception being everything. It made me wonder who else Sora would tell my secret to. Not that I cared about my reputation. I had more important matters to worry about than a stain on my virtue. I just hoped word didn't somehow spread to the ears of one Aleksander Chromis.
 
   "You're absolutely right," Sora agreed, standing to her own feet. "It's none of my business."
 
   One of Sora's guards walked up to me.
 
   "Hana will escort you back to the palace," Sora said, looking meaningfully at her guard. "We have a celebration planned for this evening to wish you luck on your journey to the dragon isles and to celebrate the alliance between our two nations."
 
   "Then I would appreciate going back to the palace now to prepare for it," I told her.
 
   Sora nodded to her guard. "Escort Queen Emma to the palace safely, Hana. Then come back here so you can help me with what we discussed earlier."
 
   Hana bowed to her queen and looked to me.
 
   "Are you ready, Queen Emma?" Hana asked me.
 
   I nodded my head slowly because even that small motion seemed to double the ache inside my head.
 
   "I will see you tonight," Sora said to me, right before turning away and walking down the only hallway leading out of the room into the rest of the structure. Arisu and the other guard followed her.
 
   Hana and I walked out to the mechanical dragon she rode. After she helped me onto the back of her dragon, she retrieved my helmet from where I left it on Sora's mount. While she was doing that, I noticed black smoke coming from somewhere behind the house.
 
   "Is something burning?" I asked Hana when she returned and handed me my helmet.
 
   Hana looked at the column of black smoke rising up into the sky.
 
   "No."
 
   And that was all the answer I got before Hana took her seat in front of me.
 
   "Please hold on to me, Queen Emma," she instructed.
 
   I did as she asked and wrapped my arms around her waist like I did with Sora earlier.
 
   As we lifted off the ground, I looked back at Sora's compound and saw that the black smoke was emanating from a small building a short distance away from the main house.
 
   "Probably her den of dark magic," Aurora said knowingly.
 
   "It's not exactly evidence of anything," I told my little dragonling.
 
   As we were flying away, I felt a need to look back over my shoulder. I completely stopped breathing when I saw what was behind me.
 
   The black smoke wasn't just an amorphous pillar anymore.
 
   It had transformed itself into the shape of a cobra.
 
   And it was looking straight at me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   "Well if that isn't proof of dark magic," Aurora said, "I don't know what is."
 
   I couldn't find a strong enough argument against Aurora's words. The phantom cobra suddenly dissipated after a strong gust of wind blew through its center, forever erasing it from existence.
 
   While we rode back to the palace, Aurora remained silent for the most part. She knew my headache had grown progressively worse and that my head literally felt like a separate, throbbing entity sitting on top of my shoulders.
 
   "You should lie down and rest when we get back," Aurora advised. "With all the stress you're under, it's no wonder your head is hurting. I can't imagine that this is very good for the baby either."
 
   After Hana landed her mechanical dragon on the palace's platform, she leapt out of her seat and helped me down. She then escorted me back to my chambers. Almost as soon as I entered the hallway leading to my room, I saw Fallon and Dracen exit their own rooms a little further down the corridor.
 
   "Glad to see you made it back in one piece," Fallon said as he and Dracen walked towards me, but his eyes immediately narrowed on me with concern. "What's wrong? You look like you're in pain."
 
   "I just have a bad headache," I told him. "I'm sure it'll pass."
 
   Hana turned to me and bowed at the waist. "I will leave you with your friends, Queen Emma. The celebration this evening will begin at seven. Arisu should be back by then to help you prepare for it."
 
   "Thank you," I said to Hana. "I look forward to the festivities."
 
   After Hana was well out of earshot, Dracen asked, "Well, how did it go? Were you able to negotiate a fair deal with her?"
 
   "Yes. We get her troops. I only had to agree to a marriage between her son and Dena when she turns eighteen. Plus, a handsome monetary sum for her assistance. She was easier to deal with than I expected. I think she knew I wouldn't accept her first offer because she didn't seem too perturbed that I refused to even consider it."
 
   "What was included in her first offer?" Fallon asked with a lift of his eyebrows, obviously curious to hear what Sora asked for.
 
   In spite of my headache, I smiled. "She wanted a quarter of Vankaran land."
 
   "She did ask for the moon," Dracen said with a chuckle and slight shake of his head at the Kamoran queen's audacity.
 
   "Yes," I agreed. "She did, but I took your advice and brought her back down to earth. I don't think she considered it a serious offer because she didn't fight me on the point when I said no. The promise of a large sum of money seemed to satisfy her greed. She also promised to send our ships the supplies they need to start repairs."
 
   "Good," Fallon said with a satisfied nod. "I'll get a message to Edeson and let him know they're coming."
 
   "Are you going to tell them about what we saw there?" Aurora gently prodded.
 
   I sighed because I really didn't want to get into all that right then, but I knew if I didn't Aurora would have a fit.
 
   "I most certainly would not have a fit," Aurora said sounding rather indignant. "I'm simply trying to look out for you."
 
   "Then can I please get a little rest first?" I asked her. "I'm having a hard enough time just standing here much less coming up with the words to explain what we saw. I promise I will tell them after I get some rest."
 
   "Yes, Sarah," Aurora said sympathetically. "It can wait. Make your excuses to them and lie down. I know how tired you are."
 
   "If you gentleman will excuse me, my headache isn't getting any better. I would like to go lie down for a while."
 
   Both Dracen and Fallon looked concerned for my well-being.
 
   "Is there anything we can do for you?" Dracen asked. "Would you like me to seek out one of their healers?"
 
   I shook my head. "No, I think I just need some rest is all."
 
   "You get all the rest you need. We'll make sure no one disturbs you," Fallon promised.
 
   "Thank you," I told him, doing my best to give him a grateful smile, but I fear it came out looking more like a grimace.
 
   Fallon slid the door to my chambers open for me. "I'll wake you if you don't get up on your own before the festivities are scheduled to begin."
 
   I nodded letting him know I appreciated him looking out for me.
 
   "I approve of Fallon if you wish for him to be your mate," Aurora said after Fallon closed the door behind me.
 
   "I wasn't aware that I actually needed your approval," I replied.
 
   "You don't," Aurora admitted, although sounding reluctant to do so, "but I thought I would give it anyway."
 
   I laid down on the soft palette on the floor and expected sleep to elude me for a while. The next thing I know, I feel someone caressing the side of my face and softly calling out my name.
 
   "Sarah, it's time to wake up."
 
   I opened my eyes and saw Fallon knelt on one knee beside me. He took his hand away from my face and smiled.
 
   "Arisu is here to help you dress for the celebration," he told me. "I asked her to wait outside first though. I wanted to make sure you were well enough to attend, or should we send our regrets?"
 
   "No," I said, "we need to go. It wouldn't look right if we didn't at least make an appearance. The Kamorans might take it as a sign of apathy on our part and withdraw their support."
 
   Fallon helped me sit up. My head was still throbbing, and I didn't feel as though I had gotten any rest at all.
 
   "How long have I been asleep?" I asked.
 
   "Four hours," Fallon said, watching me carefully. "Your headache hasn't gone away, has it?"
 
   I almost shake my head but think better of that particular action.
 
   "No," I told him. "I still have it."
 
   "Then let's go make an appearance at this shindig and then get you some help afterwards. There has to be a doctor in this country with some medicine for a headache.”
 
   Fallon stood and stretched out a helping hand to me. I accepted his aid and managed to stand up. Though, I instantly wished I could lie back down again. I had to raise a hand to my temples just to ease the ache there with a small bit of applied pressure at those points.
 
   “Have you ever had headaches this bad before?” Fallon asked, his voice filled with worry over my condition.
 
   “No,” I said in a low voice because even the sound of my own speech caused me pain. "Sora said it might be a result of spending time at a higher elevation, but if that were the case, it seems like it should be gone now that I'm back here."
 
   Aurora is strangely quiet. I think she understood that I didn’t need the added stress of her voice echoing inside my head at that moment.
 
   “Then we won’t stay long at this party of theirs,” Fallon said. “After you make an appearance to thank them for their assistance, you should come back here and get some more rest. Is that understood?”
 
   I smiled weakly at Fallon.
 
   "I'm sorry. I was under the impression that I was your ruler not the other way around," I teased him, secretly finding it sweet that he would fuss so much over my welfare.
 
   Fallon raised an eyebrow at me.
 
   "It's obvious someone has to take care of you," he said. "I feel more than up to the challenge. I can be very persuasive when I need to be."
 
   "I don't think I would be able to present much of an opposition in my present condition anyway," I confessed.
 
   "Sarah," Aurora whispered, "you promised to tell them about Sora and what Able saw in his vision."
 
   I sighed in resignation because I knew she was right.
 
   "While Arisu helps me get dressed," I said to Fallon, "do you think you could gather the others? I need to tell you all some things."
 
   Fallon's eyes narrowed on me in concern. "What's wrong?"
 
   "Possibly nothing," I admitted. "I would rather tell you all together though. That way I only need to say it once."
 
   "All right," Fallon agreed, even if it was reluctantly. "I'll get them."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   Fallon walked to the sliding door and opened it.
 
   Arisu was standing out in the corridor with a dress draped over her arms. She bowed at the waist to Fallon as he filled the doorway.
 
   "The queen is ready for you now," Fallon told her.
 
   Fallon stepped out of the room so Arisu could walk in.
 
   Fallon turned back around in the hallway to face me.
 
   "I'll be back in a few minutes," he said.
 
   I got the feeling his words weren't only for my benefit, but also for Arisu’s, so she would know how much time she had to help me change clothes.
 
   Fallon closed the door while Arisu laid out the kimono she had in her arms on a nearby table.
 
   "Do you think I could just wear one of my own dresses tonight?" I asked Arisu.
 
   The kimonos were beautiful, but their narrow skirts made walking extremely awkward.
 
   Arisu looked a bit startled by my innocent suggestion.
 
   "Does this dress not please you?" Arisu asked, sounding like a wounded animal. "I am sorry my sewing is not up to Vankaran standards, Queen Emma. If you would rather wear something one of your own seamstresses made, I can prepare one of your personal gowns."
 
   I sigh inwardly. My intention wasn’t to shame the poor woman or insult her sewing skills. I simply wanted to be comfortable in what I had to wear that evening, but sometimes comfort isn't the most important thing. 
 
   "It's a beautiful dress, Arisu, and you are a very talented seamstress. I will wear the kimono you made with much pride."
 
   Arisu smiled and looked somewhat relieved, for whatever reason. Though, I'm not sure why my acquiescence to wear her creation would make her feel that way.
 
   The kimono was made out of a dark maroon silk with small, hand stitched golden phoenixes in flight scattered in the fabric.
 
   "When did you make this dress?" I asked, thinking it odd Arisu would have dresses already made for me when I only just arrived that day and rather unexpectedly as well.
 
   "Your uncle was planning to visit you in a couple of weeks," Arisu told me as she helped me take off the kimono I wore to my meeting with Sora. "He asked me to make you these dresses as gifts to present to you. I suppose with everything that has happened in the past few days you must have forgotten about his planned visit."
 
   "Yes," I said, knowing I couldn't exactly tell Arisu the real reason I wasn't aware of my uncle's visit, "I guess it must have slipped my mind."
 
   Arisu held out the maroon kimono so I could slip my arms into it. When she pressed down on the seam of the dress across my shoulders, I cried out in pain as I felt something sharp embed itself into my flesh.
 
   "I need to take this off," I told her, wincing from the ache. "There's something sticking in my shoulder."
 
   Arisu quickly stripped the kimono off. I looked over at my right shoulder and saw a straight pin halfway embedded there.
 
   "I am so sorry," Arisu said, on the verge of tears. "I must have left it in the fabric after sewing and forgot to take it out."
 
   "It's all right," I told her, feeling a need to console the woman even though I was the one injured. "Could you pull it out of me please?"
 
   Arisu reached up and yanked the pin out in one swift motion.
 
   "Please accept my humblest of apologies, Queen Emma," Arisu said bowing at the waist to me in supplication. "I feel sure Queen Sora will make me pay dearly for this transgression once she finds out."
 
   I gently cupped Arisu's chin with one hand to make her look up at me.
 
   "There's no reason to tell her about this," I said. "It was simply an accident. No real harm was done."
 
   "But she should know of my carelessness," Arisu argued.
 
   "Everyone makes mistakes," I reassured her. "No one is perfect."
 
   Arisu stood back up and helped me finish dressing.
 
   "Arisu," I said, thinking this a perfect time to do a little fact finding of my own. "What did you and Queen Sora do when you left after the tea ceremony? Where did you go?"
 
   Arisu's movements stopped for a fraction of a second but then continued as if she realized her moment of hesitation.
 
   "She was preparing something special for you," Arisu said. 
 
   "Do you know what it was?"
 
   "No, your majesty. She doesn't allow us to go into one particular room of the outer building. I have no idea what she has planned."
 
   "Should I be concerned, Arisu? You did warn me earlier that she did something to the king."
 
   "I merely told you the rumors I have heard, Queen Emma. I have no way of knowing whether they are true. Queen Sora can be rather harsh when she wants to be, but she has never harmed me personally."
 
   Arisu then brushed out my hair and styled it into a neat, braided bun at the back of my head. She adorned my coiffed hair with a beautifully crafted comb, which she slid securely through the bun. The comb was in the shape of a phoenix with rubies for eyes and teardrop diamonds that hung from each feather of its out-stretched wings.
 
   "That's beautiful," I told Arisu. "Is it another gift from my uncle?"
 
   "Yes, your highness. He is very generous with his gifts to those he cares about."
 
   There was a soft knock at the door.
 
   "Queen Emma," Fallon said, "may we come in?"
 
   "Yes," I said turning towards the entrance of the room.
 
   Fallon opened the door, and I had to hold back a laugh when I caught sight of Inara. Apparently, I wasn't the only one expected to wear a snuggly fitting kimono to the party. Poor Inara looked like someone who agreed to wear a straitjacket and was trying to make the best of a bad situation. Her dress was a beautiful shade of pink with a white sash around the waist. Inara kept tugging at the front of this sash like it was personally offending her body in some way. Her long blonde hair had been styled into the same fashion as mine, which seemed to have caused my friend to develop a twitch of the neck showing her discomfort.
 
   Arisu bowed to me. "I will wait out in the hallway while you speak with your friends. When you are ready, I will escort you to the celebration."
 
   "Thank you, Arisu."
 
   After Arisu exited the room, my small contingent walked in one by one. I noted that the men had not been asked to wear anything special to the gathering. They were still dressed in the clothes they came to Kamora in. It seemed a bit like a double standard, but I let the discrepancy slip from my tired mind.
 
   They all walked over and made a half circle around me.
 
   "Fallon said you had a matter you wanted to discuss with us," Dracen said, looking concerned.
 
   "Yes." I looked over at Able. "Our young seer here thinks he may have seen my death."
 
   Able looked relieved that I finally decided to tell the others about his vision.
 
   Inara quickly erased that relief from his face with a hard smack on the young man's arm closest to her.
 
   "How could you keep something like that from me?" She asked him heatedly.
 
   Able rubbed the offended arm.
 
   "Queen Emma didn't want me to say anything. She made me promise not to," he replied in his own defense.
 
   Inara rolled her eyes at him and decided to turn her aggravation on me.
 
   "How are we supposed to protect you if you don't give us all the information?" She berated.
 
   "I didn't want to tell you until the negotiations were complete," I replied. "If you had known, you would have argued against me going with her this afternoon."
 
   "Damn right I would have, Em!" Inara said.
 
   "And thank you for proving my point," I told her before letting out a heavy sigh. "As you can see, I made it back in one piece, and I’m still alive."
 
   "Don't forget to tell them what we witnessed," Aurora reminded me gently. 
 
   "Before I left to go with Sora, my uncle insinuated that she may be involved in dark magic. Apparently, there is a rumor going around that she's used this magic on my grandfather in some way," I told them. "He asked me to watch for any proof of it while I was with her."
 
   "Did you see something odd while you were with her?" Fallon asked.
 
   "Yes, but I'm not sure what I saw exactly."
 
   "Describe it," Dracen said.
 
   "There was a pillar of black smoke coming from a chimney of an outer building she was in. It took on the shape of a cobra and, I could have sworn it was watching me as we flew away from her home. Does it sound like something you can conjure with dark magic?" I asked Dracen.
 
   "Hard to say," he replied thoughtfully. "It could have been, or it could have just been a harmless illusion. But, it seems as though Sora has some magic in her. Whether she's practicing dark magic is hard to tell. I think we should exercise extra caution while we remain here and leave as soon as we can without drawing suspicion."
 
   "I say we leave first thing in the morning," Inara said, sounding resolute in her suggestion.
 
   "I agree," Fallon said. "We have what we came for. It's reasonable for us to leave now and continue on to the next part of our mission. I'm sure Sora won't try to persuade you to stay any longer, unless she really does plan to kill you."
 
   Dracen looked over at Able. "Tell me exactly what you saw in this vision of yours."
 
   Able goes on to tell everyone what he told me.
 
   "Maybe we should just go right after this party is over," Inara said after listening to Able describe my fate according to him. "It could be what this little party of theirs is all about! Maybe they're just planning to sacrifice you, Emma. It's stupid to stay here. Let's just go!"
 
   "No," I said. "Sora is not going to sacrifice me in front of so many witnesses, and I refuse to run away like I'm scared of them. We will leave tomorrow morning. That will be soon enough."
 
   "Then I plan to stay right by your side until that time comes," Fallon told me. "We are not taking any chances with your life."
 
   "Agreed," Dracen said. "What's the point of saving Vankara if you're not there to lead it afterwards?"
 
   "Well, I'm not leaving your side either," Inara announced with a stubborn set to her jaw.
 
   "You can all stay in my room with me until we leave, if that would make you feel better," I said. "But you’ll have to promise to keep your voices down. My head still hurts and yelling does nothing but aggravate it."
 
   "Could her headache be some dark magic spell?" Inara asked Dracen.
 
   Dracen shrugged his shoulders. "I have no way of knowing. It's not like I have a magic detector inside my head, Inara."
 
   "Let's just stick to the plan we have and leave in the morning," I said. "Right now I just want to go and make my appearance to the Kamorans. They deserve our thanks for helping us."
 
   "And afterwards," Fallon said to me, "we're finding one of their healers to help you get rid of your headache."
 
   "I wholeheartedly agree to that plan," I said, raising a hand to massage my aching temples.
 
   Fallon held out a crooked arm for me to take, acting as my escort once again. Arisu was true to her word and waiting for us out in the hallway. As she escorted my friends and me to the location of the celebration, Aurora rubbed her smooth little head against one of my cheeks in an attempt to bring me what comfort she could.
 
   With each step we took, the pounding inside my head just seemed to grow exponentially worse and a respite from pain seemed far away.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   The festivities started out with a royal banquet in the grand dining hall. Two very long, low to the floor tables were situated on either side the ornate room with the royal family separated from the rest of the guests on an elevated platform at their own table. As we entered the room, my gaze was immediately drawn to the ceiling. It was made entirely out of glass giving the space an open air feel even though it was completely enclosed.
 
   I was invited to sit between my uncle and Sora at the royal table while the rest of my entourage was asked to sit among the other guests. Neither Fallon or Inara cared for this seating arrangement, but they didn't make too much of a fuss since their assigned places had them only five short feet away from me. I felt sure that if something dire were to happen one of them would be able to reach me in record time. Inara would probably sprout wings if the situation called for it.
 
   We were served an elegantly prepared seven-course banquet. Sora and my uncle both made small talk with me during the meal, but it was the emperor who kept drawing my attention. He sat on the other side of Sora and ate his meal as if he were simply going through the motions. I’m not even sure he could taste the food. His expression never changed, and he seemed to act more like one of the automatons in Iron City than a living human being. In fact, I felt sure an automaton could have shown me more emotion than my grandfather did that evening. 
 
   Aurora remained strangely quiet during the meal. I fed her some of the raw, sliced fish that was served on small dollops of rice during one course. She seemed to enjoy them, and I silently thanked her for her restraint in not speaking to me and aggravating my aching head.
 
   By the time dessert was served, my headache had reached monstrous proportions, and I felt the distinct heat of a fever raging throughout my body. I was so hot in fact that I visibly began to perspire. My friends kept an ever-watchful eye on me, and I saw Inara make to stand from her seat and come rescue me. I discretely shook my head at her, which made Inara reluctantly stop her progress. I was determined to make it through this meal one way or the other. I could rest tomorrow while we travelled to the dragon island.
 
   When Sora and my uncle would speak to me, their words sounded like miniature cannons going off inside my head. Thankfully, my uncle noticed my discomfort and sent one of his servants for some medicine. She brought me back a dram of sweet tasting elixir in a small blue vial.
 
   "Thank you," I told Ren. "I haven't been able to shake this headache since my meeting with Sora."
 
   "Really?" He asked, disturbed by this news. He leaned over to me and asked in a whisper, "Did you eat or drink anything while you were there?"
 
   "The tea of course," I whispered back.
 
   I got the distinct impression from the look of suspicion on my uncle's face that he thought perhaps something nefarious had been done to the tea I was given. If the woman who prepared it poisoned it in any way, I seriously doubted I would be able to pinpoint when it was done.
 
   "Well, hopefully the medicine you just took will help ease the ache some," he said, still looking nervous over my welfare. "If it doesn't, let me know. We'll get one of the royal physicians to examine you."
 
   "And what are the two of you conspiring about?" Sora asked, looking over at us with an imperiously raised eyebrow.
 
   "I still have that headache from earlier," I said, watching Sora’s reaction to this news closely to gauge her knowledge on the origin of my discomfort.
 
   Sora's eyebrows lowered, and I saw a look of genuine concern cross her features before she hid them behind a look of indifference.
 
   "I'm sure it will pass," she said with a casual wave of her hand, dismissing my distress as something that shouldn't be worried about. "Perhaps the amusement I have orchestrated for our entertainment this evening will help take your mind off of your weakness."
 
   I bristled at her use of the word. Being weak in Sora's eyes was not something I intended to be.
 
   "Do you really think that's appropriate now?" My uncle said to Sora in exasperation. "I don't think the noise will help Emma's headache any, do you?"
 
   Sora seemed to consider Ren's words before raising a hand and snapping her fingers. A servant girl rushed over and knelt down beside her queen. Sora whispered something to the girl that immediately sent her scampering out of the room.
 
   "I think I have something that will do so you can still enjoy what I have planned," Sora said to me confidently, as she stood from the table.
 
   "Now, if the two of you would excuse me, I have some things to take care of before the night's entertainment can begin."
 
   Sora walked out of the room.
 
   "What does she have planned?" I asked my uncle.
 
   "Oh, I would hate to ruin the surprise," he said with an easy grin. "I seriously doubt you've seen anything like it in Vankara."
 
   A few minutes later, the serving girl Sora gave instructions to rushed back into the room and knelt down beside me. She bowed her head and handed me a pair of black fur earmuffs.
 
   "Thank you," I said to her as I stared at the earmuffs in my hands, not completely sure why I would need them.
 
   "They will muffle the noise of Sora's surprise," my uncle told me just as the lights in the room dimmed to almost nothing. "I would put them on now if I were you."
 
   I placed the earmuffs over my head just as the first loud crack and colorful flare of a firework lit the sky above the glass ceiling in the room. All eyes, including mine, were drawn to the black canvas of the night as it was lit by one dazzling firework after another. Each one was more intricate in design than the last. One blossomed into the shape of a green lotus flower and was made even more spectacular by the introduction of two blue, glowing dragons shaped much like Sora's mechanical ones. They began to soar through the air like ghostly figures, weaving their way in and out of the petals of the lotus before it faded from sight. It was a magical illusion that reminded me of the cobra I saw when I departed Sora's mountain sanctuary earlier that day.
 
   Had she simply been practicing illusions for the entertainment this evening? Perhaps what I saw wasn't an indication of dark magic at all, just a rehearsal for tonight’s revelry.
 
   Unfortunately, I wasn't given time to ponder this possibility for very long. The slow burning fever I had been experiencing most of the evening suddenly became unbearable. I pulled at the front of my kimono in a vain attempt to loosen it a smidge and cool off, but nothing short of completely stripping out of my clothing would work that blessed miracle. It wasn’t until I reached for a glass of water sitting in front of me that I noticed what was really happening.
 
   My hand looked like it was being set on fire. Tendrils of tiny flames slipped out from underneath the edge of my sleeve setting my hand ablaze. The flames didn't seem hot enough to burn me, just make me uncomfortable from their warmth.
 
   I heard my own sharp intake of breath just as the yellow-orange flames, which quickly covered my hand, soon enveloped my entire body. I quickly stood to my feet and backed away from the table. Only my sudden, unexpected movement was able to draw everyone's attention away from the spectacle of the fireworks show. From the middle of my back, I felt something tug forcefully on my dress. I turned my head to look behind me just as two large, fiery wings unfolded from the back of the kimono, stretching out to their full length on either side of me.
 
   Everything after that seemed to happen in slow motion. At least that's the way my mind was processing the information it received. I could hear Inara and Fallon shout out my name just as the wings began to sweep back and forth, lifting me into the air.
 
   Aurora flew up beside me, but she wasn't able to stay in the air for very long before falling back to the floor. She simply wasn’t old enough to remain in flight for an extended period.
 
   “Aurora, what’s happening?” I asked, completely frightened by the circumstances I found myself in.
 
   She didn’t answer. She didn’t even seem to know I had said anything to her.
 
   As my body was lifted higher into the air, I saw Fallon reach up to grab one of my ankles, but he immediately pulled his hand back from the heat of the flames, helplessly watching my continued ascent. Inara was shouting out my name in a powerless cry. Just as the wings on my back continued to propel me towards the glass ceiling, I caught sight of Dracen. His expression was one of murderous intent as he watched me fly further away.
 
   I'm not sure what happened to my friends after that because my gaze was diverted to the quickly approaching ceiling. The heat from the flames surrounding me melted a spot in the glass as I drew closer, weakening the ceiling just as the wings quickly thrust me towards it. I lifted my arms to protect my face as the ceiling shattered around me, showering those below with lethal shards of glass.
 
   The cool wind blowing outside the palace was a welcome respite from the flames covering me, but it was far too little to be of any real help. As I soared through the sky to some unknown destination, I felt my consciousness begin to slip away. Darkness shrouded my thoughts as I fell into a deep sleep.
 
    
 
   "Queen Emma?"
 
   I heard my name said but simply couldn't find the strength to lift my eyelids and view the person who had just spoken to me. Nevertheless, I knew who it was even without a visual confirmation.
 
   "Arisu?" I asked, my speech slightly slurred because my body felt weak and my thoughts were still clouded by sleep.
 
   "Yes, Queen Emma. Don’t worry. It won't be long now."
 
   I forced my eyelids open just enough to see Arisu. She was smiling down at me like a heavenly angel, but I knew she was anything but.
 
   "What did you do to me?"
 
   "Only what my master wanted, Queen Emma," Arisu said, as if this was explanation enough.
 
   "Sora?"
 
   I heard an urgent, muffled cry come from somewhere in the room.
 
   Arisu’s attention was drawn away to a point behind me. She scowled at the person who made the racket.
 
   “I would be quiet if I were you, Queen Sora,” Arisu said, much to my surprise. Arisu shook her head at Sora in disappointment. “He won’t like it if you continue to struggle and disrupt his work when he gets here. He’ll make your death less painful if you simply cooperate. Otherwise, you’ll end up begging him to end your life to escape the agony he can inflict.”
 
   “Who?” I asked Arisu. If Sora was a prisoner too, who was Arisu working for?
 
   Arisu looked back down at me but didn’t answer my question. She simply walked away to the other side of the room. I followed her movements and took in the rest of my environment. We appeared to be in a small one-room cottage. Arisu approached a worktable with various tools lying haphazardly across its surface. She remained there for a long time staring down at something.
 
   I could still hear Sora grunting behind me as she struggled against whatever binding was holding her prisoner. Since she was only grunting as she fought against her bonds, I also had to assume she had been gagged. She would be of no use in helping me escape my predicament. She couldn’t even seem to help herself. If I was going to find an escape of my own, I needed to take stock of my own situation.
 
   I was obviously lying on something cold and hard. My wrists and ankles were fastened to it by what felt like strips of leather. I flexed my fingers against the surface and felt the rough texture of stone. My heart suddenly went cold inside my chest as realization hit. It was probably the same stone Able saw in his vision of my death.
 
   The flames that once surrounded my body were no longer present. Neither was the headache I had suffered through during the afternoon and most of the evening. Yet, there was heat present in the room, but its origin wasn’t me. With a little effort, I turned my head to the right and saw that the warmth was coming from a roaring fire blazing in a nearby hearth. A small wrought iron spit hung above the flickering flames of the burning logs. 
 
   "Where are we?" I asked Arisu, turning my attention back to her. 
 
   Arisu turned away from the table she was facing and looked at me. I almost wished I hadn’t addressed her when I saw what she was holding in her hands. The sharp edge of the knife she held glinted in the light of the dimly lit room. 
 
   "We're at Queen Sora's sanctuary," Arisu said, walking over to me.
 
   "Arisu, you don't want to do this," I told her, knowing exactly what her intent was because Able had already told me how I died in his vision.
 
   "I have to get started,” Arisu said like she was simply going through a checklist of things which needed to be done instead of ending a person's life. “Otherwise, he'll be disappointed in me, and I simply can’t have that."
 
   "Who are you talking about?" I asked. "He who?"
 
   Arisu didn't answer and walked up to me, grabbing the wrist closest to her while she pushed up the sleeve of the kimono to my elbow. I felt the first slice of the blade’s tip as she pierced the skin at my wrist and ran it halfway up my forearm.
 
   "Arisu! Please stop!" I begged, trembling from the pain her mutilation was causing.
 
   But she didn't stop. She simply walked around the table to do the same thing to my other arm.
 
   "Why?" I cried, unable to hold back my tears against the pain as I felt my life begin to trickle away.
 
   "Because he needs you. Once he has you, nothing can stop him."
 
   "Who are you talking about?"
 
   "I'm afraid she's talking about me, dear niece."
 
   My gaze was diverted towards the now open door of the cottage where Ren stood. I heard Sora's muffled, angry protests behind me as Ren walked further in and closed the door.
 
   "Why?" I asked him, not seeing any method to his madness.
 
   "It's simple really," he said, looking me straight in the eyes with no show of pity for my situation. "I want power."
 
   "How does killing me give you any more power?"
 
   "Oh, to the world you won't appear dead, Emma. Otherwise, how could I use you to take control of Vankara for myself?"
 
   Ren walked over to the table I was laying on and looked at Arisu's handy work.
 
   "Very good, Arisu," he praised, awarding his accomplice, perhaps even his apprentice, with a smile. "I couldn't have done it better myself."
 
   Arisu grinned and bowed to Ren. "Thank you, master."
 
   Ren ran a hand over my body, and I felt as though he was pulling on the strings of my very soul by the simple action.
 
   "What are you doing to me?" I asked as I felt the essence of life slip through my fingers.
 
   "I'm going to kill you and then take control of your soul," Ren told me, no malice in his words just a simple statement of his intentions.
 
   You would think after making such a declaration there would be a glint of madness in Ren's eyes. Yet, he looked in perfect control of his faculties. He knew exactly what he was doing, which made him even more frightening. Anyone who could be in so much control while performing murder was not someone I would be able to reason with.
 
   "What will that gain you?" I asked. “I’ll be dead.”
 
   Ren smiled. "The world will see you as you were, not as you are. Once I have control over your soul, you’ll simply be another puppet I can add to my collection. I just hope it works out better on you than it did with my father. But, I think I know what went wrong when I tried to do the same thing to him."
 
   "Why didn't you just kill him?" I asked, feeling myself become lightheaded from the loss of so much blood. "You're his only heir. You would have been given the throne as your birthright."
 
   Ren’s gaze lifted as he looked behind me to Sora.
 
   "And have her fight me at every turn?" Ren asked shaking his head. "There was no way she would quietly relinquish her power. And she has far too much sway over the generals of our army. That’s why you coming here to ask for our help was so fortuitous for me. I can kill two birds with one stone now. I had planned to take control of you on my planned visit to Vankara. But you were kind enough to come to me instead. I'll simply have you blame Sora for kidnapping you and attempting to use dark magic to control you. After you weep and weave a tale about how you had to kill her to escape her evil plan, the people of Kamora will accept your explanation of the events without even asking any questions. After you tell them that my father is simply a walking corpse, the people will demand that he be laid to rest. Then, I will be asked to step up and take my rightful place as King of Kamora while having the queen of the most powerful nation in the world in my back pocket, as it were. Once we help you drive out the Fae from Vankara, you will announce a wedding between the two of us to strengthen your position and make me King of Vankara as well."
 
   "But you're my uncle," I said, instantly wondering why I bothered to feel surprised by this small bit of madness in his logic.
 
   Ren shrugged. "Your people won't care. All they will see is safety in forging an alliance with Kamora, their saviors from the Fae. It's not unheard of, you know. Even brothers and sisters have married in royal families before to keep the power within a single dynasty."
 
   I felt my mind begin to drift and found it difficult to concentrate on what Ren was telling me. It was almost like falling asleep, but I knew the consequences were far more dire. I thought about Aurora and tried to connect with her but found that impossible.
 
   "Aurora," I heard myself whisper, but my voice sounded like it was coming from a great distance as it echoed within my mind.
 
   "Oh, are you trying to communicate with your little pet dragon?" Ren asked me. "Yes, I had to break that particular connection. I’m sorry about the headaches, but I couldn't have her knowing where you were or what was happening to you. I laced the dresses Arisu made for you with a neurotoxin. After Arisu told me that wasn't enough to break your connection with the dragon, I had her inject you with a concentrated form of it this evening." I well remembered the pin that embedded itself in my shoulder while Arisu was helping me dress. "From what I understand, after you die, the dragon will die too. Quite fortunate really. I won't have to worry about her anymore either. It’s been a hassle keeping up the spell to shield the essence of my soul from her. I really couldn’t have her warning you to stay away from me, now could I?"
 
   "But my friends will know I died if she does," I tried to reason.
 
   "Easily enough explained," Ren said with a small shrug of his shoulders, obviously already having thought this part through. "I'll simply tell them that I found you just in time to restart your heart and bring you back to life. They won't care. As long as their beloved queen is still alive, they won't even question how such a miracle came about.”
 
   "Monster," I whispered, closing my eyes for what I hoped wouldn't be the last time.
 
   "I wouldn't call myself a monster," Ren said, having the audacity to sound offended. "A necromancer is what people generally term me as. I know what I want and have the power to make it happen. It seems as though I would be an idiot for not using my ambition and talent to further my own lot in life."
 
   "Never...get....away..." I said, feeling my life force on the precipice of leaving my body, only to be controlled by a mad man.
 
   "But I already have gotten away with it," Ren told me, leaning down over me to gently cup the top of my head with his right hand. "Now all you have to do is die to help me fulfill my destiny."
 
   I heard a loud crash as the door to the cottage was blown inward, slamming against the opposite wall and clattering to the floor in what sounded like so much kindling.
 
   I had just enough energy left to look at the now empty doorway and found Dracen standing there. A dark scowl marred his handsome face as he stared straight at Ren.
 
   "Get your filthy hands off of her!" Dracen yelled, stretching out his arms and flinging his wrists toward Ren, propelling my murderer into the air.
 
   Ren's body bounced off the ceiling and came crashing back down to the floor with a loud thud.
 
   Arisu ran towards Dracen with the knife that was still in her hands, preparing to stab him with it, but Dracen was much faster. He flung one hand in her direction to cast a spell that slammed her back up against the far wall of the room. The force of the impact must have broken more than a few bones because I heard the distinct sound of multiple cracks.
 
   Ren stood to his feet and held his hands out towards Dracen, presumably to use some magic of his own, but it was too little too late.
 
   Dracen quickly knelt down on one knee to touch the floor. I instantly felt the earth beneath us begin to tremble violently, and I saw Ren lose his balance and concentration. The ground at Ren’s feet seemed to come alive as pillars of earth shot up to surround him. They twisted around his body like ribbons of a maypole, trapping his arms against his sides. They held him firmly in place as they pulled his body down. The earth swallowed him whole with only a scream to mark his passing.
 
   Dracen ran over to me and untied my wrists.
 
   "I have to stop this bleeding," he said in a panicked voice.
 
   I watched as he looked around the room for some sort of aid in his quest to save my life. His search seemed to come to an abrupt halt when his gaze spied something in the fireplace. He ran over to it while removing his jacket and tearing off one of its sleeves. He wrapped the cloth around his right hand and reached into the fire.
 
   When he came back to the table I was lying on, he said, "Please forgive me for what I'm about to do, but you've lost too much blood. You can't afford to lose anymore."
 
   He leaned down and tenderly kissed me on the forehead.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said as he brought up his wrapped hand, which was now holding the metal crossbar of the spit. Before I could even consider making a protest, he ran its tip along the slash on my arm closest to him to cauterize the wound.
 
   Mercy pulled me into her arms and severed my connection to reality so I wouldn't have to endure Dracen closing the laceration on my other arm. I welcomed her sweet embrace and passed into unconsciousness. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   The weeping of a lost soul invaded my mind. I knew I was still asleep, but the cry was more real than anything I've ever experienced in a simple dream or even a buried memory from one of my predecessors. With each heart wrenching weep of this unknown figment, I could feel my chest tighten, as if each cry was turning the wheel of a vise around my heart. Flashes of light entered my dream-world, like distorted stars on a moving black canvas. Finally, I saw a figure floating among the pinpoints of light, but it's something I never could have prepared myself to see. A little girl with long blonde hair was partially submerged in the dark starry substance, drifting by with the help of an unseen force. I audibly heard my own deep intake of breath as I realized how much the figure resembled Dena.
 
   “No!” I cried out, instantly waking up and sitting upright.
 
   At first, I was disoriented by my surroundings but soon realized that I was somewhere safe. I found myself in my bedroom on the airship.
 
   “Sarah!” I heard Aurora cry out, our mental connection with one another apparently restored. I looked down on my lap and found her looking up at me. “Oh Sarah, I thought I'd lost you.”
 
   Aurora leaned her little body up against my abdomen as though she were giving me a hug.
 
   I lifted my right hand to cradle her back, hoping it brought her some much needed comfort. The anguish she felt over almost losing me coursed through my veins as if it were my own. While I tried to comfort her, I noticed a white bandage tightly wound around the wrist of the hand I was using. A malodorous aroma came from the area of the bandage, which made me wonder if my skin was rotting off underneath it.
 
    Fallon and Inara hastily entered the bedroom from the outer sitting room, apparently having heard my outcry. Inara immediately came to me and sat on my bedside, pulling me into her arms for an embrace but being careful not to smother Aurora between us. Fallon stood behind her and looked at me with a relieved expression on his face.
 
   “Em,” Inara said to me as she pulled back to look me in my eyes, “you should lay back down and get some more rest. Did you shout because you’re hurting somewhere? Is there anything I can get you?”
 
   I tried to swallow and answer but found it an almost impossible task because my mouth was so dry.
 
   “Water.” I was finally able to say.
 
   Inara immediately stood up and left the room, presumably to get me the elixir of life my body was crying out for.
 
   Fallon walked over and took Inara’s spot on the bed by my side. He lifted a hand and gently pushed strands of hair away from my face, which had been matted into place by sweat.
 
   “We thought for sure we would end up finding you dead somewhere after you flew out of the banquet hall like that,” he said. “And from what we were told, that's exactly what would have happened if Dracen hadn't found you when he did.”
 
   “Where?” I rasped, looking past the open doorway hoping Fallon understood what I was truly asking.
 
   “Dracen's fine. I'm sure he'll be in here as soon as he hears you're awake. I think what happened took a lot out of him. He told us he needed some time to rest.”
 
   Inara reentered the room with a glass of water. She brought the glass over to me and lifted it to my lips so I could comfortably sip from it.
 
   “Thank you,” I told her, finding strength in my voice again.
 
   I lifted both my wrist up to look at them and found that each was bound by white bandages.
 
   “Sora had her healers make some sort of poultice and put it on your wounds,” Fallon told me. “Sorry about the smell, but they said it would diminish the scarring.”
 
   “How was Dracen able to find me?” I asked them.
 
   I saw Inara look at Fallon with uncertainty, like maybe she wasn't sure I needed to know the answer to my question just yet.
 
   “Tell me,” I demanded, needing to know now more than ever.
 
   “While we were searching the grounds to make sure you hadn't just been taken somewhere nearby,” Fallon said, “Dracen went to your room in the palace and tore it apart until he turned up what he needed to cast a locating spell to find you.”
 
   “What was in my room that helped him do that?” I asked.
 
   “It was a needle with some of your blood on it,” Fallon replied, as if this small fact bothered him.
 
   An image of Arisu helping me into my dress for the feast flits through my mind, and I remember the straight pin that embedded itself in my shoulder. According to my Uncle, it was meant to give me a large dose of the neurotoxin he used to sever my mental ties with Aurora.
 
   “How did he use that to find me?”
 
   “That...was the weird part,” Inara said. “After he found the pin, he poked his own finger with it like he was mixing his blood with yours. Then, he cast some kind of spell that showed us exactly where to find you.”
 
   “Dracen forced a guard to fly him to Sora’s sanctuary on one of the queen’s mechanical dragons,” Fallon told me. “Inara and I followed as soon as we could in the airship, but by the time we got there, Dracen had already killed your uncle and Arisu. We brought you back in the airship and have kept you here ever since. I think we all feel more at ease with you here instead of in the palace, considering what happened.”
 
   “Did Dracen tell you what my uncle was?”
 
   Fallon nodded. “Yes, a necromancer. Apparently, as soon as Dracen killed your uncle, his spell over your grandfather was broken. The emperor is now officially dead. May he rest in a peace that was denied him for far too long.”
 
   “How many people know the truth about what happened?”
 
   “Sora is keeping it quiet,” Fallon said. “With the emperor and your uncle dead, she officially has full control over Kamora now. I think she wants to keep it that way.”
 
   “How has she explained what happened to my uncle to her people?”
 
   “She basically told everyone the truth. She just omitted the necromancy part of the tale.”
 
   I laid back on my pillows feeling tired all of a sudden.
 
   “We should leave you alone so you can get some more rest,” Fallon said, preparing to stand up.
 
   I reached out and gently grabbed his arm to stop him.
 
   “I would feel better if you stayed,” I said, not wanting him to leave my side just yet.
 
   I heard Inara clear her throat, drawing our attention.
 
   “I’ll go find Dracen,” she told us, giving me a conspiratorial wink as she looked between Fallon and me. “He’ll want to know that you’re awake.”
 
   After Inara left the room, Fallon covered the hand I had on his arm with one of his own.
 
   “How are you really feeling?” He asked with worry in his voice.
 
   “Considering the fact that I almost died, I think I’m holding up fairly well.”
 
   “I think we should leave Kamora as soon as possible,” Fallon said in disgust. “They couldn’t even keep their own emperor safe from his son. I sure as hell don’t trust them to keep you safe anymore. We got what we came for here. I don’t see any reason to stay.”
 
   “I agree with Fallon,” Aurora said, taking a seat on my lap and looking up at me beseechingly. “We should leave before someone actually does succeed in killing us.”
 
   “Could you feel me dying?” I asked her.
 
   “Yes,” Aurora admitted. “I wasn’t sure what was happening at first, but when my heart began to beat at a slower rate, I knew you were on the brink of death. I just don’t understand how he fooled me. I’m usually a better judge of character.”
 
   “He said he used a spell to keep his true nature hidden from you,” I told her, not wanting her to feel guilt over something she couldn’t have prevented. “It wasn’t your fault, Aurora. He fooled all of us.”
 
   “But I should have known better,” Aurora said, sounding disappointed in herself.
 
   “Well, he’s dead now,” I reasoned. “It really doesn’t matter anymore. Please, stop blaming yourself. It wasn't anyone's fault.”
 
   I return my full attention to Fallon.
 
   “I agree,” I said. “There’s no reason for us to stay here any longer. We should head for the dragon island as soon as we can. There’s no chance of victory in this war without their help in containing Nuala's dragon corp. How much time have we lost? How long have I been asleep?”
 
   “It’s only been about 12 hours since we found you,” Fallon reassures me. “We haven't lost much time at all.”
 
   “Good,” I said, feeling relieved by this news. “We need to get back to Iron City as soon as we can. I need to see Dena.”
 
   Fallon lowers his eyebrows at hearing my strident insistence to see my daughter again.
 
   “Why? Do you feel like she's in some sort of danger there?”
 
   “I'm not sure,” I admitted. “I had the strangest dream though. Honestly, I would just feel better if I was able to see her.”
 
   “Then we'll leave as soon as the others get back,” Fallon said. “You've done your duty here. There's no reason to prolong our stay.”
 
   Less than ten minutes passed before Inara returned with Dracen by her side. His reaction at seeing me awake was one of relief.
 
   “It's good to see you conscious,” Dracen said, coming to stand at the foot of my bed.
 
   “Thank you for saving me,” I told him. I looked at Fallon. “Would you and Inara mind giving us a moment of privacy?”
 
   Fallon stood up, but didn't leave my side before leaning forward and kissing me on middle of the forehead.
 
   “After your talk, get some rest,” he instructs me. “It'll take at least a couple of days to get to the dragon islands. I have a feeling you'll need all the strength you can muster before we reach them.”
 
   I nodded, letting him know I heard his words.
 
   After Inara and Fallon left, I turned my full attention to Dracen.
 
   “How were you able to use my blood to find me, Dracen?” I asked, watching his reaction to my question carefully.
 
   “I'm a sorcerer,” he said with a shrug. “It's one of my many talents.”
 
   “Inara said you mixed your blood with mine to cast the locating spell. Why?”
 
   “My blood contains certain properties which can amplify my magic. I knew we needed to locate you as soon as possible. So, I used everything at my disposal to find you.”
 
   “He speaks the truth,” Aurora said hesitantly, “but I sense he still isn't telling you all he knows.”
 
   “Why do you continue to hide things from me?” I asked.
 
   Dracen lowered his gaze from mine for a fraction of a second, adding fuel to my speculation that all was not as he would lead me to believe between the two of us. Earlier in the trip, when I asked him how I could have buried memories of him, he simply dismissed them as being manifestations of the stressful circumstances I found myself in. Yet, I knew in my heart that he was holding the truth back from me.
 
   “Sometimes people have to do what they believe to be right,” Dracen finally answered. “Trust me when I tell you that I only have your best interest in mind. There are things that should never be discussed. You know that old adage about 'some things are better left alone'?”
 
   I nodded, having heard it before.
 
   “Stop asking so many questions,” Dracen said, his voice holding a warning. “Sometimes nothing good can come from trying to dig deeper into something that is simply better left alone.”
 
   “Are you ever going to tell me the whole truth?” I asked.
 
   Dracen raised an eyebrow at me. “Not if I can help it.”
 
   Dracen shifted his weight from one leg to the other and looked out the open doorway, most likely watching Inara and Fallon.
 
   “Your relationship with Fallon has grown I see,” he said with a tinge of worry before looking back at me. “Are you falling in love with him?”
 
   “I'm not quite sure what business that is of yours.”
 
   Dracen's lips stretched into a tight-lipped grin. “You're right. It's not any of my business. I just wonder if you've thought this relationship through. You're the Queen of Vankara. You don't have the luxury of marrying just anyone.”
 
   “I think after this war is won the people of Vankara won't care who stands by my side. Besides, things are new between us. I have no way of knowing if they will progress to marriage. However, even if it did, I think Fallon would be a wise choice for a husband. As Queen's Marshal, he exemplifies strength. I think the people of Vankara will appreciate that, especially after this war. They'll want to know that their leaders will do whatever it takes to protect them from another invasion.”
 
   “Your parliament might not agree with you.”
 
   “I may not give them a choice.”
 
   Dracen grinned more easily. “I have to say, I think you might be the most stubborn monarch it's been my pleasure to know.”
 
   “Probably because I wasn't born into privilege,” I said. “I have an outsider’s view on matters that most would simply think normal under the circumstances. Things need to change in Vankara, Dracen. I think this war might just be the impetus we need to make that happen. And I know Fallon will remain by my side through it all even if nothing comes from this connection growing between us.”
 
   “How do you plan to handle Aleksander? He won't just stand to the side and let his dream of having both Vankara and Chromis under his control vanish because you fell in love.”
 
   “He is not my ruler. He's not even my friend. I owe him nothing, especially if he doesn't lend us his support in this war. He may care for me in his own way, but if blackmail is how he plans make me his wife, I’ll have nothing to do with him. Vankara doesn't need a dictator. She simply needs a clean slate, a chance at a fresh start. The politicians in parliament have become too concerned with their own agendas. They've forgotten they serve the people of Vankara, not the other way around.”
 
   “I hope you can provide change for the country,” Dracen said. “I would like to see it happen before I die.”
 
   “Can you die?” I asked, already knowing he was a few hundred years old. Yet, he didn't look like he was over the age of forty.
 
   “All living creatures die eventually,” Dracen told me. “It just takes longer for some.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Fallon said, appearing in the doorway. “Queen Sora is here. She wanted to know if she could have a word with you before we leave.”
 
   I sit up straighter to reposition myself in bed. Dracen comes over to my side and props up the two bed pillows behind my back for support. I didn't like being in such a compromising position to meet Sora, but I didn't exactly have the physical strength to make myself more presentable for her visit either.
 
   “Send her in please,” I told Fallon.
 
   Dracen walked out of the room just as Sora entered.
 
   “Master Dracen,” Sora said in surprise, obviously not expecting to see him. To my great surprise, Sora bowed her head in Dracen's direction. I knew bowing in Kamoran society meant a great deal. It showed the person you bowed to that you thought of them as being higher than you in status. “Thank you for saving my life. I am in your debt.”
 
   “I wasn't there for you,” Dracen told her honestly. “I was there for my queen.”
 
   Sora nodded. “Yes, I realize that. Nevertheless, I am in your debt.”
 
   “I have no use for a favor,” Dracen said. “All that I would ask is that you give Vankara and its queen the respect they both deserve.”
 
   “You have my promise that I will,” Sora said, bowing her head once more as if to affirm her promise before entering my room.
 
   Sora stood at the foot of my bed. Her gaze immediately fell to the bandages on my wrists.
 
   “I was told you will be leaving soon,” she said to me. “I brought my healers back to reapply some fresh poultice to your wounds. They've also brought extra so that your friends can reapply it when needed.”
 
   “Thank you,” I told her, waiting to see what she really came to speak with me about.
 
   “I also wanted to give you some friendly advice,” she said. “When you meet with the dragons, don't try to lie to them. It won't work.”
 
   “Well, that's one of the few truthful things I've heard that woman say,” Aurora remarked snidely.
 
   “I tried to hide my past from them, but they were able to see right through my lies. Like I told you before, they will make you look at the worst memories you have. Lying to cover up some past misdeed is pointless. If you are truthful with them, I see no reason why they wouldn't align with you.”
 
   “Was it the lie or your past that made them refuse your offer for an alliance?”
 
   “I think it was more the lie than my past,” Sora admitted, looking a bit chagrined. “What I did in my past was done just so I could survive. I think they understood that and even showed me compassion because of it. It was the subterfuge I attempted that they could not condone.”
 
   “Thank you for sharing your experience,” I told her, truly amazed that Sora was showing me such a vulnerable, human side to her personality.
 
   I may not have liked her, but I did admire her strength. In our world, women weren't always given the respect they deserved. Even if you held a position of power, a woman still had to prove that she was up to the challenge more often than a man had to. It wasn't fair, but that was the way the world worked. Sometimes having to build such an austere facade to show to the world made you lose parts of yourself. I believed that was what happened to Sora. I had no idea what past events she tried to hide from the dragons, but there was no doubt in my mind that she did whatever she had to do to survive. She and I would never become friends, but I had to admit that she was one of the strongest women I had ever met.
 
   “I wish you luck in your journey,” Sora told me sincerely. “My troops will be ready to travel to Vankara as soon as we receive word that you have negotiated a deal with the dragons. I've also hired extra men to help repair your damaged ships. I promise they will be sea worthy when the time comes.”
 
   “Thank you,” I told her. “And I will keep my promise about speaking with the dragons on your behalf.”
 
   A wistful smile pulls at the corners of Sora's lips. “I have a feeling your words will not change their minds about me. But, I will maintain my hope that they will. Safe travels, Emma.”
 
   Sora turned and walked out of my bedchamber.
 
   Fallon brought in the two physicians Sora brought with her, and they tended to my wounds while Fallon watched their every movement like a hawk.
 
   “He feels guilty,” Aurora said to me, staring at Fallon.
 
   I stopped watching what the healers were doing to my wrists and looked over at Fallon. He did have a troubled frown on his face, and I knew Aurora could sense his mood.
 
   “He shouldn't,” I told her. “It wasn't his fault. None of us suspected my uncle of having his own sadistic agenda.”
 
   “True,” Aurora agreed. “But Fallon is a man of honor. He would lay down his life to protect those he cares about, and he cares a great deal about you, Sarah.”
 
   I smiled at her statement.
 
   “What on earth could make you smile at a time like this?” Fallon asked, catching me off guard by his question. Obviously, he witnessed my natural response to Aurora's words.
 
   I shook my head slightly. “Nothing.”
 
   “Well, it must be something good to make you smile like that,” Fallon said, sounding extremely curious about what made me happy.
 
   “I'll tell you one day,” I said. “I promise.”
 
   “One day soon?” He asked hopefully.
 
   “Possibly.”
 
   Fallon smiled at me and nodded, signaling the end of his inquiries.
 
   I secretly hoped what was transpiring between Fallon and me would grow into something lasting, but I knew life never guaranteed much, especially when it concerned love and friendship.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   After Sora’s healers finished tending to my wounds, we immediately departed Kamora and made our way to the dragon islands. I had to admit that I felt a small amount of relief leaving our new allies behind. I hoped in time the events that took place there would fade from my memory. As it was, I had no desire to return anytime soon. However, I knew I would have to return after I formed an alliance with the dragons. Otherwise, Sora wouldn't send her troops to Vankara, and they were a vital part of our plan to drive the Fae out of Iron City.
 
   Fallon ordered me to get some rest as soon as we were in flight. I voiced no argument. The fact was I still felt weak from my injuries, and I knew I would need all of my strength to maintain my faculties in order to negotiate a deal with the dragons. From the warnings Sora gave me, I had a feeling they wouldn’t align with us readily. I wasn’t sure what I would need to promise them in order to gain their help, but I felt sure I would have to pay some sort of price to obtain their cooperation.
 
   What worried me the most was the fact that Sora seemed to think the dragons would make me face misdeeds from my past. She was misguided in her assumption that I had nothing to atone for. I had one lie that haunted me for most of my childhood and adult life. Almost my entire existence had been lived with this untruth hovering over my soul like a specter waiting for an opportunity to pounce. I had deceived the Harkers by allowing them to believe I was their natural born child. I allowed them to die never knowing the truth of my life long deception. I felt sure the dragons would bring up this fact up and make me explain why I lied to those I loved.
 
   “They will understand what you did, Sarah,” Aurora assured me. “The real Sarah was dying anyway. There was nothing you could have done to save her.”
 
   “But I never told the Harkers the truth,” I said, feeling the guilt of that falsehood all over again. “They never knew their daughter died that night. I stole their chance to grieve.”
 
   “You saved them the heartache of having to live through a nightmare,” my little dragonling said. “I can only imagine the pain a parent would feel losing their only child.”
 
   I knew what Aurora said was true, but the fact remained that I had lived a lie most of my life. I was still living a lie. The only thing that was different was the shape my body had transformed into.
 
   “What if they make me tell Inara the truth about who I am and what happened to Queen Emma?”’
 
   “I’m sure she will understand,” Aurora said, but even I could hear the uncertainty in her voice.
 
   “We’ve all lied to her,” I said. “Everyone except her and Able know the truth. I can’t even be sure Able doesn’t know. He may have seen the truth in one of his visions and just isn’t saying anything to us or doesn't completely understand what he has seen.”
 
   “It isn’t something you should worry about,” Aurora said, coming to lay on the pillow beside mine. “You need to get some rest, Sarah. You need to prepare yourself for whatever my kind has in store for you.”
 
   I laid my head down onto my pillow and closed my eyes, soon falling into a troubled sleep.
 
   I was awoken some time later by a soft knock on my bedroom door.
 
   I sat up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.
 
   “Come in,” I said.
 
   Fallon peeked his head around the corner of the ajar door to peer in at me.
 
   “I’m sorry to wake you,” he said, opening the door a bit wider and stepping inside with a medium sized white ceramic jar in one hand and a roll of gauze in the other. “Sora’s healers told us we needed to change your dressings every eight hours until your wounds are healed.”
 
   “Have I been asleep that long?” I asked, feeling groggy and in desperate need of more sleep.
 
   “A little longer actually,” he said, leaving the door slightly open and walking into the room. “I didn’t want to wake you, but Dracen insisted your bandages be changed. I think he still feels some guilt for having to take such drastic measures to close your wounds the way he did.”
 
   “He saved my life by doing it,” I said as Fallon sat down on the side of my bed making it dip slightly from his added weight.
 
   “He knows that,” Fallon told me, setting the jar and gauze down on the nearby nightstand. “You can do something for the best of reasons but still feel guilt because of it.”
 
   “Very wise words considering our conversation before you fell asleep,” Aurora told me.
 
   Fallon took my right arm into his rather large and warm hands, gently unraveled the gauze there. I studied the line of burnt flesh marking the cauterization of my wounds by Dracen to prevent me from bleeding out. The injury was indeed healing faster than it normally would on its own. Fallon spread some more of the foul smelling healing poultice onto my wound.
 
   “Do you know what that’s made out of?” I asked, watching him spread the yellow mixture along the vertical burn mark.
 
   “No,” Fallon said with slightly raised eyebrows. “And I’m not sure I want to.”
 
   I let out a half laugh. “That’s probably a wise choice.”
 
   After Fallon rewrapped my arm with the clean gauze, he moved on to the left one and repeated the procedure of redressing my wounds. His careful and tender manner wasn't lost on me. I appreciated his efforts to cause me as little pain as possible. I couldn't prevent myself from staring at him while he tended to me and found myself wondering what it would feel like to kiss him.
 
   My experience in such things was limited to Aleksander's advances. But, I well remembered Fallon's words about not having anything to compare that first kiss from Aleksander to. He told me that until I had kissed two men, I wouldn't truly know whether the kiss from Aleksander was as good as I thought it was at the time. I felt sure Fallon would happily volunteer to prove me wrong in my assumption about Aleksander's kiss. If we hadn't been interrupted by Arisu in the garden of the Kamoran palace, I know Fallon would have kissed me then.
 
   Fallon looked up unexpectedly and caught me staring at him. Once catching me, I felt my cheeks grow warm from embarrassment and immediately diverted my gaze away from his.
 
   “How long before we reach the dragon islands?” I asked, hoping to cast aside my small indiscretion before looking back at him.
 
   Fallon smiled and I immediately knew he understood what I was trying to do by asking my question. He continued to wrap my arm with the gauze and acted the part of a gentleman by not asking me why I had been staring at him so blatantly.
 
   “Dracen said we should be there by tomorrow morning,” Fallon replied.
 
   “Everything hinges on us making an alliance with them,” I said with a heavy sigh. “Sora won’t send her troops unless we do, and we can’t retake the city without their support against Nuala's dragons.”
 
   “Dracen seems to think you have a good chance of gaining their help,” Fallon said, trying to sound optimistic.
 
   “But why would they?” I asked. “Our war isn’t their problem. What do they gain by helping us? I don’t see how we can offer them anything that they don’t already have.”
 
   Fallon tightened the gauze on my left arm to make sure it was secure.
 
   “I’m sure even dragons need something,” he said to me. “You just need to find out what that something is.”
 
   “Would you mind handing me my dressing robe?” I asked. “I feel a need to get out of this bed. I might feel better if I talk to Dracen and get some advice on how to handle the dragons before we meet them.”
 
   Fallon stood up and went to the wardrobe in the room to find my robe. It was made of maroon crushed velvet with black lace around the edges of the sleeves and wide collar.
 
   As I stood up from the bed, Fallon held the robe out for me to slip my arms into the sleeves. I fumbled with the sash trying to tie it into a knot in the front, but my fingers proved to be too weak to get the job done.
 
   I felt Fallon’s arms wrap around my waist from the back as he gently took the ends of the sash out of my hands.
 
   “Let me help,” he said, stepping up closer behind me and looking over my shoulder so he could see what his hands were doing.
 
   His unexpected intimacy was comforting, and I had to admit that I enjoyed feeling as if I was being looked after. It was a small act of kindness, but it was the first time in a long while that I felt cared for.
 
   “There,” Fallon said after tying the ends of the sash into a bow at the front of my robe. He stepped back from me, and I turned around to face him.
 
   “Thank you,” I told him.
 
   “Anytime,” he replied with a small smile.
 
   Aurora flew up to take her regular perch on my shoulder. We left the room to find Dracen and Able in the living compartment. Dracen was standing by the bank of windows, staring out at the night’s sky. Able was sitting on one of the two couches reading a book. As soon as I entered the room, they both looked over at me in surprise.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Dracen asked. By the concerned look on his face, I could tell he thought I should still be in bed resting.
 
   “I’m feeling stronger,” I told him. “I’ve been lying down for far too long. I needed to get up and stretch my legs.”
 
   Dracen nodded. “I can understand that, but don’t wear yourself out. Your body not only received physical injuries, but it also suffered through shock, which can be just as damaging.”  
 
   “If I’m going to go through a negotiation with dragons tomorrow, I think I need to push myself a little. I’m sure they’ll be more reluctant to deal with someone who appears weak to them and too much depends on me obtaining their help. Without them, we’ll have no choice but to accept Aleksander’s proposition. If we don’t have air support, we’ll need to double our ground troops and hope that turns the tide for us.”
 
   “It won’t come to that,” Dracen said with confidence. “They’ll help you.”
 
   “Like I was just saying to Fallon, why should they help us? What do we have to offer them? This isn't their war to fight.”
 
   “I believe they will view it as a second chance,” Dracen answered.
 
   “A second chance at what exactly?” I asked, walking over to the settee opposite Able. Our young seer placed the book he was reading down on his lap to give his full attention to the rest of the conversation.
 
   “Remember me telling you about the war the dragons had?” Dracen asked.
 
   “Yes, I remember. But you didn’t say why they went to war against one another.”
 
   “It started like most wars do,” Dracen said with a shrug of his shoulders. “They had a disagreement that couldn’t be resolved any other way.”
 
   “What did they disagree about?” Fallon asked, taking a seat beside me.
 
   “Some of the dragons thought it was time for them to come out of the shadows and rule over humanity, others didn’t.”
 
   “Rule over us?” I asked. “I assume the ones who thought that are the ones with Nuala now.”
 
   “Yes,” Dracen answered. 
 
   “But it looks like the Fae rule over them, not the other way around.”
 
   “It does appear that way for the moment,” Dracen agreed. “But, things aren’t always what they seem. I believe the dragons are simply using her to further their own agenda. When they first formed a friendship with the Fae, I thought it was a good thing. I thought they saw the folly in their greed for power. Obviously, considering the present situation, they were simply biding their time until this moment.”
 
   “Will they help us against their own kind if I tell them what’s going on? Will it be enough?”
 
   “I have no way of knowing for sure,” Dracen said. “Like I mentioned, dragons can be very opinionated and onerous creatures.”
 
   “Yes,” I said finding it hard not to laugh. “I have noticed that about them.”
 
   “I can read your thoughts you know,” Aurora said, sounding slightly offended by what I was thinking. 
 
   “Then you know how I truly feel about you,” I told her.
 
   “Well of course you love me,” Aurora said, as if I didn’t have to point it out to her. “I love you too, Sarah. And don’t worry. My kind will help you. I just know it.”
 
   “Dracen,” I said, “have dragons always been able to bond with humans?”
 
   “A very long time ago, dragons and humans coexisted to a small extent.”
 
   “What happened to stop that?”
 
   “Humans became greedy. Those who weren’t chosen to be the companion of a dragon decided that no one should be granted the privilege. Their jealousy made them hunt down both the dragons and their companions. The dragons finally decided it would be better to distance themselves from humans and have remained on their sky islands ever since."
 
   "Does Nuala know this history?"
 
   "Of course she does."
 
   "Then, do you think she suspects they will double cross her in the end?"
 
   "I'm sure it's crossed her mind," Dracen said. "But as we've already noted, Nuala is a complete lunatic. She's probably deluded herself into thinking she can control them, but as I said, I suspect it's actually them controlling her. She simply can't see it because she's out of her mind."
 
   "Is there anything else I can offer the dragons besides revenge?" I asked.
 
   "It's been a very long time since I had dealings with them," Dracen admitted. "The only other thing dragons care about is treasure."
 
   "So you think we can buy their cooperation?"
 
   "They have no interest in money," Dracen said. "They're attracted to shiny baubles."
 
   "Like jewelry?"
 
   "Yes, more or less. It doesn't even have to be real as long as it's shiny. Though, if you can offer them something with actual value, it would be better."
 
   I took this information in and stowed it away for later use.
 
   "Do they have a leader?" Fallon asked. "Someone the queen will have to negotiate with directly."
 
   "More than likely she will have to speak with the entire council. There are five factions of dragons, which are separated based on the color of their scales and temperament. You have the blue dragons, like your companion, who breathe fire and are talented in reading the emotional states of others. The green dragons are the complete opposites of the blue. They breathe out a frosty mist and are very solitary creatures, for the most part. The yellow dragons are docile and have no defensive capabilities. They are the scholars and record-keepers for the dragons. The black dragons are the hoarders and have the ability to produce a shockwave so strong with their roars that the more ancient ones have been known to decimate mountains. And last, but most important of all, are the red dragons. They are the lawmakers and peacekeepers. You will have to persuade their leader to help you. Otherwise, none of the other factions will. As long as you have the red dragons on your side, the others will fall in line."
 
   "Do you have any suggestions on how to get the red ones to like me?"
 
   "Not really," Dracen said with a shake of his head. "The only thing I can tell you is that you need to be truthful with them... about everything."
 
   I chanced a glance in Able's direction because I didn't feel free to ask what I really needed to know. I could only assume the dragons would know exactly what I was. Aurora knew almost instantly, but we were bound to one another. It would have been impossible to keep such a secret from her. Would the other dragons instantly recognize that I wasn't the real Emma Vankar? Would they be able to tell I was a shifter? From what Dracen just said, I had to assume so.
 
   "How will we arrange this meeting with the dragon council once we reach their islands?" I asked.
 
   "I told Inara exactly where to land the airship," Dracen said. "There is an island that is considered neutral territory by all the dragons. It will be the safest place to land and will surely draw their attention to us. Once we make contact, I will ask for a meeting with the council."
 
   "How?" I asked. "Are you able to speak with them through your magic?"
 
   "No," Dracen said, looking reluctant to say more. 
 
   But, I needed to know everything.
 
   "Then how?" I asked in a tone that told him I wouldn't let this slide unnoticed.
 
   "I was once bonded to a dragon. It was a very long time ago."
 
   "Once bonded?" I asked in surprise. "I was under the impression that the bond was for life until one of us died."
 
   "As with everything, there is always a way around rules that aren’t meant to be broken."
 
   "What happened to break your bond?" I asked, intrigued.
 
   "In every dragon's life, there comes a time when they are faced with a difficult test measuring their character. It isn't something that's planned and most of the time they don't even know it's a test. Those who pass are able to achieve the status of immortality. Those who don't, live out a normal life."
 
   "Do many of the dragons pass this test?"
 
   "No, only a few do. The most ancient of the immortal dragons are on the council...plus one other who isn't. He lives away from the others and doesn't get involved in their politics."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "He was the first to achieve immortality, but it came with a price he didn't realize he would have to pay. Ever since the human he was bonded to died, he's remained in isolation. I think the loss of his companion was too great for him."
 
   I felt Aurora rub her silky smooth head against one of my cheeks as she sympathized with this unnamed dragon’s plight. I could well remember the heartache I felt when she and I were separated by a short physical distance. It was when we first met and I tried to leave her on the Fae side of the Iron Wall. I couldn't imagine the heartache she would feel after my death if she were made immortal.
 
   "Immortality wouldn't be worth having without you by my side, Sarah," she told me, a forlorn quality to her voice. "I will purposely fail whatever test they give me because it wouldn't be a prize worth winning."
 
   In my own peculiar circumstances, I knew there was a way for Aurora and me to be together forever. But it would mean I would have to live through many different lives through the rest of time. It wasn't something I was willing to do, not even for my little dragonling. I couldn't imagine outliving Dena. The heartbreak in that alone would be enough to kill me. No, Emma Vankar would be the last person I shifted into. I fully intended to die as her and pass the reign of Vankara over to Dena when she came of age. It was what the real Queen Emma wanted, and I would do everything within my power to make it happen. But first, I had to retake Iron City and give Dena back her birthright.
 
   "So did the dragon you bonded with earn his immortality?" I asked Dracen.
 
   "Yes, he did," Dracen said, his gaze falling to the floor and his features looking drawn with sadness. 
 
   "What happened?" I whispered, not wanting to cause him any more pain but feeling a need to know all the answers.
 
   "Do you remember asking me what has kept me alive for all this time?"
 
   I did remember standing with Dracen in the courtyard of the Royal Academy while we were there and asking him that particular question.
 
   "Yes," I said. "You said love was keeping you alive."
 
   "It was because of the love my dragon had for me that I was made immortal," Dracen reveals. "Though, I wish he hadn't sacrificed so much just to save me. Living forever isn’t always a blessing. Yet, he felt the need to save my life the only way he knew how."
 
   "What did he do?"
 
   "I became ill a long, long time ago. I was on my deathbed when he transferred his life force into me, giving me his immortality and taking on my death. Trill was a yellow dragon and very wise and gentle. I never understood what it was he saw in me when he picked me to be his companion. My family wasn't part of the aristocracy like most of the other dragon companions. We were just a poor farming family trying to eke out a living to survive. Most of the dragons chose companions from rich families to increase their own personal hoards, but Trill was different. He was a philosopher and saw something in me that no one else did at the time. I had just discovered my magical abilities when we met. Somehow, he knew I would become a great sorcerer. I've often wondered if he was able to see into the future and knew what his death would transform me into. All I know is that after he transferred his magic to me, my own powers grew exponentially. I transported his body to Ledmarrow after he died because I thought he deserved to be buried in something that would stand forever as a memorial to his sacrifice. After I did, I received yet another gift from him that I didn't expect. As his body decayed, it turned into trillian." Absently, Dracen began to twist the bracelet of the yellow gemstone on his wrist. "With his magic and the amplifying properties of the trillian, I did in fact become the most powerful sorcerer this world has ever known. But, that power has come with a hefty price. I've had days when I wish Trill had simply let me die."
 
   “So has Dracen been able to hear me all this time?” Aurora asked me.
 
   “Yes, I’m afraid I have,” Dracen replied to Aurora’s silent question. “I’m sorry for not telling you sooner.”
 
   “Can you hear me every time I speak with Sarah?”
 
   “Only when you are close by,” Dracen told her. “It’s the same principle as speaking to someone in a room. If you are close, I can hear you. If you are far away, I cannot.”
 
   “Good to know your limitations,” Aurora replied, sounding satisfied with his answer.
 
   “Do you think with both of us making a plea for their help that they’ll give it?”
 
   Dracen shrugged. “I have no way of knowing, but I have hope that their pride will tip the balance in our favor. They won’t like it that the other dragons are harming humans. Above everything else, dragons prize life. They are a very honorable race, for the most part.”
 
   I sat back and thought about what I had just learned from Dracen. So many answers revealed, yet still so many questions left to ask. I knew Dracen had given me as much information as he was able to provide. Only the dragons would be able to give me the answers to the rest of my inquiries. I just hoped they were in a generous mood when I asked them. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   The men made sure I ate some of the food Sora sent which would last us for the rest of our journey. Aurora flapped her wings with joy when she saw the raw fish rice cakes, which were among the food items in the cooler. After she ate her fill, she promptly went to sleep on top of a pillow on the couch. I, on the other hand, felt a need for something quite different.
 
   “Fallon,” I said as he was packing away the food that we didn’t eat back into the ice filled wooden crate to keep them from spoiling, “do you think you could help me wash my hair?” I held up my wrist. “I don’t think I can manage it alone, or a bath for that matter, and I feel in desperate need of having both done. I’m just not sure how to go about it.”
 
   Fallon’s expression looked troubled by my request.
 
   “I can certainly help you with your hair,” he said hesitantly, “but I’m not sure how to go about helping with the rest of it.”
 
   “I may have a solution,” Dracen piped in. “I’ll just blind you.”
 
   “You’ll what?” Fallon exclaimed.
 
   Dracen waved a hand in the air as if it was nothing to blind a man.
 
   “It’s a simple spell. It’ll wear off in an hour’s time. As long as you promise to keep your hands from wandering into places they shouldn’t go, I don’t see the problem. The queen needs to be presentable when she addresses the dragons. Like I mentioned, they like shiny things, and she needs to glisten when she asks them for help.”
 
   Fallon stood from the cooler and faced me looking a bit uncertain about the plan.
 
   “It’s really up to you,” he told me. “If you trust me to help with such a thing, I'm willing to do it.”
 
   “Under the circumstances,” I said, “I don’t believe I have a choice unless you would prefer Able or Dracen to do it for me.”
 
   “No,” Fallon was quick to say, sounding rather protective of my person. “I’ll do it.”
 
   “Then let’s get it done,” I said, standing up.
 
   Dracen walked over to Fallon and placed one hand over Fallon’s eyes.
 
   “Ut linquens,” Dracen said, casting his spell before removing his hand.
 
   Fallon blinked his eyes a few times.
 
   “Ok, maybe this wasn’t the best of ideas,” Fallon said. “I can’t see anything. I’m not sure I’ll be of any use to you now.”
 
   I walked up to Fallon and took one of his hands into mine.
 
   “I can still see,” I reassured him. “Together we should be able to get the job done.”
 
   Dracen followed us into the bathroom, which was right beside my bedroom. He went to the bowl shaped sink sitting on top of the vanity and spoke the same words Gabriel did once to fill the bathtub in the room, “Aqueous.”
 
   Water freely flowed from the faucet into the basin.
 
   “If you run into any trouble,” Dracen said directly to me, “please let me know. I’ll be standing right outside the door.”
 
   I felt certain the last sentence was meant for Fallon’s benefit more than it was for mine.
 
   Before he left, Dracen grabbed two glass containers sitting in the silver tray attached to the bathtub and brought them over to Fallon.
 
   “Shampoo,” Dracen said placing one bottle in Fallon’s right hand, “and soap,” he said placing the other container in Fallon’s left hand.
 
   Fallon sat them down on the counter of the vanity with the shampoo closer to him and the soap further to the back.
 
   Dracen looked around the room and located two towels for us. He sat them on the vanity next to me.
 
   “Just yell if you need anything else,” Dracen told me, before leaving the room and closing the door behind him. 
 
   “I’m going to need help undressing,” I said, remembering that my hands and arms were too weak to tie the sash of my robe around my waist earlier. Even when I ate the little rice cakes for dinner, Fallon had to place them into my mouth because I couldn't keep my grasp on them. It seemed as though Fallon had become my caretaker while I was recovering. Not that I was complaining about the fact. To be honest, I was enjoying the circumstances we found ourselves facing together. We were growing closer because of them, and I saw no reason to fight the feelings that were developing between us.
 
   I placed my hands on top of Fallon’s and brought them over to the tie of my sash.
 
   He quickly undid the bow. He grabbed the front edges of my robe into his hands and took a step forward to help slip it off my shoulders. Once I had my arms out, he tossed it onto a nearby chair with an accuracy that made me wonder if his eyesight had returned. 
 
   “We can leave the nightgown on since it’s sleeveless,” I said. “But, I’ll want to change into a new one after this bath. It won’t matter if it gets wet.”
 
   Fallon nodded. “Ok. Can you lean your head into the stream of water?”
 
   “Yes,” I said.
 
   I bent down at the waist until my hair practically filled the sink. Fallon worked the water through the strands to wet it all before reaching for the shampoo. Fallon was gentle with my hair but very thorough and sure handed. I appreciated his quickness because it was a bit tiring to bend over in such a way. 
 
   Once my hair was washed, Fallon squeezed out most of the water and then wrapped one of the towels around my head.
 
   “Well, that was the easy part,” Fallon said. “How…do you want to handle the bathing part?”
 
   “Gently,” I replied with a smile.
 
   Fallon smiled too. “I’ll sponge off the parts of you exposed by the nightgown. That would probably be easier than a full bath and a less likely way of getting your bandages wet.”
 
   Fallon grabbed the sponge by the sink and thoroughly wetted it before placing some soap on.
 
   “Give me one of your arms,” he told me.
 
   I gave him my left one, and he carefully began washing it. Water dribbled onto the floor, but that was the least of my concerns.
 
   I watched Fallon’s face as he continued to wash one arm and then asked for the other. He briefly ran the sponge across my chest, being careful not to go anywhere near my breasts.
 
   “Could you turn around please?” He asked.
 
   I turned around and let him wash what little of my back was exposed above the nightgown.
 
   “Would you mind turning back around?”
 
   I did as asked and saw Fallon kneel down on one knee in front of me.
 
   “Are you strong enough to place your foot on my thigh?”
 
   “Yes, I can manage that.”
 
   I propped one foot on his elevated thigh. Fallon lifted the hem of my gown up to my knee and washed my calf. We did the same thing to the other leg before Fallon stood to wash out the soap from the sponge. He used the freshened sponge to rinse off all of the areas he had been able to wash with soap.
 
   After he was done, he rinsed out the sponge. I walked over to the chair where my robe was and slipped it back on.
 
   “Thank you for helping me,” I told him. “I feel much better now.
 
   “I have to confess,” Fallon said, laying the sponge back in its place beside the sink and turning around to face me. “I think I would have enjoyed that a lot more if I had been able to keep my sight.”
 
   I felt my cheeks flush. “That would not have been very proper, Marshal Fallon.”
 
   Fallon grinned. “No, it wouldn’t have been, Sarah. But that really wasn’t the point I was trying to make.”
 
   I fell silent for a moment before working up my courage to ask, “And what point were you trying to make?”
 
   “The next time I give you a bath,” he said, “I would like to be able to see you.”
 
   “The next time?” I asked, finding his statement amusing. “You sound awfully sure that there will be a next time.”
 
   Fallon’s smile faded and his expression turned serious.
 
   “Are we really going to play this game with each other, Sarah?” Fallon murmured.
 
   “And what game would that be?” I asked in return, feeling as though my heart was about to beat out of my chest.
 
   “The game that most men and women who are attracted to one another play,” he replied softly. “The one where we pretend nothing real is happening but know deep down inside that we’ll eventually end up in each other’s arms.”
 
   “You sound rather sure of the outcome,” I said, but lacked the conviction to make it sound like a convincing tease.
 
   “I know what I want,” he said without hesitation. “And I was under the impression you wanted it too. Or was I misreading the signals?”
 
   I hesitated because answering such a question didn’t seem proper. But, as Fallon had so bluntly put it, perhaps we were past the point of playing games with one another. 
 
   “No,” I said. “You weren’t misreading my actions.”
 
   Fallon grinned and crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   “Well, I’m not going to kiss you right now,” he told me matter-of-factly. “You’ll just have to wait for that to happen.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   “Oh really?” I said, completely amused. “And why is that?”
 
   “Because when I kiss you, I want to be able to see your face afterwards,” he told me, all joking set aside. “And I want to see what you look like when I ask you my question.”
 
   “And what question would that be?”
 
   Fallon shook his head. “Not saying. You’ll just have to wait and wonder.”
 
   “Are you always this mysterious?”
 
   “Only when it matters.”
 
   Fallon uncrossed his arms and held out one of his hands to me.
 
   “Do you think you could lead me out of this room?” He asked. “I would rather not trip and break something. One of us being incapacitated is bad enough.”
 
   I took Fallon’s hand and twined our fingers together. An intimate gesture that wasn’t lost on him, if the smile on his face was any indication.
 
   When we walked out of the room, I found Dracen leaned up against the wall between the bathroom and my bedroom. I saw his gaze drop as he noticed the way I was holding Fallon's hand.
 
   “Everything all right?” Dracen asked me with a lifted eyebrow, looking as if he might do Fallon bodily harm if I answered in the negative.
 
   “Yes,” I told him to ease his worry. “Things worked out just fine. Now, I just need a little help changing into a fresh nightgown.”
 
   “Are you sure you want me to help with that?” Fallon asked.
 
   “I know it’s isn’t very proper,” I sighed. “But under the circumstances, we don’t have a choice. Tomorrow Inara can help me get ready for my meeting with the dragons, but right now, she needs to concentrate on getting us there as quickly as possible. I think if you simply undo the buttons in the front I can manage the rest by myself.”
 
   “Afterwards you should get more rest,” Dracen advised me.
 
   I nodded in full agreement. “I will.”
 
   I lead Fallon to my bedroom and pushed the door to but didn’t close it completely.
 
   “Now I really wish I had my sight,” Fallon teased as I lifted his hands to the top button of the nightgown.
 
   “You still wouldn’t be seeing much,” I informed him.
 
   Fallon worked the first pearl through its loop and smiled.
 
   “Darlin’, in such a situation, I normally end up seeing everything.”
 
    The cocky smile on Fallon’s face was quickly erased by a sudden, and rather ferocious, attack.
 
   Before I could react, Aurora flew straight into Fallon’s face, flapping her leathery wings at him, as if she was swatting at a fly, to make him back away from me.
 
   “He won’t be seeing anything ever again after I’m done with him!” Aurora proclaimed.
 
   “Aurora, stop!” I ordered. “He was just trying to help me!”
 
   Aurora flew towards the bed to land on it. She turned to look up at me.
 
   “Why is he helping you take your clothes off, Sarah?” She asked. “I felt your heart begin to race and thought you were in danger.”
 
   “I’m not in any danger from Fallon,” I told her aloud for Fallon’s benefit. “And the racing heart thing happens when two people are attracted to each other,” I told her secretly.
 
   "Oh," she replied, not sounding so sure of her convictions anymore. "Was I not supposed to protect you in such a situation?"
 
   "Not in this one," I told her. "It was completely innocent. Fallon was only doing what I asked him to do."
 
   Aurora turned her gaze to Fallon who was nursing a small scratch on his left cheek.
 
   "Please tell him I'm sorry," Aurora said, sounding contrite for her actions. "He's lucky he only received a scratch, though. I had fully intended to claw his eyes out!"
 
   "Aurora says she is sorry," I told Fallon. "She was just trying to protect me."
 
   "It's all right," Fallon replied. "As long as she understands I wasn't harming you. I can understand wanting to keep you safe. I can't fault her for that."
 
   "I think I can manage the rest on my own, Marshal Fallon," I said. "You can leave now."
 
   "I'll wake you in the morning if you aren't already up when we reach the island," he promised.
 
   "Thank you."
 
   Fallon walked with his arms outstretched towards where he knew the door was. Once he reached it, he stepped out and closed the door behind him.
 
   I walked over to the wardrobe in the room and found a fresh nightgown, slipping it off its hanger.
 
   "I am truly sorry for what I did, Sarah," Aurora said.
 
   "It's nothing to worry about," I assured her. "You didn't cause him any permanent damage."
 
   "Still, I acted in a barbaric manner," Aurora said, sounding disappointed in herself. "I should have asked questions before acting."
 
   I slipped off my old gown and, after a few attempts, finally managed to slip on the new one.
 
   I crawled underneath the covers of my bed and told Aurora, "Let's get some rest. We have a big day tomorrow."
 
   Aurora curled up on her pillow, and we both promptly found sleep.
 
   "Sarah."
 
   I opened my eyes and found Aurora rubbing her head gently against one of my cheeks.
 
   "Sarah, we've arrived."
 
   I sat up and looked at Aurora.
 
   "How do you know?" I asked. "Can you feel the other dragons?"
 
   "Yes," she said. "Some of them, at least. Let's go out and see, Sarah."
 
   I grabbed for my robe and found that my fingers were a little stronger than they were the night before. Carefully, I put it on. Aurora flew up to me and took her perch on my shoulder.
 
   When we walked out of the room, all three of the men were staring out the bank of windows of the compartment.
 
   Dracen was the first to notice me.
 
   "Come and look," he bade with a childlike excitement. "Not many people ever get to see such a sight in their lifetime."
 
   I walked over to stand between Dracen and Fallon.
 
   “Oh, Sarah,” Aurora said as she looked at her true home for the first time. “It’s beautiful.”
 
   I gaped at the floating islands trying to find the words to describe what I was seeing. It was almost like the hand of God reached down into the earth and pulled out chunks of it to float in the sky. There seemed to be six islands in all. They all had mountainous terrain with lush green vegetation. The center island was the largest of the six with what looked like an active volcano on the north side. A pillar of steam billowed out from it reaching up into the sky for as far as I could see. A column of water rose out of the ocean beneath the island as streams fell back into the sea through staggered gaps in the exposed sediment.
 
   “That’s how they get their drinking water,” Dracen said, obviously noticing where my attention had been drawn. “The sea water rises up through the island’s volcano which acts like a natural filtration system with the sand, rock and ash it contains. The filtered water then runs down the streams on the island. The excess spills back into the ocean.”
 
   “I assume they’re using magic to make the water rise from the ocean,” I said.
 
   “Yes, it’s a spell. One that’s worked for more years than I’ve been alive,” Dracen answered.
 
   In the predawn light, I could see a few dragons flying above each of the islands.
 
   “I’m sure they’ve seen us,” I said. It made sense that if I could see them, they could see us.
 
   “Yes,” Dracen agreed. “I’m sure they are choosing an emissary to come greet us.”
 
   “Should I get ready to speak to their emissary?”
 
   “No, let me handle it on your behalf,” Dracen said. “They know me. It will be easier for them to speak to someone they trust first. Save your strength for the council meeting.”
 
   “Will I be able to meet with them today?”
 
   “I see no reason why they would delay it,” Dracen reassured. “I will let the emissary know why you are here and what their kind is doing back in Vankara. That alone should make them gather quickly to hear your plea for their help.”
 
   I looked back out the window and watched as Inara brought the airship in closer to the mysterious island where dragons were the lords and masters. Would Dracen's assumption prove to be true about their willingness to help us? Or had time and a separation from human affairs changed their view of the world, and we would simply find them apathetic to our situation? Perhaps if they decided to leave humanity alone once, they now thought we should be left to fend for ourselves for always.
 
   Inara brought the ship down into a clearing. A majestic waterfall spilled freely, falling over the edge of a high cliff and down into a stream within the valley we were in. It didn't take long for the dragon's chosen emissary to make his appearance. It was a red dragon, and I remembered Dracen telling me the night before that the red ones were the lawmakers and peacekeepers within the dragons' social order. 
 
   He was a magnificent creature with scales that glistened in the light of the new day. His head was smooth for the most part but curly black horns rose high on top of his head like those of a bull. His large, emerald green eyes held an intelligence that bespoke of many years of life. His size was comparable to the full-grown dragons that were besieging my city, making him as big as a well-to-do family's house.
 
   "Will I get that big one day?" Aurora asked me, sounding in awe of her kinsman.
 
   "I would have to assume so," I told her. "Maybe one day I will ride on your shoulder like you do mine now."
 
   Aurora made a little squeaking sound that I took to be her laugh.
 
   "Won't we make a sight together when that happens," she said, sounding excited by such an idea.
 
   Fallon and Able lowered the compartment's stairs for Dracen. I saw Inara fly down from her navigational compartment with the aid of her winged backpack.
 
   "I'll go speak with him and find out when the meeting can take place," Dracen said to me.
 
   "I wish you luck," I told him, having an odd feeling that we might both need a little luck this day to accomplish the task we came for.
 
   Dracen nodded and gave me a grim, tight-lipped smile.
 
   He hesitated for a fraction of a second, chancing a nervous glance in my direction as if he was worried about something in particular. Before I had a chance to ask him about his hesitation, he began his descent down the staircase.
 
   We all watched as Dracen approached the dragon with an ease I wasn't sure I could have pulled off. He stopped a short distance away as they began their silent discussion with one another. I assumed I couldn't hear what was being said because of the distance between us. I could have sworn I saw the dragon roll his eyes at Dracen at one point before he finally nodded his rather fearsome head in agreement with something.
 
   The dragon stretched out its mighty wings and took flight, thrashing its tail in the air causing an audible crack like that of a whip.
 
   Dracen turned around to face us and nodded his head.
 
   A meeting had been arranged. Now all I had to do was convince a council of dragons that they should involve themselves in the affairs of human's once again.
 
   "They will help," Aurora assured me.
 
   I sighed heavily. "I guess we'll see..."
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   As I studied Inara's reflection in the mirror while she styled my hair, I debated with myself on whether or not I should tell her the truth about who I really am.
 
   "Why do you think she will hate you after you tell her the truth?" Aurora asked me, sounding confused by my dilemma.
 
   I glanced down at Aurora as she curiously nosed through some of the jars of make-up on the surface of the vanity in front of me.
 
   "Because her best friend died and none of us told her. She might forgive me for masquerading as Emma Vankar, but allowing her to believe I'm the real Queen Emma all this time may be more than she's willing to excuse."
 
   "But from your memories, the decision to keep the truth from her wasn’t yours. It was made for you," Aurora argued. "Both Queen Emma and Gabriel told you not to tell her, even though you wanted to."
 
   "But I'm the one who has allowed the lie to last so long," I sighed.
 
   "I think she might be mad at first, but she is smart enough to see the wisdom in Queen Emma's arrangement with you. Inara is an honorable woman. She will understand, Sarah."
 
   I silently hoped Aurora was right in her assumption, but decided now wasn't the time to have a heart to heart with Inara. However, I made a silent, yet solemn, vow that I would tell Inara the truth sooner rather than later. Her loyalty as a friend, not only to me but also to Queen Emma, deserved no less.
 
   Inara styled my hair in much the same way she did when I made my first official appearance in Kamora, in a tall bun with my gold filigree and diamond crown fitting over it. I also wore the same cream-colored silk gown with white lace appliqués and diamond studs. If the dragons were attracted to shiny things, I saw no reason why this outfit wouldn't draw and keep their attention. 
 
   "If the dragons can't appreciate you in this outfit," Inara said practically voicing my own thoughts as she looked me up and down, "I don't know what's wrong with them. You look absolutely gorgeous, Em."
 
   I smiled tight-lipped at Inara's use of her nickname for the queen, and felt a double amount of guilt for continuing to lie to her.
 
   "Hey, don't look so nervous," Inara said, mistaking my expression as one telling of my apprehension in dealing with the dragons. "They'll love you, Em. Anyone who meets you falls under your spell."
 
   "My spell?" I asked, confused by her meaning.
 
   "You know," Inara said, waving her hand up and down in my direction. "Beauty and brains are always a lethal combination. Add in the power you have being Queen of Vankara and you have your own version of a spell, even if you don't have any magic. Look at Fallon! You've already weaved your spell around him again."
 
   Before I could respond, there was a knock on the door.
 
   "Emma, are you decent?" Fallon asked from the other side.
 
   Inara pointed her thumb in the direction of the door.
 
   "See," she said knowingly. "You just think about him, and he magically appears out of nowhere."
 
   I couldn't help but giggle.
 
   "It's not exactly nowhere," I replied. "He's been on the other side of the door for quite a while now."
 
   Inara shook her head and said rather resolutely as she walked over to the door, "Nope, magic. I refuse to believe anything else."
 
   After she opened the door, Inara asked, "Are the dragons ready for the meeting?"
 
   "Not yet," I heard Fallon say, though I couldn't see him because the door was blocking him from my view. "I was wondering if I could have a private word with Emma before she meets with them."
 
   "Hmm," Inara said, sounding rather dubious about allowing such a situation to occur. "I'll let you in if you promise to act like a gentleman, John Fallon."
 
   I could hear Fallon chuckle slightly at Inara's request.
 
   "You have my word that I will treat Emma with the utmost care."
 
   Inara turned her head to look back at me and winked in a conspiratorial manner.
 
   "Very well," she said rather imperiously, opening the door wider for me to catch my first glimpse of Fallon and allow him to see me. "I suppose you can have a word with her. But, I'll be right outside this door just in case."
 
   Inara walked out of the room, and Fallon walked in.
 
   He closed the door after Inara left before turning to face me.
 
   "Are there some instructions you want to give me before I meet with the dragon council?" I asked, not seeing any other reason why Fallon would want a word with me in private.
 
   Fallon shook his head slowly as he walked the short distance to me.
 
   "No, I think you can handle them on your own," he said confidently, coming to stand only inches from me.
 
   "Then, what did you need to speak with me about?" I asked, his sudden nearness causing my pulse to race, and the serious look on his face as he stared at me doing nothing to alleviate the excited hammering of my heart.
 
   "I came to wish you luck," he murmured with a hint of a smile stretching his lips. He slipped his arms around my waist and brought my body in closer to his.
 
   "Sarah..." Aurora said with her unasked question raising her voice in my head like a warning beacon. 
 
   "Don't attack him," I told her, instantly knowing where her thoughts had taken her. "I want this."
 
   I raised my arms to rest my hands on Fallon's shoulders and saw his smile broaden. He didn't have to ask permission to lower his lips to mine because I had already given it.
 
   Just as Fallon's lips hovered over mine, I heard myself say to him, "I'm not her."
 
   Fallon stopped and pulled away just enough to look into my eyes.
 
   "I know that, Sarah. I know who you are."
 
   I closed my eyes as Fallon's lips finally touched mine for the first time.
 
   His kiss was tentative at first but soon became more demanding. I found myself wrapping my arms around his neck and raising my body up on the tips of my toes, never wanting him to pull away from me. Fallon's arms tightened around my waist pressing my body firmly against his own. By the time we mutually ended the kiss, we were both breathing heavily from the impact of it.
 
   "You were right," I told him as I looked into his eyes, which were filled with a raw desire to continue where we just left off.
 
   "Right about what exactly?" He asked, leaning down to lightly kiss my swollen lips once, then twice, like he simply didn't want to stop kissing me.
 
   "About me not being able to properly judge Aleksander's kiss without having something to compare it to."
 
   Fallon chuckled, his eyes reflecting his amusement.
 
   "And how did this kiss compare with that one?" He asked, sounding like he already knew the answer to his own question.
 
   "There is no comparison," I said breathlessly. 
 
   Fallon looked both pleased and shy about my answer.
 
   "Well, that's good to know," he told me, "because I plan to kiss you a lot, Sarah, if that's all right with you."
 
   "I would be greatly disappointed if you didn't," I told him honestly.
 
   "I definitely don't want to disappoint my queen."
 
   Fallon lowered his head to mine again. I didn't think it was possible, but the second kiss was even better than the first.
 
   I refused to relinquish my hold on Fallon until a soft knock came from the other side of the bedroom door.
 
   "Queen Emma," I heard Dracen say, "it's time."
 
   I had to force myself to pull away from Fallon, but he instantly pulled me back for one last kiss before reluctantly letting me go.
 
   "Are you ready to go meet some ornery dragons?" Fallon teased.
 
   "Not really," I admitted. "But I don't seem to have a choice. We need them. I just hope I can convince them of that fact."
 
   Aurora flew up to her perch on my left shoulder.
 
   "Don't worry, Sarah," Aurora said, using our connection to fill me with her confidence. "They will help us."
 
   When we walked out of the bedroom and into the sitting room, Inara gasped and immediately began to fuss over my hair.
 
   "If you were going to have a make-out session, couldn't it have waited until after the most important meeting of your life?" She asked me, shaking her head in exasperation as she repaired the damage that was apparently done.
 
   I felt my cheeks begin to burn as I chanced a glance at the men in the room.
 
   Dracen looked about as embarrassed as I felt. So did Able for that matter as he busied himself with some imaginary piece of lint on his black jacket. Fallon, however, looked immensely pleased with himself considering the broad smile on his face.
 
   "There," Inara said somewhat satisfied with her repair job as she stepped away from me to make sure the rest of my person was still presentable.
 
   I felt a need to quickly reestablish the most pertinent subject back to the forefront of our thoughts.
 
   "So what do we do now?" I asked Dracen. "Are they coming to us? Am I the only one who will be meeting with them?"
 
   "No, they are allowing me to join you," Dracen replied. 
 
   "Is there anything I need to know about their customs? Should I bow or should I not bow? Should I speak first or wait to be spoken to?" I remembered quite clearly that I wasn't allowed to bow to anyone in Kamora without the act being taken as me showing weakness. I had no idea what the dragons would expect from me.
 
   "The dragons respect those who show respect to them," Dracen told me. "So bow deeply to each of them. You need to remember that. Don't leave one out, or they will take it as a sign of disrespect. You're allowed to speak to them first but only after they acknowledge that you wish to speak. Courtesy is something they will respond to favorably. Simply be yourself and they will listen to your heartfelt plea for your country."
 
   I nodded. "I can do that."
 
   I looked out the bank of windows and saw the same red dragon who came to greet us sitting in the clearing, watching me.
 
   "Where are the other dragons?" I asked Dracen.
 
   "We'll have to go to them," he told me. "Valen will fly us where we need to be."
 
   "That's the dragon's name?" Fallon asked.
 
   "Yes," Dracen answered. "They all have names just like humans do."
 
   I took in a deep breath before I said, "Let's go. The sooner we get this done the better. At least today, we'll know one way or the other if they will help us or not."
 
   Dracen held out a hand towards the stairs leading out of the compartment.
 
   "Ladies first," he said.
 
   Everyone wished me luck as I walked toward the staircase.
 
   As I took my first step out of the ship, I was immediately struck by how warm and calm the air seemed on the floating island.
 
   "Why isn’t there more of a breeze at this elevation?" I asked Dracen as he followed me down the stairs to the grassy lawn below.
 
   "There's a magical shield around the islands," he said. "It keeps them all at the same temperature no matter what time of year it is."
 
   When I reached the ground, I turned and waited for Dracen to join me.
 
   "Can he hear me from this distance?" I asked Dracen as I looked at the red scaled, black horned dragon staring at me with undisguised curiosity.
 
   "No, we're too far away," Dracen said, sensing a motive to my question.
 
   "Should I tell them what I am or will they instantly be able to tell?" I asked.
 
   "They'll know you're a shifter," Dracen said making the statement but looking a little troubled by it. "You're not the first of your kind that they have met."
 
   "Why do you suddenly look so worried?"
 
   "Do I?" Dracen said, attempting to laugh it off but doing a poor job of hiding his discomfort. "I guess I'm nervous too. It's been a long time since I was here. I'm curious to see how they'll greet me."
 
   I looked back at the dragon who was our escort.
 
   "Well," I said, "I suppose we both better start walking before one or both of us lose our nerve."
 
   Dracen held out a crooked arm for me. I take it and find strength in our unity as we walk towards the dragon together.
 
   As we approach the red dragon Dracen called Valen, it stood to its full height but never took its eyes off me.
 
   "You did not tell me she was a shifter, Dracen," Valen said in a deep, rather grumpy sounding voice.
 
   "It's a minor detail that has no bearing on our request," Dracen replied. "She is the Queen of Vankara, shifter or not."
 
   "Humpf," Valen snorted. "I guess we'll see what the others have to say about this...minor... detail as you call it."
 
   "I'm sure they will understand once the circumstances are explained to them," Dracen said, sounding confident.
 
   Valen returned his gaze to me and asked, "If you are not the true Emma Vankar, who exactly are you?"
 
   "I've gone by two other names in my life," I told him. "April Pew and Sarah Harker. I prefer, Sarah."
 
   Valen's eyes narrow on me further. "Are you sure about that?"
 
   "Yes," I replied. "I prefer Sarah over Queen Emma."
 
   Valen lowered his head and leaned in closer to me. He was so close the air flowing out of his nostrils felt like a slight breeze against my face.
 
   "Not that," he said, studying me closely. "Are you sure you haven't been someone else besides the people you have mentioned."
 
   "No." I told him truthfully. "I have only been three people and this form is the last one I ever intend to take." 
 
   "Hmm..." Valen said, not sounding at all convinced.
 
   "She is telling you the truth," Aurora defended on my behalf. "Why do you doubt her?"
 
   Valen's attention diverted to Aurora who was  perched on my shoulder.
 
   "Greetings, little one," Valen said to her, amused by Aurora's defense of me. "And what is your name?"
 
   "Sarah," Aurora said stressing the name I prefer, "has given me the name of Aurora."
 
   Valen leaned his head back and up, but still kept his gaze on us.
 
   "Well, Aurora, you have a lot to learn about reading humans. Why is it that you decided to bond with this one in particular?"
 
   I felt Aurora's loss for an answer to Valen's question. Finally, she replied, "It seemed like the right thing to do at the time."
 
   "Humpf," Valen said, "as good a reason as any, I suppose."
 
   Valen lowered his body to the ground and angled one of his leathery wings down like a ramp towards us.
 
   "Hop onto my back and I will take you to meet with the council. They are waiting on us."
 
   Dracen held out one of his hands to help me up onto Valen's wing. The dragon’s wing was slightly soft but ridged enough to allow me to walk without losing my balance. When I reached his back, I took hold of one of the black spikes protruding from his spine and secured myself as well as I could sitting sideways.
 
   "It might be better if I sat behind you," Dracen suggested. "At least that way I can help keep you from falling off."
 
   "That would be much appreciated," I admitted with a relieved smile.
 
   Dracen straddled his legs over the dragon's back as you would a horse and wrapped his arms around my waist to take hold of the spike in front of me.
 
   "Here we go," Valen warned, as he stood up onto all four legs.
 
   Unlike the first time he left us to arrange the meeting with the council, Valen did not launch himself straight up into the air. Instead, he was considerate of his guests on his back and simply waved his large wings back and forth in the air to lift his body off the ground gradually so he remained in a horizontal position. Once high enough, Valen dipped his body slightly and glided through the air like a kite on a windy day.
 
   "Oh, Sarah," Aurora said excitedly, "I can't wait until I'm big enough for you to ride me like this!"
 
   I had to admit the ride was exhilarating. The rush of the wind against my face and the muscular strength of Valen beneath me were unlike anything I had ever experienced before. It was similar to riding on Sora's mechanical dragons but a hundred times better. Having a living, thinking creature fly you through the air simply made the experience more personal. There was a trust we all placed in Valen to keep us safe during our journey, and even though I had no reason to, I had complete faith he would deliver us to our destination unharmed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   Valen flew us to the opposite side of the island. From my vantage point in the sky, I caught sight of the five dragons we were meeting before they saw me. They were waiting for us by a small lake nestled within a forested valley close to the base of the volcano. One representative from each of the five factions of dragons was sitting around the lake like a kaleidoscope of colors. As Valen made his descent, they all lifted their heads to watch our approach towards a small island in the center of the lake. It was just big enough for Valen to land on and for us to disembark.
 
   Valen turned his head to look at me and said, "Good luck."
 
   As he did the first time I saw him, Valen flew off the island vertically but made sure not to whip his tail with us so close beneath him.
 
   I looked out at the dragon council and literally had to turn around completely to see them all.
 
   None of them said a word. They simply looked at me in an appraising manner.
 
   "Are they waiting for me to say something?" I whispered to Dracen.
 
   "No," he answered back. "They're waiting for me to."
 
   Dracen bowed deeply to the red dragon first, and I followed his lead by curtseying deeply. One by one Dracen bowed and I curtsied to all of the dragons present. It seemed to me that Dracen was being very careful to show his respect equally, never bowing longer to one dragon than another. As I looked at them all, I noticed something odd. At first, I thought what I was seeing was a necklace around each dragon’s neck, but on closer inspection, I saw that all five of the dragons had one golden scale in the center of their chests.
 
   After showing our due respect to them all, we found ourselves once again facing the red dragon.
 
   "Greetings, Gregoire," Dracen said. "It has been a long time since I stood in your esteemed presence."
 
   "Yes," Gregoire said narrowing his eyes on Dracen, "it has been many years. Valen told us that you have come to voice a plea. What are you in need of sorcerer?"
 
   “Before we get into that,” Dracen said. “Would you mind if I introduced the Queen of Vankara to all present so she knows everyone by their given name?”
 
   Gregoire nodded his head once in acquiescence. 
 
   Dracen started with the green dragon sitting to the right of Gregoire.
 
   “Queen Emma Vankar,” Dracen said, “I would like to introduce you to Titus.”
 
   I curtsied to Titus. “It’s my pleasure to meet you, Titus.”
 
   Titus simply nodded his head in my direction, and I remembered Dracen telling me that the green dragons were solitary creatures. I had to assume that meant they weren’t given to speaking often.
 
   Dracen turned to face the blue dragon to the right of Titus. 
 
   “It’s a pleasure to see you once again, Seneca,” Dracen said. “I hope you are doing well.”
 
   “As well as can be expected under such circumstances,” Seneca said. I noticed his eyes narrow on Aurora with undisguised curiosity. “Tell me Emma Vankar, where did you come across one of my kind?”
 
   “I was travelling in Fae territory when Aurora and I first met,” I answered.
 
   Seneca was silent as he thought over my explanation. Finally, he said, “Aurora. Do you know where your mother is?”
 
   “She was killed,” Aurora answered. “She attacked Emma and her escort. The man travelling with her had to kill my mother in order to protect their lives.”
 
   “Do you know the reason why your mother attacked them? Was she justified in her actions?”
 
   “Aurora wasn’t even born at the time,” I said, interceding on Aurora’s behalf. “But I can answer your question easily enough. She seemed to be among the feral dragons living on the Fae side of Vankara. She would have killed my companion if he hadn’t defended himself against her.”
 
   “Feral?” The yellow dragon on the other side of Seneca said incredulously. “There’s no such thing as a feral dragon. Have you witnessed wild dragons running around your island, Dracen?”
 
   “I’ve never been one to venture far from my sanctuary since Trill’s death, Runa,” Dracen admitted to the scholar of the group. “I wasn’t aware that any of the dragons had gone feral on Vankara though. The ones who occasionally ventured to my home all had their wits about them, as far as I could tell anyway.”
 
   “Are there many of these feral dragons on your island?” Runa asked me, sounding curious about the prospect of such a thing.
 
   “It doesn’t matter!” Seneca roared, causing a ringing in my head from his heated outburst.
 
   Seneca rose from his position and began to walk towards us through the water of the lake in a threatening manner.
 
   “Seneca,” Gregoire said menacingly as he stood up. He looked on the verge of forcing Seneca to back away from us. “What are your intentions?”
 
   “My intentions,” Seneca replied ominously as he stood in front of us and lowered his head so he could get a better look at Aurora, “are to rescue my daughter.”
 
   “Your daughter?” I asked, feeling Aurora’s mixed emotions, excitement tinged with apprehension, about such a possibility. “How can that be?”
 
    “My mate,” Seneca said as he turned his head to look at me, “was extremely stubborn. Vorana thought if we went to our brethren on your island and extended the hand of friendship that they would want to return to us and abide by our rules. She ventured there against my wishes to speak with them but never returned.”
 
   “How do you know Aurora is your daughter?” I asked.
 
   “Because I can sense Vorana inside her,” Seneca said, looking back at Aurora. “Come with me, little one. You do not belong with this… human.”
 
   “If you are truly my father,” Aurora said, “you would not ask me to do such a thing. I am Sarah’s, and she is mine.”
 
   “Whatever this shifter wishes to call herself,” Seneca said in disgust, “she is not worthy of you, daughter. The pain of being separated from her will become bearable in time. Every member of this council has had to endure the loss of the one we were once bonded to. But if you are able to pass your test and become immortal, the link between your souls will be broken anyway, and you will outlive her.”
 
   “I have no desire to live without her!” Aurora said stridently. “I refuse to pass whatever test you would give to me. My life is with Sarah, not with you.”
 
   “You would turn your back on your own kind?” Seneca bellowed as trails of smoke began to expel from his nostrils. 
 
   “I would stay true to the one I have chosen,” Aurora replied calmly in the face of her father’s wrath. “Sarah I know and love. You I have no connection to besides blood.”
 
   “That should be enough,” Seneca argued.
 
   “It is not,” Aurora declared. “My love and loyalty remains with Sarah until the day we die. I will not leave her side just because you demand it. If you want to play the bully, go right ahead, but it will not change my mind or make me respect you very much.”
 
   I hear laughter come from behind me and turn to look at the black dragon.
 
   “Well, she is definitely Vorana’s offspring,” the black dragon said, sounding amused. “No one else could produce such a stubborn little dragonling who can argue so effectively against you, Seneca.”
 
   “Keep your thoughts to yourself, Cassius,” Seneca replied grumpily. “I don’t believe I asked you to join the conversation.”
 
   “No, you didn’t,” Cassius replied, sounding completely unaffected by Seneca’s rebuff. “But I’m not really someone who asks permission to do things. Any human who can instill so much loyalty in one so young has my respect and my vote. You can count me in on whatever it is you’re asking us for, Queen of Vankara.”
 
   “Thank you, Cassius,” I said, curtsying deeply in his direction. “I appreciate your support.”
 
   “Always so brash,” Runa said, rolling her golden eyes at Cassius. “I, for one, would like to know exactly what it is she wants from us first.”
 
   “Seneca,” Gregoire said, “why don’t you retake your seat and let the rest of us hear what she has come here to ask of us? I seriously doubt she knows what happened to make Vorana act in such a vicious manner. Those answers will most likely have to come from our brethren on Vankara.”
 
   Seneca exhaled, causing a plume of smoke to billow out from his nostrils before he turned around to retake his seat. 
 
   “Now,” Gregoire said to me, sitting back down, “please tell us why you have traveled all this way.”
 
   “Thank you all for allowing me to speak with you,” I said, feeling slightly nervous now that I had their undivided attention. “As many of you undoubtedly know, the Vankarans and Fae have shared the same island for hundreds of years. The Iron Wall was built to keep us separated from one another, and we have lived in peace since the treaty was signed. Unfortunately, the queen of the Fae, Nuala, has invaded my side of the island. With the help of your rogue dragons, she has taken control of our capital, Iron City. Since these dragons are helping her, we lack any sort of defense against their superiority in the air. Nuala’s attack came as a surprise and our military was ill prepared for such an invasion. We lost many of our troops in the first assault, but I have secured support from Queen Sora of Kamora for more ground troops. However, this still leaves us vulnerable to attacks from the dragons under Nuala’s control. I have come here to humbly ask you for help. We have no other way to defend ourselves from your brethren on our island.”
 
   “Well,” Gregoire said sounding troubled, “I seriously doubt the Queen of the Fae is in control of our kind. I fear it might be the other way around.”
 
   “Yes,” Dracen agreed, “I have the same worry. Your brother has been waiting for such an opportunity to enslave the humans. I am certain Nuala is simply taking his direction and will eventually fall victim to her own greed in this matter.” 
 
   “Brother?” I asked Dracen. A picture of the red dragon who sat by Nuala’s throne when I first visited her flits through my mind.
 
   “Tyr has always been a thorn in my side,” Gregoire grumbled. “I have no doubt he is behind this war against your people. He can be very persuasive when he wants to be. His complete contempt for mankind can only mean that he is using this Nuala to further his own agenda.”
 
   “It’s also quite possible he plans to use Vankara as a starting point,” Dracen said. “I’m sure you know about the plagues which have decimated much of the human race around the world.”
 
   “Yes, we are aware of what has happened,” Gregoire said.
 
   “Maybe Tyr was instrumental in that as well. If he does plan to enslave humanity, what better way to do it than to weaken them first before attempting to conquer them one nation at a time.”
 
   Gregoire nodded. “It is very possible what you say is true.”
 
   “Then will you help us stop them?” I beseeched. “I know your own war was over the possibility of doing the same thing. I would like to ask for your help in preventing it from happening now.”
 
   Gregoire is silent for a moment as if weighing the pros and cons of helping me.
 
   “Before you commit to something,” Seneca said to Gregoire, “perhaps you should ask her what she is hiding from us first.”
 
   “You sense she is being dishonest about something?” Gregoire asked.
 
   I looked at Seneca and saw that his gaze was fixed and his eyes narrowed on me.
 
   “I’ve told you everything that I know,” I said. “I have nothing to hide.”
 
   “I sense that you seem to think you are telling us the truth. Yet, there is something about you that isn’t quite right,” Seneca said.
 
   “Are you trying to cast doubt on Sarah’s worthiness because of my defiance?” Aurora asked her father.
 
   “No, little one,” Seneca said gently to Aurora, “I am not that shallow. I am simply cautious in placing my trust in someone who is more than she appears to be.”
 
   “You’re making no sense, Seneca,” Cassius grumbled. “Either she’s lying about something or she isn’t. Which is it?”
 
   “All I can sense is that she isn’t telling us the whole truth, but that she might not even know it herself,” Seneca answered.
 
   “Has her memory been altered in some way?” Runa asked, sounding curious about such a thing like a true scholar wishing to uncover the truth.
 
   “It’s possible,” Seneca admitted. “But I have no way of discerning the true reason.”
 
     “I have not sensed anything in Sarah to make me think she is lying about herself,” Aurora said in my defense.
 
   “And you are a child,” Seneca said patiently. “You are still learning how to read the emotions of others, which is an ability that will grow over time. What I sense in your companion is real, but it is something I have never encountered before. I’m not sure how to solve the problem. As things stand now, I cannot give you my support in this matter. Not until I know what it is you are concealing from us first.”
 
   “But I’ve told you everything that I know,” I argued. “How can I tell you something that, apparently, I don’t even consciously realize that I know?”
 
   “That is not my problem to solve,” Seneca said. “I am simply saying that there is more to you than you even know. What you do with that information is your choice. Perhaps you should ask Dracen to explain things further. I sense he knows exactly what it is that I’m talking about.”
 
   I looked over at Dracen and saw a troubled frown mar his otherwise handsome face. He kept his eyes averted to the ground and seemed to be refusing to look up at me. I reached out a hand to draw his attention but that simple gesture soon proved to be futile.
 
   Just as I was about to touch his arm, I noticed that my hand looked like it was fading from existence. I quickly looked down at the rest of me and saw that I appeared to look more like a ghostly apparition than a real person.
 
   “Dracen!” I said in alarm, not understanding what was happening.
 
   My cry finally drew Dracen’s attention to me, and he gaped with a mixture of worry and shock.
 
   “Oh no,” he said, reaching out to me with both of his hands as if he thought such an action would stop what was happening.
 
   “Well, well,” Cassius said as all the dragons simply sat and watched me slowly disappear. “He’s finally breaking his silence after all these years.”
 
   “Strange that he would pick this human to do it for,” Runa said.
 
   “He never was one to waste his magic though,” Gregoire added in. “He must think she’s worth the effort.”
 
   “Or it’s a warning,” Titus said. “Perhaps he is telling us not to trust her.”
 
   “Either way,” Seneca said. “He will be able to help her learn the truth about herself.”
 
   I looked back at Dracen and saw tears mark trails down his cheeks.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said to me just as I felt something grab hold of my soul and pull me away.
 
   Darkness surrounded me, and I faintly wondered if I was dead.
 
   “You are not dead,” Aurora reassured me. 
 
   I felt a terrible chill in the air around us. I heard Aurora take in a deep breath and watched as she blew out a stream of fire that did little more than light our surroundings for a few precious seconds, but that was all the time I needed to see what was standing right in front of us.
 
   A great white dragon with piercing blue eyes stood only a few feet away, staring straight at us.
 
   As Aurora’s flame ended, throwing us back into the shadows, it spoke.
 
   “Greetings, shifter,” he said.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked. “And why have you brought me here?”
 
   “You may call me Vincent,” the white dragon replied. “That is the name my human companion gave to me when he was alive.”
 
   The sadness in Vincent’s voice at the mention of the human he was bonded to instantly brought to mind the solitary dragon Dracen told me about. The one whose heart was broken when he learned the true price of immortality.
 
   “How did you bring us here?” I asked.
 
   “We dragons all have a small bit of magic we can wield,” Vincent said. “I have been listening to your conversation with the others. It sounded like you might need some help in gaining their support.”
 
   “Why would you help me?” I questioned.
 
   “Because Seneca can think more of himself than he has a right to,” Vincent said, sounding disgusted by his brother dragon’s superiority complex. “No disrespect to your father, little one. But, he can be somewhat overbearing at times.”
 
   “I completely agree,” Aurora replied.
 
   “Vincent, is there any way to have some light in here?” I asked. “The darkness is a bit disorienting to me.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Vincent said, like my need for light hadn’t actually occurred to him. “My apologies. I’ve been in the dark for so long I’ve become accustomed to it.”
 
   Vincent blew out a small ball of fire and lit a large pile of wood a short distance away.
 
   It was only then that I could see we were in a large underground cavern. It was obviously located within or underneath one of the mountains on the island. I looked to my right and saw a small stream, which could mean only one thing.
 
   “Are we underneath the volcano?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” Vincent said as he laid down on the stone floor.
 
   I felt my head cock of its own accord as I looked at Vincent.
 
   “Why are you white?” I asked. “If you’re a fire breather like Aurora, shouldn’t you be blue?”
 
   “I was blue, once upon a time,” Vincent said. “But I’ve been living in the dark for so long my scales and wings have turned white.”
 
   I looked at Vincent’s chest and saw a gold scale just like the ones each member of the council had.
 
   “Does the gold scale mark you as an immortal dragon?” I asked, seeing no other assumption to make.
 
   “Yes. All who pass their test receive one.”
 
   “What was your test?” Aurora asked, sounding curious to know what exactly had to be done to obtain immortality.
 
   “It’s different for every dragon,” Vincent told her. “But none of us speak about what our particular test was. That is only for us to know.”
 
   “Well, I won’t be taking any type of test,” Aurora said resolutely. “I have no desire to outlive Sarah.”
 
   “I would have chosen as you have too, little one. Unfortunately, none of us knows when we are being tested. Otherwise, I would have purposely failed so that I could have died with my Henry.”
 
   I looked over at the pile of wood. It looked like a jumbled mess of broken tree trunks piled haphazardly.
 
   “Why do you have so much wood down here to burn if you prefer the dark?” I asked.
 
   “I favor having my meals cooked before I eat them,” Vincent answered. “Fish taste better to me after they’ve been roasted over an open fire for a short while. It makes the skin rather crispy and delicious.”
 
   I could certainly understand Vincent’s reasoning. As if the fish knew we were speaking about them, a couple jumped up through the surface of the stream before diving back into the water and continuing on their merrily little way downstream.
 
   I returned my attention to Vincent.
 
   “How can you help me, Vincent?” I asked.
 
   “I can help you recover the memories you have lost,” he told me.
 
   “What memories?” I asked, completely dumbfounded by what he was referring to. “As a child when I was April Pew?”
 
   “No, the memories of your life before you became April Pew.”
 
   “How could I have been someone before April Pew?” I asked. “I was adopted when I was a year old by the Pews. I was just a baby.”
 
   “And yet,” Vincent said, tilting his head slightly to peer into my eyes, “there is a part of you that is none of the people you remember being. A part that has been hidden from you for a very long time.”
 
   “But why?” I asked.
 
   “That, I do not know. Only you can uncover the truth. The memories are still within you, shifter. They’ve simply been buried so deeply your conscious mind can’t retrieve them.”
 
   Dracen’s tear stained face flashed inside my mind.
 
   “Dracen knows, doesn’t he?” I asked Vincent, but I already knew the answer to that question.
 
   “Yes. But he’s placed a spell on his own memories to keep them hidden from others.”
 
   I tried to think back to all the dreams and visions that I couldn’t explain. I remembered a dream of me standing on top of Ledmarrow Mountain and a man coming up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist like a lover would, and then another one of Dracen and me playing chess together.
 
   “How are Dracen and I connected to one another?” I asked, knowing that could be the only explanation. “What was I to him in this other life?” 
 
   “Only you have the answers to those questions,” Vincent told me. “But I can help you pull them up to the surface of your mind.”
 
   “Sarah,” Aurora said, her voice sounding worried. “Maybe these memories were buried for a good reason. I have always felt that Dracen only has your best interest at heart. If he helped you forget things about your shared past, perhaps they are memories that are better left alone.”
 
   “But I can’t live not knowing what they are,” I replied. “Now that I know for certain they exist, I have to find out what happened. If I don’t do this, the other dragons won’t help us. You know that. We need them if we’re going to have a chance at taking Iron City back from the Fae.”
 
   I looked back at Vincent.
 
   “What do I have to do?” I asked him.
 
   Vincent spread his wings out, then folded them in front of him to make a canopy of sorts.
 
   “Come closer and I will weave a spell which should help you remember your past.”
 
   I hesitated for only a fraction of a second before walking towards Vincent. Once I was close enough, he folded his wings closer together to completely encapsulate me.
 
   “Rest your forehead against mine,” Vincent told me, lowering his head as far as he could to make it easier for me.
 
   I inhaled deeply before leaning in towards Vincent until our foreheads touched.
 
   “Are you ready?” He asked, giving me one last chance to back out.
 
   “Not really,” I said in all honesty. “But I don’t believe I have a choice, Vincent.”
 
   “Then let us find what has been hidden from you, shifter. And hope that the knowledge does more good than harm.”
 
   I felt a warmth enter my body as Vincent began to weave his spell around me to retrieve my memories and hoped that his last words proved to be true.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
   I heard the laughter of a little girl mingled with that of an older woman’s. The child’s giggles echoed against the corners of my mind, warming my heart with a forgotten joy. A picture began to form within my thoughts as Vincent helped me retrieve a long lost memory. As I continued to hold my forehead against his, I found myself crossing my fingers hoping what I learned in the next few moments helped me understand who I truly was. Where did I come from? What caused me to forget my first life?
 
   I felt the sensation of running, as if I were experiencing the memory first hand. My lips stretched into a smile as my counterpart in the memory looked over her shoulder at the beautiful woman chasing her. She had long blonde hair that was naturally wavy and bounced against her shoulders as she ran after me. Her smile made her face practically glow with happiness.
 
   “I’m going to get you!” The woman laughed with her hands pointed towards me, wiggling her fingers teasingly.
 
   “No, mommy. No!” The child me laughed, secretly wanting my mother to catch me and tickle me as threatened, but doing my best to get away from her.
 
   “Then you better run faster!” My mother warned.
 
   I continued to look over my shoulder, watching my mother while I ran as fast as my little legs would take me. Suddenly, I tripped over something in my path and ended up sprawled out onto the stone floor. My dress helped cushion the fall to my knees, but the palms of my hands scraped against the cold rock, scratching them and causing pain.
 
   As I squeezed my eyes shut and began to cry, I felt a pair of large, warm hands gently pick me up off the floor. I was quickly cradled in the gentle embrace of a man’s arms and held securely against him.
 
   “Oh, Kira,” the man said to me, his voice sounding familiar, “are you hurt, my little love?”
 
   I rested my head against the man’s shoulder, but kept my eyes shut as I continued to cry from my small wounds. The man held me close as he began to carry me somewhere.
 
   “Is she hurt?” My mother asked worriedly. I could hear her quick footfalls keeping up with those of the man holding me.
 
   “I think the fall scared her more than she’s physically hurt,” the man said soothingly. “I’m sure she’ll be fine.”
 
   When I realized whom the man speaking was, my first instinct was to pull my head away from Vincent’s to stop the memory and collect my thoughts. But I didn’t. I needed for the child me to open her eyes and confirm what I thought I knew.
 
   “Kira, my love, daddy needs for you to open your eyes.”
 
   Even through my tears, I could make out Dracen’s face clear enough. He looked just the same in the past as he did in the present. As he smiled at me, his face full of concern, I knew without any doubt that he loved me unreservedly.
 
   For whatever reason, the surprise of discovering Dracen was my real father faded quickly. Obviously, I held that information within my subconscious somewhere all this time. Having it finally come to the surface of my mind was actually something of a relief, like a pent up sigh that was finally released.
 
   Dracen sat me down on a hard surface, and I saw that we were in a kitchen. The sound of bird’s singing could be heard from the open window above a hammered copper sink. The soft glow of sunlight filled the quaint little kitchen, but I knew the outside world was simply an illusion. It was the same illusion Dracen had in his sitting room when I first met him. I knew, without having to be told, that we were actually inside Ledmarrow Mountain.
 
   Dracen took my little hands into his, looking at the minute scratches across each palm. He shook his head in dismay and sighed.
 
   “You know you shouldn’t be running down the tunnels,” he said in a slightly chastising voice. He brought my hands underneath the faucet of the sink.
 
   “Aqueous,” he said, magically causing clear water to suddenly flow from the faucet head and onto my hands. Gently, he washed off the dust and small rocks from them.
 
   “It was all my fault,” my mother said, coming to stand on the other side of Dracen. “I shouldn’t have teased her so hard.”
 
   Dracen- my father- looked up at me and winked in a conspiratorial manner.
 
   “Yes, your mother should have known better considering how old she is,” he said, which earned him a light slap on the arm from my mother.
 
   “I am not that old,” my mother professed. “And you’re one to talk about being old. What are we celebrating today? You’re one thousandth birthday?”
 
   “I’m not that old,” Dracen said, sounding mildly offended by my mother’s over exaggerated assumption.
 
   “You know father will never tell us exactly how old he is, mother,” a new voice chimed in. “He likes to maintain his ‘man of mystery’ persona.”
 
   I looked up to the entrance of the kitchen and saw a blonde haired boy of about fifteen standing there with a grin on his face. A light scattering of freckles ran from one cheek to the next, and his blue eyes danced with mirth.
 
   “It doesn’t matter how old I am,” Dracen said with a small shrug. “My life didn’t really begin until your mother came into it.”
 
   The boy rolled his eyes at Dracen’s sentimentality, but when I returned my gaze to my mother’s face, I saw a smile as bright as day take shape.
 
   “And don’t you forget it,” my mother told him. “I’m not sure what you would have done if my sister hadn’t badgered me into coming here to be your new apprentice.”
 
   “At first, I wasn’t sure why Nuala sent me such an old pupil,” Dracen said with a shake of his head in dismay, which earned him yet another playful slap across the arm from my mother.
 
   “I was only seventeen!” She protested. “Besides, I think Nuala wanted you to fall in love with me. She probably thought if you did, she would have the greatest sorcerer who ever lived at her disposal. She never does anything that doesn’t benefit her in some way. You should know that by now.”
 
   “Aqueous consto,” Dracen said, making the water from the faucet stop. He reached up for a small hand towel hanging on the wall to the right of the sink and slipped it off its hanger to begin drying my hands.
 
   “They’ll be a little sore for a day or so,” he told me. “So no more running in the tunnels, my little love, is that understood?”
 
   “Yes, papa,” the child me answered. “I promise I won’t run.”
 
   “Why don’t the two of you go play chess?” My mother suggested to us. “Orin and I can finish making the birthday cake. We’ll let you know when it’s ready.”
 
   Dracen easily picks me up in his arms again.
 
   “Do you feel up to a game of chess, Kira?” Dracen asked.
 
   I nodded my head, which earned me a smile from him.
 
   “You may only be seven-years-old,” he said to me as we walked out of the kitchen while my brother walked further in to help my mother, “but you’re one of the best adversaries I’ve had in long time. Though, I chalk that up to you being my daughter. I mean, I am me after all, why wouldn’t my own daughter be as brilliant at chess as I am?”
 
   I giggled in the memory and wrapped my arms around Dracen’s neck as he continued to hold me.
 
   “I love you, Papa,” I declared with my whole heart.
 
   I feel Dracen turn his head and kiss one of my cheeks.
 
   “And I will always love you, my little love. Always.”
 
   Dracen came to a stop and sat me in a chair in front of a chessboard. He walked over to the other side of it and sat down in his chair opposite mine.
 
   “You make the first move,” he told me.
 
   I moved one of my pawns forward and sat back to wait for him to move his first piece.
 
   Dracen leaned towards the board with his chin resting in the palm of his hand, his fingers lightly tapping against his lips. He looked up at me sitting across from him and winked mischievously before making his move on the board laid out between us.
 
   I gasped because I recognized the scene as the vision I had while we were at the Royal Academy.
 
   I let go of Vincent’s head and took a step back. I placed a trembling hand against my chest as if it would help calm my racing heart.
 
   “Sarah,” Aurora said, rubbing her little head against the side of my face. “Are you all right?”
 
   “Did you see it?” I asked Aurora. “Did you see the memory?”
 
   “Yes, I saw it.”
 
   “Why didn’t he tell me he was my father?” I asked, both Aurora and Vincent.
 
   “I would assume,” Vincent said, “that Dracen had his reasons. It was obvious in the memory how much he loved you. A parent who loves their child so much would do anything they had to for them. It’s evident to me that drastic measures were taken to keep your memories hidden from you. I am having a hard time finding many of them from your first life.”
 
   “Is it a spell of some sort?” I asked. “Did Dracen use his magic to erase my memories?”
 
   “No,” Vincent said with certainty. “A magical spell is not shielding your memories like they are Dracen’s. That much I can tell.”
 
   “Then what was done to me?” I demand. I knew my question was irrational. How would Vincent know what happened in my past? Yet, I needed to find the answer. I needed to know why the life I was born into was all but erased from my mind.
 
   “I suggest you let me search for more of your memories,” Vincent said. “Perhaps an important one is still intact and will provide an answer to your questions.”
 
   I hesitated for only a moment before I retook my position and held my forehead against Vincent’s once more.
 
   Dracen and I are walking arm in arm down a cobblestone sidewalk of a small, quaint village.
 
   “Why do you think it’s been so long since Aunt Nuala sent you a new apprentice?” I asked Dracen.
 
   Just from the height of my perspective and the mature tone of my voice, I know that many years have passed since the first memory Vincent was able to uncover. I’m just not sure how many.
 
   “I asked her not to,” Dracen told me. “At least not until you and your brother were older. Now that Orin has left to make his own way in the world, I assume you won’t be too far behind.”
 
   “Is that your subtle way of telling me that I need to leave the nest?” I asked him.
 
   I can feel my counterpart’s conflict between wanting to start a family of my own and wanting to stay with my father. I had a yearning to see the world beyond the small village we were in, but I also felt a need to stay with him so he wouldn’t be lonely.
 
   It’s then that I realize my mother has died. Flashes of her being ill and taken too soon from this world are remembered by me as I study Dracen’s features. I don’t want to leave him all alone in his mountain sanctuary because I fear he would shy away from the world and become a hermit.
 
   “I would never ask you to leave your home,” Dracen said to me with a melancholy smile. “But, I’m selfish that way. I would keep you with me forever if I could, but that would not be a very fulfilling life for you, Kira. You deserve so much more in your life than just me.”
 
   I tighten my arm around his as we continue to walk down the street.
 
   “My life with you has been filled with magic and more wonders than most people get to experience in a lifetime,” I told him. “Every time we come to this village for supplies, I see what the world has to offer, and I can honestly say that I would miss my home and you desperately if I were to leave it.”
 
   “But don’t you want a family of your own one day?” He asked me, filled with concern. “There is so much joy to be had in loving another person and building a life with them. How can you deny yourself such happiness?”
 
   “If I’m supposed to pick a husband from the men I’ve seen in this village,” I said, “I think I would rather remain an old maid.”
 
   Dracen laughed. “We could go to Iron City, or even Nuala’s home on the Fae side to find a better match for you.”
 
   “If I’m destined to find true love, it will come of its own accord. I’m in no rush, father. I have years left for it to happen. I’m only sixteen.”
 
   “You would already be considered an old maid in some realms,” Dracen teased.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. “Perhaps. But when have you ever known me to care much about what other people think?”
 
   “True enough,” Dracen agreed. “I’m surprised you care what I think most of the time.”
 
   “You’re the wisest man I know,” I praised.
 
   “I’m basically the only man you know, my dear daughter,” Dracen scoffed, trying to downplay my compliment.
 
   Out of nowhere, a young boy around my age, dressed in shoddy clothes, and wearing a tattered newsboy cap barreled into me at a full run, causing me to lose my balance and fall backwards onto the sidewalk.
 
   “Oh, I’m so sorry, miss,” the boy said remorsefully. “I should’ve been watchin’ where I was goin’.”
 
   “Yes, you very well should have!” I huffed indignantly, my pride hurt more than my bottom.
 
   “Are you all right?” Dracen said, kneeling down beside me to help me into a sitting position.
 
   “”Yes, Papa. I’m fine. I just got the wind knocked out of me is all.”
 
   The boy reached out a hand to help me to my feet. I looked at it skeptically because it was covered in ground in dirt. I briefly wondered if the boy knew what a bar of soap looked like.
 
   “I’m truly sorry, miss,” the boy said. “Please, at least let me help you up.”
 
   I let my eyes meet those of the boy and found myself looking at a rather handsome face with sparkling green eyes. My heart began to race inside my chest as we continued to stare at one another, and I saw from the softness that entered his eyes that I was affecting him as much as he was me.
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked him.
 
   “My name is Jacob, miss,” he answered.
 
   I took his offered hand and let him help me to my feet.
 
   “Please accept my humblest apology,” Jacob said, covering the hand he still held with his other one. “I was late for work, miss. I wasn’t even lookin’ where I was goin’.”
 
   “It’s all right,” I said, feeling my hand tremble slightly as he held it within the warm confines of his. I felt embarrassed by the way I was reacting to him and slowly slipped my hand out of his.
 
   The boy hesitated as if he was uncertain about something, and a small part of me wondered if he simply wanted to prolong the chance encounter.
 
   “Good day to you, miss,” Jacob said, tipping his hat to me. “I promise it won’t happen again.”
 
   Jacob brushed by me and hurriedly made his way down the street.
 
   “Are you sure you’re all right?” Dracen asked me, still looking worried.
 
   I nodded my head, not trusting myself to speak.
 
   The encounter had left me shaken, but not in the way my father was probably thinking.
 
   I looked down at the hand Jacob had held and saw that there were smudges of dirt from where he grasped it. I didn’t mind my hand being dirty until I saw something else that was out of place.
 
   “He has mother’s ring,” I said, feeling my earlier romantic notions of Jacob quickly turn into loathing. “He stole it!”
 
   I didn’t even wait for my father to respond. I spun on my heels and ran down the street intent on getting my mother’s ring back.
 
   I’m not sure if Jacob sensed me running after him or not, but he picked up his pace and quickly ducked into a nearby side alley.
 
   When I turned into the same alley, sure I had caught up to him, he was nowhere to be seen. I said a few choice words under my breath at allowing him to slip through my fingers.
 
   Dracen was soon by my side.
 
   “I know he ran into this alley!” I said to my father in frustration.
 
   “He did,” my father confirmed. “Don’t worry, Kira. We can still find him.”
 
   “How? Are we going to ask the sheriff for help? I’m sure this isn’t the first time that pickpocket has stolen from someone.”
 
   “No,” Dracen said looking somewhat troubled. “I don’t believe we’ll need to involve the sheriff in this matter.”
 
   “Then how exactly are we going to find him? Do you have connections to the criminal underworld that I don’t know about?”
 
   Dracen laughed. “No, I do not have any scandalous connections with the criminal element. I don’t need them. There’s no way for him to hide from me.” Dracen turned to face the alleyway and called out, “Come on out, Jacob. I know where you are. There’s no reason to hide from us. We won’t press charges against you. Kira simply wants her mother’s wedding ring back. It was the last gift her mother gave her before she died. I don’t think you are the sort of person who would purposely steal such a sentimental item from someone. And…I know what you are. I can sense it.”
 
   I heard the rattle of metal and saw one of the covers over where the sewer drain ran underneath the alleyway being lifted up by a pair of hands.
 
   Jacob peeked out at us.
 
   “How can you know what I am?” He asked suspiciously from his place of safety.
 
   Dracen took a couple of steps forward.
 
   “Because I can sense the difference in you, Jacob. I know you are a shifter, and my daughter and I are probably two of the few people in the world who can help you better understand why you are.”
 
   I gasped at this revelation. My brother and I were the only shifters I knew personally. My father had been forced to tell me what I was when my mother died. I needed an explanation when he refused to let me hold her hand as she passed away. At the time, he told me there were others like us out in the world, but this was the first time I ever came face to face with a shifter who wasn’t my brother.
 
   Jacob looked over at me, and I suddenly felt nervous under his scrutiny. He returned his gaze to Dracen.
 
   “Is that what you call things like me?” Jacob asked, his voice full of self-loathing. “Shifters?”
 
   “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Dracen assured him. “Where are your parents? We should probably discuss things with them as well.”
 
   “I don’t have any parents,” Jacob said. “They died a long time ago.”
 
   “How long have you been living on the streets?”
 
   “Since the time I turned into the old groundskeeper who used to work at the orphanage I lived at,” Jacob said, lifting the grate he was hiding under completely out of the way and stepping out of the hole. “He died and I suddenly found myself becomin’ him.”
 
   “And how did you come to be in the body you have now?” Dracen asked.
 
   “He was a boy who befriended me when I had nowhere else to go. He was closer to my real age and livin’ on the streets. He showed me how to survive on my own and didn’t think I was crazy when I told him about becomin’ the old man.”
 
   “And how did he die?” Dracen asked. Even I could hear the unasked question in his voice.
 
   “I didn’t kill him,” Jacob answered irrefutably, obviously having heard the real question as well. “He had just lived on his own for too long and was half-starved and sick. He ended up dyin’ in my arms.” Jacob narrowed his eyes on Dracen. “Is that how it happens? I was holdin’ the old groundskeeper’s hand when he died too.”
 
   “Yes,” Dracen answered. “If someone who is a shifter is touching a person when they die, they become that person. I’m sure if your parents had been able to raise you, they would have told you this. Are they dead?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jacob answered with a shrug. “All they told me at the orphanage was that someone left me there in a basket. They didn’t leave a note or anythin’ else, just me.”
 
   Dracen holds out a hand to Jacob. “Then come with us. You shouldn’t be living out here on the streets. It’s too dangerous for you and other shifters.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The two times you transformed, did anyone else see you do it?”
 
   Jacob shook his head. “No.”
 
   Dracen breathed out a sigh of relief. “Good. Can you imagine the hysteria you would have caused if someone had? You were lucky no one else was around, or they might have tried to kill you while you were shifting into your new body. They would have thought you were some kind of monster or worse, a demon. Just come live with us for a little while. At least until you’re ready to accept the responsibility of what you are. I can promise you that our home is better than living on the streets.”
 
   “And you’ll let me go if I decide I don’t want to stay?” Jacob asked, eyeing Dracen as if he were judging whether he was someone who could be trusted.
 
   “Yes,” Dracen replied. “We won’t keep you prisoner in our home, if that’s what you’re really asking. You will be free to leave at any time of your choosing. I will personally escort you back here to this very spot if that’s what you want.”
 
   Jacob looked down at the street and kicked at one of the cobblestones as he considered Dracen’s offer. Finally, he looked back up at us and said, “I don’t know why you’re bein’ so nice to me, especially after I stole from your daughter. But, I would like to go with you if I could.”
 
   Dracen smiled and his body looked more relaxed. 
 
   “Good. I’m glad you’ve chosen to come with us. Now, if you would be so kind as to return my wife’s ring to my daughter, I would appreciate it.”
 
   Jacob walked over to me, keeping his head tilted down until he stood in front of me.
 
   “I’m sorry, miss,” Jacob said before daring to look at my face again. His emerald green eyes swam with regret. “I was just tryin’ to survive.”
 
   “There are better ways,” I told him with a small smile, no longer feeling mad at him. How could I be when he was looking at me like a lost puppy dog?
 
   Jacob nodded in agreement with my statement and reached into his coat pocket. He pulled out the simple gold band with a sparkling yellow stone in the mounting. I held out my right hand and he slipped it onto my ring finger.
 
   Suddenly, the memory changed. Jacob was still holding my hand and slipping my mother’s ring onto one of my fingers, but this time it was my left hand’s ring finger.
 
   “I now pronounce you man and wife,” a man who was standing beside us declared.
 
   In the memory, my heart was filled with happiness as I threw my arms around the neck of a slightly older and much cleaner Jacob. I kissed him on the lips to seal the marriage vows we had just made to one another.
 
   “Congratulations, little sister,” the man beside us said to me.
 
   I let go of my husband and turned to face Orin, my brother. He was wearing the black attire and white collar of a priest. His lips were stretched into a smile of delight to rival my own.
 
   “Thank you for coming home and doing this for us,” I told Orin, giving him a hug. “It meant the world to me.”
 
   “Well, I couldn’t very well have the two of you living in sin, now could I?” Orin joked. “It was about time Jacob got up the nerve to ask you to marry him. It’s been three years after all. I didn’t think we needed to give him any time to back out.”
 
   “Like Kira would have let me,” Jacob laughed.
 
   I turned to face my new husband with an admonishment on my tongue, but quickly lost the words I was going to say when I saw my own happiness mirrored on his face. So instead of chastising him, I threw myself into his arms and kissed him squarely on the lips again.
 
   “Oh dear,” I heard Dracen say, “I’m not sure I’ll survive having newlyweds living under the same roof as me.”
 
   I stopped kissing my husband and turned to face my father. Jacob wrapped his arms around my waist as I turned to look at Dracen.
 
   “You’ll be thankful for our newly wedded bliss if it produces a grandchild for you,” I teased him.
 
   Dracen’s features looked conflicted by the notion. “I would very much like a grandchild. Just don’t tell me how that child came into being so I can enjoy him or her.”
 
   “It will be a her,” I said confidentially, turning back in my husband’s arms to face his sparkling eyes once again. “I just know it.”
 
   The memory changes again, and I hear the laughter of a little girl.
 
   “Joselyn, come down from there at once!” I yelled at a girl who was about five-years-old. She had shoulder length blonde hair that was styled in a multitude of ringlets. As I watched the memory, I couldn’t help but realize how much she looked like Dena. The resemblance was uncanny.
 
   She was walking across a large pile of boulders next to the underground lake in Dracen’s mountain home. I felt fear clinch my throat shut as she held her little arms out on either side of her to help maintain her precarious balance. Once she reached the safety of my outstretched arms, I held her tightly to my chest.
 
   “Never do that again,” I scolded her. “Or I will give you a spanking. Do you understand me?”
 
   “I was just having fun, Mommy,” Joselyn said in way of apology.
 
   “But you could have easily fallen into the lake, Joselyn. Please, just promise me that you won’t do that again.”
 
   Joselyn leaned back from me and kissed me once on the lips.
 
   “I promise, Mommy. I’m sorry I made you worry.”
 
   I brought Joselyn back into my arms feeling relieved that I caught her in time.
 
   The memory changes once more and I see myself standing on top of Ledmarrow Mountain, looking out at the vast mountain range that protected us from unwanted visitors. The sun was just rising in the East bringing light into a new day. A pair of strong arms encircled my waist, making me smile.
 
   “Don’t be gone too long,” I begged Jacob as he nuzzled the side of my neck with his warm lips.
 
   “I won’t be. I’ll be back in a couple of hours, at the most. We just need a few supplies this trip. Are you sure the two of you can’t come with me? We could go wake Joselyn up and make a day of it together in the village.”
 
   “Not today,” I sighed, denying myself the promise of fun Jacob was offering. “I desperately need to continue our daughter’s education. Her reading is atrocious, and her writing isn’t much better.”
 
   “Then turn around and kiss me before I leave,” Jacob said.
 
   I turned around in my husband’s arms and kissed him as if it might be the last kiss we ever shared.
 
   As I pulled away from Jacob, he immediately pulled me back up against him, unwilling to let me go just yet.
 
   When he did finally release me, I told him, “Come back to us quickly. I don’t like it when you’re gone.”
 
   Jacob kissed me gently once more and promised, “I’ll be back before you know it.”
 
   He grabbed hold of the necklace around his neck with one hand and said, “Villa.”
 
   Jacob was instantly transported to the little village we bought our supplies in by using the magic my father infused his necklace with.
 
   I hugged myself against the chill wind blowing through the mountains, already feeling the emptiness from his absence.
 
   As I walked down the tunnel from the surface back into my home, a sudden panic infused my heart. I knew something was wrong. The air inside felt heavy-laden with an unknown melancholy. I ran down the tunnel to find the source and stopped short as the small lake came into my view. Floating face down in the dark water was the still form of Joselyn. Her white nightgown billowed out around her little body.
 
   I ran towards the water and dove in, desperate to get to her. Once I reached her, I turned her over and placed one arm over her chest and under one arm to swim her back to the edge of the lake. After I had my daughter out of the water, I pushed on her lungs in a near mad, desperate attempt to save her life. Some of the water dribbled out of her mouth, but I knew it meant nothing. My daughter was dead. There would be no bringing her back to life. With that realization, something broke inside me. Whether it was my heart, my mind, or both, I knew I would never be the same again. I cradled her in my lap, rocking her cold, dead body back and forth in my arms. I began to speak to her as if she were still alive, telling her all about the things we would be doing that day before her father came back home from the village.
 
   My memories began to skip around after that. They were disjointed, but I understood what they were depicting – true sorrow and anguish.
 
   I mourned the loss of my child as any mother would. I saw images of me sobbing in Jacob’s arms as he tried to comfort me after our loss. At one point, I saw us arguing about whose fault it was that Joselyn was dead. There were memories of Dracen trying his best to console me as he grieved not only the loss of his only grandchild but also the loss of his daughter to the unfathomable depths of her own grief.
 
   After Joselyn’s death, I allowed my pain to rule me and continued to seek ways to end it, to end me. A vision of me cutting my wrists with the edge of a razor plays out in my mind. It was an act of desperation to end the pain inside my heart and finally find some sort of peace in death with my daughter.
 
   Suddenly, the visions begin to slow as if Vincent is finally able to grab a firm hold onto one of them to show me.
 
   “I can’t keep going on like this,” I heard Jacob say in a shaky, tired voice as he and Dracen stood at the foot of the bed I was lying in.
 
   “She just needs more time, Jacob,” Dracen said in a placating tone.
 
   “It’s been a year, Dracen. When are you going to face the fact that she isn’t getting any better? If anything, she’s getting worse. Maybe you should have let her succeed in this last suicide attempt.”
 
   Dracen slapped Jacob so hard I was sure the mountain trembled from the impact.
 
   “If that’s the way you truly feel,” Dracen said viciously, “then I think it’s time you left my home and my daughter.”
 
   Jacob rubbed the cheek Dracen struck as if such an action would take away some of the sting.
 
   “She’s beyond reaching,” Jacob said to Dracen, trying to make the other man see reason. “The sooner you realize that the better off you’ll both be.”
 
   Jacob turned his head to look over at me. His eyes were so tired, almost dead. I knew he looked the way he did because of me. My sorrow was slowly killing him. He had done his best to keep my spirits up since Joselyn’s death. He tried to convince me that we could still build a future together by having other children, but I just couldn’t see past my own grief. I didn’t care if I was causing him pain. All I wanted was an end to my agony, an end to an empty life.
 
   As he continued to stare at me, Jacob reached up to grab hold of his necklace.
 
   “Villa,” he said, activating its magic to take him away from me forever.
 
   I was beyond caring if he left or not by that point. I was simply drowning in my own misery and hoping for death to come to take me to my daughter.
 
   Time passed.
 
   I’m not sure how long Dracen tried to cajole me back into the world of the living, but I simply couldn’t find the strength to want to be a part of it anymore. As flashes of memories faded in and out, I knew I was slowly dying from a broken heart. Vincent finally stopped at one memory of Dracen holding me in his arms as I laid in a bed.
 
   “Kira, you have to eat, my little love,” Dracen begged.
 
   “Let me die,” I sobbed. “Please, Papa, just let me die and be with Joselyn.”
 
   Dracen shook his head. “I can’t. I can’t lose you too. You’re my world, Kira.”
 
   “And Joselyn was mine.”
 
   Dracen closed his eyes, and I watched as tears slid down his cheeks. He sighed deeply and opened his eyes to look at me.
 
   “Do you love me?” He asked, sounding unsure of what my answer would be.
 
   “Yes,” I whispered, filled with sadness for causing my father so much pain.
 
   “Then I need for you to try something for me to end both of our suffering.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I may have found of a way for you to forget everything and give you a chance at a brand new life.”
 
   “How?” I asked. I knew my father was a powerful sorcerer, but not even he could conjure such a miracle.
 
   “You can shift into another person.”
 
   I shook my head at him. “That won’t work. Jacob remembered everything from each person he was.”
 
   “I know,” Dracen said with much foreboding. “But, I think I have a solution to that problem. I’ve been waiting for the right moment to test my theory. I think I’ve found someone who can give you a chance to start over.”
 
   “How?” I asked weakly.
 
   “My theory is…” Dracen said, his voice faltering as if he wasn’t sure he could say it out loud. Finally, he finished. “I think that if you shift into an infant, you will lose all of your memories. Very few of the little connections required for storing memories are fully developed in a baby. It may be your only chance to start over.”
 
   “How can I shift into a little baby?” I ask, thinking my father’s desperation to do something for me has driven him completely off the deep end.
 
   “I’m not sure if it will work. And if it does…” Dracen hesitated, and I see even more worry cloud his features. “Kira, if it does work, the physical pain you will have to suffer through will be unimaginable.”
 
   “I suppose, if it does work, I won’t remember the pain.”
 
   Dracen nodded slowly. “Yes. There is that small miracle.”
 
   I remained silent as I thought about all the implications of leaving the life I knew and attempting to find meaning again in a brand new life.
 
   “Have you found a child who is dying?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. She’s in the orphanage in the village. It’s the same one Jacob used to live in. She was born just a few days ago with a weak heart. The director of the orphanage said the child won’t make it through the night.”
 
   “Will you be the one who raises me?” I asked.
 
   Dracen shook his head. “I don’t think that would be wise. If you lived here with me, it’s possible you would start to remember things from this life. I think it would be safer for you if you never returned home.”
 
   “But, what about you?” I asked. “You’ll be all alone if I leave.”
 
   “I would rather live an eternity alone than see you suffer the way you have for the last year and a half, Kira. If there is any chance at all that you can find happiness living the life of a different person, I want you to take it. Use your gift and find a way to be happy again.”
 
   “Jacob…” I said, having to close my eyes as they began to burn with tears. “You have to find him and tell him how sorry I am, Papa. I never meant to hurt him or make him feel unloved. He needs to know how sorry I am for what I did to us. I let my guilt and grief destroy my heart. He deserved better.”
 
   Dracen held me closer to him. “I will find him. I promise.”
 
   We sat there together for a long time, living out the last moments we would ever spend together.
 
   Eventually, Dracen asked, “Are you ready?”
 
   I leaned back from him and nodded my head, not trusting my voice to be strong enough to say yes.
 
   Dracen stood up and used a necklace similar to the one he made for Jacob to transport him to the village. He soon returned with the baby cradled in his arms. Her little head was filled with short blonde curls. The sight of her brought back memories of Joselyn as a baby and I began to cry.
 
   Dracen placed the baby in my arms, and I could feel the heat of her little body even through the thick blanket she was swaddled in. I placed my index finger into one of her little hands and felt her small fingers grab hold of it.
 
   “How long does she have?” I asked Dracen.
 
   “Not long,” he said, sitting down beside me on the bed.
 
   I looked up at my father and asked, “Will you stay with me until it’s over?”
 
   “I had no intention of leaving,” he said, tears welling in his eyes as his voice broke. “I’m so sorry this is the way things have turned out for you. I wish…”
 
   “There’s no point in making wishes that can’t come true,” I told him. “If anyone knows that, it’s me. I love you, Papa.”
 
   “And I love you too, Kira. I pray that the people who adopt you do a better job than I did.”
 
   “Don’t say that,” I admonished. “No one will ever love me the way you do. You would rather give me up completely than see me suffer for the rest of my life. If that isn’t unselfish love, then I don’t know what is.”
 
   I felt the child in my arms tighten her hold on my finger and slowly let it go.
 
   I didn’t know what to expect from the effects of shifting and was ill prepared for the excruciating pain.
 
   The last memory I have as Dracen’s daughter is the echo of a scream so loud it surely woke the dead.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
   After the last memory faded and I was brought back to my reality, I stood completely still and kept my forehead pressed against Vincent’s. If I moved an inch, I feared I might breakdown, or worse, lose my mind. A life I didn’t even realize I lived had just been revealed to me. How was I supposed to deal with everything I had just learned?
 
   “What can I do?” Aurora asked sympathetically, rubbing her silky smooth head against my cheek.
 
   I remained silent because I wasn’t sure I was ready to face the reality of my life just yet. So much had been sacrificed to provide me with a chance at happiness. Dracen had given up knowing his daughter just so she could have a new life without having to suffer through the pain of loss. 
 
   Now, his daughter knew everything. I might not be able to remember all the years we spent together, but all of the emotions my true self felt back then floated just beneath the surface of my consciousness. I could feel them pressing against heart like a heavy weight yearning to be released. It was evident Dracen hoped none of my memories would survive my transformation into the infant. His plan had been brilliant but obviously not infallible.
 
   “I am sorry,” Vincent said to me, not moving his head an inch. I think he knew I needed a moment to collect my thoughts and emotions. “If I had known what awaited in your memories, I would not have delved so deeply into them. Dracen was wise in trying to help you forget them.”
 
   “Maybe,” I said, remaining motionless, refusing to revert into the woman I saw in the memories. I refused to be someone who let her grief take control of her life.
 
   I inhaled deeply before lifting my head away from Vincent’s.
 
   “But I’m not that woman anymore,” I declared, deciding to take charge of my own fate. “I’m stronger now. And I have a whole country of people who are depending on me to save them. Kira gave up her life when she agreed to become April Pew. As far as I’m concerned, she is dead. She actually died the day her daughter passed away, but those around her simply refused to see it. I plan to honor her last wishes and live a life that means something. I’ve been handed the chance to change the course of history for the better, and I feel sure that’s what Kira would want me to do. Her life ended a long time ago, but I feel as though mine has just begun.”
 
   Vincent lowered his outstretched wings from around me and tucked them back against his sides.
 
   “That is a very rational way to think of things. And I don’t disagree with it,” Vincent said, but I could hear a great deal of hesitancy in his voice.
 
   “But you don’t totally agree with it either?”
 
   “I would simply caution you,” Vincent replied. “The sorrow of a parent over losing a child can be devastating, as you witnessed. That type of pain never completely goes away, no matter what you do to hide it. I fear you are deluding yourself if you think you can simply keep the sorrow of losing your daughter in the past. At some point, it’s bound to resurface. You need to be ready for it when it does.”
 
   “She will have me with her this time. I will not let her give up on life. I can help her through it,” Aurora said, her voice filled with grim determination.
 
   “Of that, I have no doubt little dragon,” Vincent said, sounding somewhat amused by Aurora’s bravado. “I sense the two of you will do great things for not only Vankara but also for one another.”
 
   “Can you help me with the council?” I asked Vincent, returning our attention to the problem at hand. “How can I convince them to help me?”
 
   “Leave that to me,” Vincent said, standing to his feet. “I will speak to them on your behalf.”
 
   “You would do that for me?” I asked in surprise.
 
   “Your motives are pure…what should I call you? Which of your names do you identify the most with?”
 
   “Sarah,” I said without hesitation. “I think of myself as Sarah.”
 
   “You’re motives are pure, Sarah. And Gregoire knows his brother should be brought back here to stand trial.”
 
   “Stand trial for what exactly?” I asked.
 
   “Crimes against humanity. He was warned before he left that if he attempted to harm even one human he would have to face the consequences. From what you said to the council, that is exactly what he has done. Now, it is time for Gregoire to do his job and uphold our laws and values.”
 
   “And when he’s found guilty? What will you do to him?”
 
   “He will be put to death.”
 
   “Do you think Gregoire can do that to his own brother?”
 
   “He will have no choice in the matter,” Vincent said uncompromisingly. “The law is the law. If we allow sentiment to cloud it, we are lost. Those who commit a crime should face the consequences of their actions. He was given a second chance through his exile, but it’s obvious he learned nothing from our own war. I do not relish his execution, but it must be done. Your people are not to blame for this war on your lands. We should have taken care of the dragons you now face when we had the chance. We will not fail a second time. Now, please follow me, Sarah. I will take you back to the others.”
 
   Vincent turned and began walking down a tunnel in the mountain that was directly behind him. The large bulk of his body had kept it hidden from my view. Once we were outside, he laid down on the forest floor and angled one of his wings towards me.
 
   “We will need to fly back to them,” he explained.
 
   As I walked up his wing to sit on his back, I asked, “Why not just teleport us there like you teleported me to you?”
 
   “The magic I used to bring you to me is costly,” Vincent explained. “I would rather not waste it when we have an alternative. Besides, it’s been a long time since I flew. I will need to strengthen my wings if I’m going to return to Vankara with you.”
 
   “You’re coming with us?” I asked, completely surprised, yet comforted, by this news. “I was under the impression you stayed away from the others.”
 
   “I have kept my distance from them for a long time now,” Vincent said. “But I believe if I show them that I’m willing to go to Vankara with you to help end this war of yours, they will follow more easily. I am not one to ally myself to just anyone.”
 
   “Thank you for having so much faith in me, Vincent,” I told him as I took my seat on his back and grabbed one of his spines to keep myself from falling off during the flight.
 
   “I have always been an excellent judge of character,” Vincent said, no arrogance in his statement. It was simply what he thought to be true. “Now, please hold on tightly, Sarah. This may not be one of my most graceful flights.”
 
   I did as Vincent advised and soon found myself grateful that I took his advice. Vincent’s lift off from the ground was rather jarring because of its abruptness. As he flew through the air, he tended to lean towards the right for some reason. I kept my weight to the far left just to prevent Aurora and me from tumbling off his back. By the time I saw the lake where the council was still sitting, I began a fervent prayer for a smooth landing.
 
   I heard Vincent begin to chuckle in my mind.
 
   “Sorry,” I told him. It was apparent he had heard me praying about his landing.
 
   “No need for you to apologize,” Vincent said. “If anyone here owes an apology, it is me. I wish I could comfort you and tell you the landing will go smoothly, but I can’t. All I can say is make sure you continue to hold on tightly.”
 
   Vincent circled the lake once before diving down towards it. It was clear he wasn’t practiced enough to land on the small scrap of land in the middle of the lake where Dracen still stood. Instead, he chose to land directly in the water and float over to where Dracen was waiting for us. Vincent extended his wing out towards the small island so I could disembark.
 
   Dracen walked the short distance to Vincent’s outstretched wing and offered me his hand to help me step down. When our eyes met, I saw his were full of questions, but I knew they would have to wait until our meeting with the dragons was over.
 
   “Are you all right?” Dracen asked me quietly as I stood beside him, and Vincent swam off in the direction of Gregoire.
 
   “We should talk after this is over,” I said to him, feeling the love Kira once felt for her father briefly bubble to the surface as I looked at Dracen. “Right now, we need to finish what we started here.”
 
   I turned to face Gregoire just as Vincent stepped out of the water in front of the dragons’ leader.
 
   “Vincent,” Gregoire said, unable to keep the surprise from his voice. “It’s been a long time since we saw you last, dear friend.”
 
   “I needed a good enough reason to come back, Gregoire. Your brother needs to be stopped. You know this.”
 
   “Yes, I know,” Gregoire said, resigned to his brother’s fate.
 
   “Are you saying we should help this human, Vincent?” Runa, the yellow dragon and scholar of the group, asked. “Did she tell you what she was concealing from us?”
 
   “I know everything there is to know, Runa,” Vincent answered. “And I can assure all of you that she is an honorable woman. She wasn’t even aware of the first life she lived until I helped her retrieve some of those memories. The events in her past have no bearing on our present dilemma.”
 
   “Are you going to tell us what she was hiding?” Seneca asked, still sounding dubious about my trustworthiness.
 
   “No,” Vincent said succinctly. “It’s none of your business, Seneca. You will just have to take my word. Or don’t you trust my judgment anymore?”
 
   “I simply don’t like being kept in the dark,” Seneca answered. “Especially if it means fighting in a war that will end in bloodshed on both sides.”
 
   “What exactly do you have to worry about?” Vincent asked. “You’re immortal.”
 
   “But not all together invulnerable, as you well know,” Seneca added, as if he thought Vincent needed to be reminded of that fact.
 
   “Excuse me,” I said, daring to interrupt. “What exactly do you mean? How are you vulnerable?”
 
   “We can still sustain physical damage,” Vincent answered. “We simply can’t die from it. For example, if we somehow lost a wing during a fight, we would survive but the wing would be lost forever. In a way, we’re even more vulnerable than regular dragons. At least they can die from their wounds eventually. We simply have to live with what happens forever.”
 
    All of a sudden, immortality didn’t sound like the reward it should be.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what she was hiding from us,” Gregoire said to Seneca. “Vincent is right. We have to stop my brother and the others from enslaving the humans. It’s obvious now that exiling them wasn’t a solution to our problem after the war. We have to do what we should have done in the first place.”
 
   “Are you suggesting that we kill them all this time?” Cassius, the black dragon, asked bluntly, not exactly sounding opposed to the idea.
 
   “If it comes to that, yes,” Gregoire said. “But, I hope to be able to speak with them before we have to take such drastic measures. Perhaps if we offer them asylum, some of our lost brethren will see the error in their ways and come back home to live in peace with us.”
 
   “I think you’re deluding yourself if you think that will ever happen,” Seneca said derisively. “Look what they did to my Vorana. They turned her into a feral monster somehow! Any dragon who would do such a despicable thing to one of their own kind can never be trusted again, Gregoire. You know that!”
 
   “That very well might be true,” Gregoire agreed, “But don’t you think we should honor Vorana’s last wish to make peace with the outcasts? She believed it could happen even when we all told her we thought she was wasting her time.”
 
   “And now we know we were right,” Seneca said, rather smugly.
 
   “We don’t know anything of the sort,” Gregoire pointed out. “All we do know is that something happened to her over there and now she’s dead. Don’t you want to find out what really happened to your mate to make her feral? You and I both know it had to be something horrible for such a sweet natured dragon to attack two humans. I need to know the truth of the matter. I think we all do.”
 
   “I agree with Gregoire,” Titus, the green dragon, said. “We should find out what happened to Vorana, and we are honor bound to help this queen get rid of the dragons plaguing her country. We are partly responsible for the lives lost over there. If we hadn’t let our compassion rule our actions, none of this would have happened. We caused this problem, and we need to put an end to it.”
 
   “I say let’s put it to a vote,” Cassius suggested. “All in favor of helping the Queen of Vankara?”
 
   Cassius raised one wing like a human would raise a hand to have their vote counted. Gregoire was next to raise one of his wings. Then Titus and Runa raised theirs as well. Seneca was the last to raise his wing, and he did so with what seemed great reluctance.
 
   “Then it’s settled,” Gregoire said. “Queen Emma Vankar, you have us as allies for as long as you desire. We pledge to drive our brethren from your shores by any means necessary.”
 
   “Is there any sort of compensation that I can offer you for your help?” I asked.
 
   “Do you have anything shiny?” Cassius asked excitedly, showing his true colors as a hoarder.
 
   It didn’t take me long to think of something Cassius might deem worthy of collecting for his treasure trove.
 
   “I have a twenty-foot high wall made of gold,” I told him, remember that at least part of the Iron Wall had been transmuted into gold by Nuala’s mages. “I’m not completely sure how long it is, but if you want it, it’s yours after this war is over.”
 
   “We’ll take it,” Cassius said, sounding satisfied by my offer.
 
   The Iron Wall would have to be reconstructed out of iron anyway and paying the dragons for their services seemed better than owing them a debt to be claimed one day in the future.
 
   “We will need some time to tell the others our plans and prepare for the journey,” Gregoire told me. “Give us a day and we will be ready to travel back with you.”
 
   “I need to go back to Kamora and tell their queen that I was able to arrange an alliance with you. She has troops that we need to aid in the ground assault, but her assistance was contingent on me forging an alliance with you. I need to go to Queen Sora and let her know the outcome of this meeting.”
 
   “Then travel to Kamora and do what you need to do. We fly faster than your airship does. By the time you reach Kamora, we won’t be too far behind.”
 
   “We will meet you there then,” I said, bowing to Gregoire.
 
   “I will send Valen back to return you and Dracen to your airship,” Gregoire offered.
 
   “No need to bother him,” Vincent told Gregoire. “I will take them back when they are ready.”
 
   Gregoire looked surprised by Vincent’s proposal but didn’t question it.
 
   “Thank you, Vincent. That would be most helpful,” Gregoire said. Gregoire looked at the other members of the council. “You all know what must be done next. I suggest we all go talk to our own factions and let them know about our decision.”
 
   One by one, the dragons took off to their own islands. Only Vincent and Seneca stayed behind.
 
   “Daughter,” Seneca said to Aurora, “would you like to meet some other dragons of your own kind? I know they would all like to meet you.”
 
   I could feel Aurora’s need to connect with the other blue dragons, but I also felt her want to stay near me because she knew what I was about to do.
 
   “Go,” I encouraged her. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Are you certain, Sarah?” She asked in concern. “I can stay with you if you prefer.”
 
   “This may be one of the few times you get to see where you came from,” I told her. “Just come back to me afterwards.”
 
   “You know I can’t stay away from you for very long,” Aurora said, rubbing her head against my cheek. “I will just go see what’s there and return to you soon.”
 
   “Take your time,” I told her, looking over at Dracen. “I’m not sure how long this will take.”
 
   “Good luck,” Aurora said, before fluttering over to where her father stood.
 
   I watched as she landed on Seneca’s back. He immediately took flight to show his daughter what would have been her home if she hadn’t bonded with me. Only after she was out of sight, did I turn my full attention back to Dracen.
 
   I found him watching me closely.
 
   “Do you know who you are?” He asked in a whisper, sounding almost afraid to hear my answer.
 
   I nodded. “Yes. I know who I was.”
 
   Dracen nodded as if letting me know he understood the distinction.
 
   “How much do you remember?”
 
   “Vincent wasn’t able to find much. Just bits and pieces sandwiched in between a few important memories. I know you are my father. I know my real mother died when I was young. I know that I was married to a man named Jacob who was also a shifter. And I know I had a daughter named Joselyn who died when she was five-years-old.”
 
   “Were you able to see what was done to hide those memories from you all this time?”
 
   “Yes. I saw what you did for me, and I understand why it had to be done.”
 
   “When Gabriel brought you to Ledmarrow, I feared being home again and seeing me would jog any memories you might have of your past. I wasn’t sure if shifting into a baby had worked until I saw you and knew you didn’t recognize me.”
 
   “That must have been hard for you,” I said, remembering Dracen’s first reaction to me. Now, I understood why he looked so sad to see me that day.
 
   “It was excruciating,” Dracen admitted. “When Gabriel told me that you shifted into the queen’s body, I almost killed him on the spot for failing you again.”
 
   “Again?” I asked, finding this a curious thing to say. “When did he fail me the first time?”
 
   Dracen’s eyes widened as if he suddenly realized he said more than he should have.
 
   “While you were living with the Pews,” he said, recovering quickly. “He failed to keep you protected from that woman who pretended to be your mother. If I had known what she was doing to you, I would have snatched you away from that monster myself.”
 
   “Gabriel did protect me from the worst of her cruelty after he got there,” I told Dracen. “As far as I can remember anyway.”
 
   Dracen remained silent as if he didn’t trust himself to say anything else.
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked. “I have a feeling you were speaking of another failure on his part. Please, don’t try to lie to me anymore. I don’t think I could take it.”
 
   “And I’m not sure you can take any more truth today,” Dracen said worriedly.
 
   It took me a moment, but from the information I just learned about my past and what Dracen just said, I was able to reason out the truth Dracen only wanted to allude to. My mind refused to admit what it had just pieced together. But I knew it had to be true. Otherwise, Dracen wouldn’t look so worried right now.
 
   “Gabriel is Jacob, isn’t he?” I asked.
 
   Dracen’s continued silence told me that my deduction was correct.
 
   It made perfect sense when you thought about it. Dracen didn’t know many people in the world, that much I knew. Who better to entrust the safety of his own daughter to than the man who had pledged his love to her at one time?
 
   “Does he know?” I asked. “Has Gabriel always known who I truly was?”
 
   Dracen shook his head. “No. I never told him. I simply said you were a young shifter who needed to be looked after. He understood the need to keep you safe and to teach you about yourself when the time came. Since he grew up not knowing what he was until it was too late, he recognized the importance of keeping what you were a secret until the time was right.”
 
   “And what did you tell him happened to Kira?”
 
   “I told him she was dead,” Dracen admitted. “I felt it would be easier on him if he could mourn your passing. I wasn’t sure if he would be able to watch over you if he knew the truth. It might have been selfish on my part…”
 
   “Might have been?” I interrupted incredulously. “It was completely selfish.”
 
   “I needed to know you were protected,” Dracen said in his own defense without any remorse for his actions. “And I trusted Gabriel to do the job right. If you feel the need to tell him the truth, I won’t stop you. But just make sure you’re not doing it for your own selfish reasons. He’s let go of the past and found a reason to live in the present. Jacob doesn’t exist anymore just like Kira doesn’t truly exist anymore either. I don’t see any point in dredging up his most painful memories just to right a wrong you think I made. Sometimes it’s better to bury the truth in order to protect the people you care about the most.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can do that,” I said, feeling torn between how Kira loved Jacob and how I always viewed Gabriel as one of my best friends, my knight in shining armor during my time with the Pews. How was I supposed to act normal around him now? How could I possibly pretend that I didn’t have memories of being married to him and loving him like a woman loves a man?
 
   And what about Fallon? After learning about the past Gabriel and I shared, could I really follow through with my feelings for Fallon now? How could I start a relationship with him without fully closing the door on my relationship with Gabriel?
 
   The more I thought about it the more confused my heart became.
 
   “Can I ask…”Dracen said, his voice trailing off in uncertainty. 
 
   I held out my hand to him without even thinking about it. He looked at it for a moment, and I saw the shimmer of tears form in his eyes.
 
   “You can ask me anything,” I told him as he took my hand with one of his.
 
   “I was wondering,” he said before meeting my eyes with his own. “What your feelings for me are now that you know the truth.”
 
   I walked up to Dracen and tried to rationalize how I now felt about him. He was my father. Yet, the feelings and memories I had about him felt like they belonged to someone who wasn’t me.
 
   “I care for you a great deal,” I said to him, unable to give him the answer I knew he wanted. “In time, I hope we can build a lasting relationship with one another. But, I need to work through everything that I’ve learned today. My emotions are a complete mess right now. I hope you can understand that and give me the time I need to sort through them.”
 
   Dracen squeezed my hand. “Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   I smiled wanly at him because I felt guilt over not being able to tell him I loved him. A part of me wanted to say the words, but another part of me urged caution. Once the words were spoken, they could never be taken back. I didn’t want to give Dracen false hope that he finally had his daughter back in his life.
 
   The truth was that I felt more confused about who I was than ever before. I needed time to cope with all of the new memories that were at the forefront of my mind. I just hoped I would be given the chance to sort through them before I saw Gabriel again. Dracen might not believe Gabriel needed to know the truth, but I wasn’t as sure about that.
 
   Nothing good ever came from keeping a secret. Least of all when it concerned a matter of the heart.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
   I noticed an immediate change in Dracen. He seemed more relaxed around me now and didn’t try to avert his gaze away from mine while we continued to talk. There was still so much I wanted to know about my life with him, my mother, and my brother Orin.
 
   “So Adam Bellas is Orin?” I asked Dracen as we continued to stand on our isolated island in the lake.
 
   Dracen nodded. “Yes. You’re brother hated me for years because I refused to tell him what really happened to you. After you shifted into Sarah Harker, I finally broke down and told him everything. I didn’t see any reason to keep it from him anymore. There wasn’t any way for him to find the person you shifted into so I knew your new identity was safe.”
 
   “Yet, he found a way to traverse realities and find another April Pew,” I said, amazed at my brother’s ingenuity. “Why would he go through that much trouble?”
 
   “He missed you,” Dracen said frankly with a small shrug. “The two of you were inseparable when you were children. After he left home to make his own way in the world, you cried for days. It was as if his leaving Ledmarrow broke your heart. But he returned for regular visits because I think he missed you just as much as you did him.”
 
   I thought back to the last time I saw Adam Bellas and remembered what he said to Gabriel.   
 
   “You don’t deserve the second chance you’ve been given.”
 
   I didn’t understand what his words meant at the time, and I could tell Gabriel didn’t either. Now that I knew who both of them actually were to me, it brought to mind an important point.
 
   “We left Adam and Gabriel together in Vankara,” I said. “Do you think my brother will tell Gabriel the truth while we’re gone?”
 
   “I asked him not to,” Dracen said. “I knew if he did Gabriel would have a hard time not telling you the truth. I just couldn’t risk you finding out like that.”
 
   “Yet, you knew there was a risk I would discover who I was when we came here,” I said. “You had to have known the dragons would sense something was off about me.”
 
   “I held out hope that your old memories were so jumbled they wouldn’t be able to detect them. I knew when you told me about the visions you had when we first set out on this mission that there was a chance your past would have to be revealed. But I also knew we didn’t have much choice. We needed the dragons’ help to defend against the ones under the control of Gregoire’s brother. If I had tried to dissuade you from coming here in any way, you would have demanded to know why. Either way, we faced the same possible outcome.”
 
   Dracen seemed to know me too well.
 
   “The war would have been lost if we hadn’t reached an alliance here today,” I said, knowing just how true my words were. “If Vincent hadn’t vouched for me, I don’t think the others would have helped us.”
 
   Dracen let his gaze drift over to where Vincent still stood.
 
   “Thank you for everything that you did to help my daughter, Vincent,” Dracen said. “I couldn’t have asked for anyone better to show her who she truly is.”
 
   “Sarah is very strong,” Vincent replied. “Very few could have learned what she did today and come out of it with their sanity intact.”   
 
   “My daughter was always strong,” Dracen replied. “She simply had to face an unimaginable loss and couldn’t find her way out of her grief.”
 
   “You lost a lot too,” I reminded Dracen, knowing how much he sacrificed to help me. “Yet, despite everything, you found a way to allow me to live an entirely new life. I can’t imagine how tempted you must have been these past few years to seek me out personally.”
 
   “I often imagined myself finding some clever way to be a part of your life, but I knew I couldn’t. I feared just seeing me again would trigger any memories you might have retained from your life as Kira. I simply couldn’t be that selfish. It killed me to see you waste away both mentally and physically after Joselyn’s death. But, I never gave up hope that I could become a part of your life again. I just never imagined we would end up being brought together by a war.”
 
   “Speaking of which, we need to get back to the airship and let the others know what’s going on,” I said.
 
   “How much of what happened here do you plan to tell them?” Dracen asked, sounding as though he wanted me to err on the side of caution.
 
   “I’ll tell Inara and Able as little as possible. All they need to know right now is that we have an alliance with the dragons. Fallon…” I said, trying to come to terms with my emotions for him. “Fallon I will tell everything. He deserves to know the truth. I see no reason to hide it from him. I don’t intend to play games with his heart. He deserves better than that from me.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll appreciate your honesty,” Dracen agreed. “If there is anything that I can do to help you, all you have to do is ask.”
 
   “Right now, I just need you to help me win this war,” I admitted. “My personal life is secondary to that.”
 
   “Spoken like a true queen,” Dracen said with a proud smile. “I will do whatever I can to help you defeat Nuala. You have my word.”
 
   “Then let’s go to the others and make our way back to Kamora. I have a bet to cash in on.”
 
   Dracen looked confused. “A bet? What kind of bet?”
 
   I smiled and wrapped an arm around one of Dracen’s.
 
   “Some of the Kamoran’s had very little faith that I could secure an alliance with the dragons. I placed money on myself that I could. I plan to go back and reap my earnings.”
 
   Dracen chuckled. “And what will a queen do with such wealth?”
 
   “I really haven’t thought about it,” I said, considering the matter. “But any Kamoran foolish enough to bet against me deserves to have their money taken away from them.”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more,” Dracen said, showing me a true smile for the very first time.
 
   Vincent flew us back to our airship. Thankfully, it was a more comfortable and level flight than the first one.
 
   “I’m simply out of practice,” Vincent told me as Dracen and I disembarked from his back and walked down his outstretched wing. “By the time we reach Kamora, I should be back to my old self.” 
 
   “I have complete faith that you will be,” I told him. “I look forward to seeing you again, Vincent.”
 
   “And I you, Sarah,” Vincent said, bowing his head to me slightly before taking flight.
 
   “Of all the dragons I knew you would meet today,” Dracen said, watching Vincent’s somewhat precarious flying maneuvers, “I never thought Vincent would be the one you made friends with.”
 
   “I’m sure it was a surprise to him as well,” I noted, turning my gaze from Vincent back to the airship.
 
   I saw our three compatriots standing around the foot of the staircase waiting for us.
 
   “Let’s go tell the others the good news,” I said to Dracen. “We still have a lot of work to do.”
 
   I kept a smile on my face as Dracen and I made our way to the others.
 
   “I take it from the smile you’re wearing that you were successful?” Fallon asked with a grin of his own.
 
   “Very successful,” I announced. “The dragons will help us.”
 
   “I knew you could do it,” Inara told me, giving me a hug. “No one can resist you, Em.”
 
   When I looked at Able, I still saw an expression of worry on his face in spite of my good news.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked him, knowing his power to see into the future could be the cause of his disquiet.
 
   “I’ve had visions about the dragons that disturbed me,” he admitted.
 
   “Can we not trust them?” I asked.
 
   “It’s not that,” Able was quick to say. “I’ve just seen the way they’ll fight each other and some of the things I’ve seen…” Able’s voice trailed off as if he didn’t want to describe what his visions revealed to him.
 
   “I don’t think war is meant to be pleasant to watch,” I told him. “You don’t have to describe what your visions have shown you. We’ll all have to witness it soon enough.”
 
   Able nodded and looked grateful that I didn’t push him to tell me about the mayhem he witnessed in his prophecy.
 
   “So what’s next?” Inara asked. “Should we head straight back to Kamora and tell Sora about the alliance?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. The dragons will meet us there and then travel to Vankara with us.”
 
   Inara wrapped one of her arms around the back of Able’s waist.
 
   “Come on, Able,” she said to him, giving him an encouraging smile. “I bet I can find a way to make you forget all about those visions of yours. I’ll even show you how to fly my airship.”
 
   This promise brought a shy smile to Able’s face as Inara lead him back to the navigational control compartment.
 
   I heard the rustle of wings just before I saw Seneca fly overhead from the other side of the airship and land not far from where we stood. I walked over just as Aurora flew off her father’s back and onto my shoulder once more. I could sense her feelings of exhilaration from her small adventure.
 
   “Oh Sarah!” Aurora said excitedly. “It was so much more than I thought it would be. They were all so nice to me. I wish you could have met the other blue dragons.”
 
   “I’m sure I’ll have a chance to meet some of them later,” I assured her.
 
   “My daughter thinks very highly of you,” Seneca told me. “You were all she wanted to talk about.” 
 
   “I hope, in time, you and I can be friends, Seneca,” I said. 
 
   “Perhaps after we get to know one another better, that will happen,” Seneca replied. “I appreciate you giving me the time to show Aurora her home before you needed to leave. Hopefully, it won’t be the last time either of you come here.”
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   “Aurora,” Seneca said, addressing his daughter kindly, “I will see you in Kamora. Please take care of yourself, little one.”
 
   “I will father. And thank you for telling the others how important it was to help us. I could tell how much they respected your opinion on the matter.”
 
   Seneca tilted his head slightly, acknowledging Aurora’s thanks.
 
   “I will see you both again soon,” he said before taking off, presumably back to the island the blue dragons inhabited.
 
   After Dracen, Fallon, Aurora, and I were back on the airship, Inara set us on our way back to Kamora.
 
   I stood by the bank of windows and watched as we took our leave of the floating dragon isles. I wasn’t sure if I would ever see such beauty again, but hoped I would be able to return to the home of the dragons one day under better circumstances.
 
   “Me too,” Aurora said with a wistful sigh.
 
   Fallon came to stand beside me and discreetly took one of my hands with his, twining our fingers together. I felt my heart sink into my chest at the gentle act. If I hadn’t learned so much about my past that day, his action would have made my heart sing instead of filling it with dread. I had to tell him the truth about me, about Dracen, and especially, about Gabriel. I wasn’t sure what his reaction would be. I was already making him deal with the fact that I carried a child who wasn’t his. How was he going to react to the reality of my first life as Dracen’s daughter? I was still trying to come to terms with it myself, but I needed to tell him everything without delay.
 
   I tightened my hold on Fallon’s hand and looked up at him. He looked over at me with a smile on his face, obviously taking my small action as something positive.
 
   “I need to speak with you,” I said, unable to hide the worry from my voice.
 
   Fallon’s smile slowly slipped away and he nodded his head.
 
   Still holding his hand, I tugged on his arm, silently urging him to follow me. After we walked into the bedroom, I let go of Fallon’s hand and shut the door behind us.
 
   “I suggest you sit down before I tell you what happened with the dragons,” I said.
 
   “Why do I get the feeling something besides striking a deal with them occurred while you were there? Did something bad happen, Sarah?”
 
   “Please, sit down on the bed, and I’ll tell you everything.”
 
   Fallon didn’t have to be asked twice. 
 
   Aurora flew off my shoulder and went to sit beside him on the bed. I paced in front of them both as I told Fallon all that I knew. I didn’t attempt to hide a single detail. If I did, I knew there could be no chance at a future between us. And the fact of the matter was, I didn’t want to hide anything about myself from him. I wanted him to know all there was to know. After I was through, I stopped pacing and stood in front of him to wait for his reaction. Fallon continued to look at me thoughtfully for a moment before he stood, walked over to me and took me in his arms. I let myself relax against him and found strength in his acceptance and warmth.
 
   “I wish I knew what to say,” Fallon told me, slightly tightening his embrace. “I’m so sorry you went through what you did as Kira. I can’t imagine the heartache of losing a child. And learning your connection to Dracen, Gabriel, and Adam Bellas…” Fallon pulled away from me just enough to look at my face. “Are you all right with all of it? Are you having any trouble coping with learning so much about yourself at one time?”
 
   As I stood there and thought about Fallon’s question, I realized that I wasn’t all right. The emotions I had been keeping at bay about it all suddenly burst wide open, and I began to cry. Fallon took me back into his arms and simply held me as I experienced a myriad of emotions almost simultaneously. He remained silent as I wept, and I was thankful for it. I didn’t need him to tell me everything was going to be all right. I didn’t need him to lie to me like that. My world had been turned upside down in an instant, and it wasn’t going to be made right again with a few simple words.
 
   After allowing myself time to feel the emotions I inherited from Kira, my heart felt lighter. I remained in Fallon’s embrace because, quite simply, I felt safe there.
 
   Fallon broke his silence with one simple question. One I knew he would have to ask.
 
   “What does all of this mean for us, Sarah?” he asked softly. His question didn’t demand an answer. He simply wanted to know where he fit into my life now.
 
   I lifted my head from his chest looked into his beseeching eyes.
 
   “I wish I had an answer for you,” I told him. “I wish I could tell you that it doesn’t change anything between us, but I think you would know that would be a lie. I need some time to think about things.”
 
   “And Gabriel? Do you plan to tell him everything too?”
 
   I shook my head slowly. “I’m not sure yet. Dracen seems to think it might do more harm than good.”
 
   “I can understand his concern, but if I were Gabriel, I would want to know the truth. I wouldn’t want you to hide it from me. He was your husband, the father of your child. I think he deserves to know who you really are.”
 
   “In my mind, I’m Sarah Harker. I always will be.”
 
   “But you can’t hide from the fact that you were once someone else. A person who was…is…very important to both Dracen and Gabriel. I think you need to tell him, Sarah. Otherwise, I’m not sure you’ll ever be able to live the life you want, or even figure out what it is you want…who you want…”
 
   “And are you patient enough to wait for me to decide that?” I asked, finding myself holding my breath to hear his answer.
 
   “I’m an extremely patient man with the people I care about,” Fallon told me. “Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   I smiled because Fallon just said the same exact words that Dracen did when I asked for time to sort through my feelings.
 
   I rested my head on Fallon’s chest again and felt lucky to have two men who cared about me enough to give me the gift of time. 
 
   The journey back to Kamora was an odd one for me. I had a hard time concentrating on anything except the memories from my once unknown past. Neither Fallon nor Dracen pushed me to join in on their conversation. It was only when they began discussing the war, which still had to be fought, that my mind was able to center on one thing.
 
   “We should allow the dragons to speak with their brethren before launching a full scale attack against Nuala’s forces,” Dracen told Fallon.
 
   “Agreed. If this Gregoire can convince some of them to return to their home, then maybe he should travel directly to Iron City after meeting us in Kamora. Perhaps by the time we get there, he will have convinced most of them to leave Vankara.”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on that,” I warned. “Able’s vision of the dragons fighting one another seemed to affect him greatly. I pray Gregoire is able to convince the vast majority of them to go back to the dragon isles, but we shouldn’t expect it. When we see Gregoire in Kamora, we should ask him how he wants to handle the exiled dragons. He’ll know the best way to approach them. We should probably concentrate on the ground assault. How do you plan to use the Kamoran troops?”
 
   “We’ll transport Sora’s men on Edeson’s ships and dock them near where the remainder of the Vankaran forces is located. The generals of your army will have most likely devised a plan of attack by now. I suggest we go back to the Royal Academy first and make it appear that you’ve stationing yourself there. Then, we can use the underground tunnels to get you and Dena out of Iron City before the fighting begins.”
 
   “Shouldn’t I stay in Iron City?” I asked, not liking the idea of running from the war when the people of my city had nowhere to hide.
 
   “You and Dena are the most important people in Vankara,” Fallon replied. “The two of you must survive this war. It doesn’t make sense to keep you in the middle of the battle to retake Iron City when we can protect you better somewhere else.”
 
   “Fallon’s right,” Dracen told me. “The two of you must be taken to a safer location.”
 
   “I understand the reasoning behind the decision,” I admitted. “I just don’t like it.”
 
   Fallon smiled understandingly. “I know you don’t. But for the sake of the country, it’s the best thing to do. If something goes wrong…”
 
   “Nothing will go wrong,” I interrupted him. “We have the men, and the support we need in the air. All we need to do now is play our hand and force Nuala back to her side of the Iron Wall.”
 
   Fallon dropped his gaze from mine, immediately telling me something else was on his mind, and he didn’t want to say it.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked. Considering the fact that I was completely honest with him about my past, I felt he should show me the same courtesy about our present. “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “I think we should give the order to have Nuala killed on sight,” Fallon said. “If we take her out of the equation, we also take her dragon out. Without either of them around to give orders, the rest of the Fae will back down and quietly return to their side of the island.”
 
   “You’re talking about assassinating the queen of the Fae. They aren’t going to like that. What if killing Nuala simply makes her a martyr instead? The Fae might end up fighting against us even harder.”
 
   “I think that’s a chance we have to take,” Fallon replied. “But, I don’t believe this is a war the regular Fae citizens actually want. We’ve lived in peace for a very long time. Only Nuala’s greed has made her do this. What if she does plan to attack the other nations? Shouldn’t we do everything within our power to stop her? Just because we hide her from our sight behind a wall, doesn’t mean she won’t rally her forces and either attack us again or venture off our shores and attack someone else. She’s a mad woman, and we have to do whatever is necessary to stop her before she has a chance to take more innocent lives. The woman orchestrated the death of millions around the world with the plagues, Sarah. You have to see she can’t be trusted. Not now. Not ever.”
 
   I looked over at Dracen. “You’ve known her longer than anyone. Do you think she can be saved, or should we do as Fallon suggests and get rid of her before she can become an even greater threat?”
 
   Dracen sighed heavily. “The Nuala I knew never would have started a war like this. She used to be very kind and loving. I’m not sure what happened to make her into the person she is now, but I’m afraid the Nuala I used to know is gone forever. She needs to be stopped by any means necessary. However, I would caution against killing her. If anyone ever suspected that you ordered her death, I fear the Fae would feel obligated to avenge their queen. They are an honorable people, for the most part. So, while I agree with Fallon that she should be dealt with, I don’t believe we should kill her.”
 
   “I have to agree with Dracen on this point,” I told Fallon. “I hope you can understand why.”
 
   “I understand,” Fallon said in resignation. “Sometimes, I don’t have the patience to contemplate the political ramifications of things. If I see a threat, I eliminate it. That’s just the way I think.”
 
   I reached out and covered the hand Fallon had on the settee we were sitting on with one of mine.
 
   “Then maybe we can push each other to be better than we are,” I suggested. “I wouldn’t want to be with someone who always agreed with me. What fun would that be?”
 
   Fallon chuckled and placed his free hand over mine to nestle it within the warmth of his hold.
 
   “No fun at all,” he agreed, his eyes dancing with amusement as we continued to look at one another.
 
   After a minute, Dracen cleared his throat as if he felt the need to remind us he was still in the room.
 
   I didn’t let go of Fallon’s hand immediately. I didn’t care if Dracen was watching our private moment because I realized something as I continued to look at Fallon.
 
   I was definitely falling in love with him.
 
   Despite everything I learned that day, my feelings for him were still deepening. The life Kira led was so far in the past. It was as if those events happened to someone else, and, in a way, they did. I wasn’t that woman anymore. I was someone different. I was someone with her own ideas and hopes for the future. Most importantly, I was someone with her own destiny.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
   The journey back to Kamora wasn’t as awkward as I thought it would be. Dracen seemed happy that I now knew about my past. He smiled and joked freely with us and even told me a little bit more about my life as Kira. He focused on my childhood more so than my later years. It made me realize just how lonely he must have been after I left.
 
   “Why did the Fae always send you apprentices?” I asked out of curiosity.
 
   Apparently, my mother had been sent to Dracen to learn from him, but I didn’t understand why. And Karis, my father’s last Fae apprentice and Nuala’s pawn, simply used Dracen’s power to conjure the plagues that killed more people than I wanted to think about. 
 
   “Very few Fae are born with magic,” Dracen answered. “I guess you could say I was their version of the Royal Academy. I taught their most gifted how to control the powers they were born with, and they provided me with companionship.”
 
   I wanted to ask Dracen how he allowed Karis to dupe him for so many years, but I felt sure I already knew the answer to that question. When I first saw Dracen and Karis together in Ledmarrow, I could tell then that Dracen cared for Karis like a father would a son. Karis had manipulated a man who yearned to give his love to a child because he had lost his own. Yet, could I really blame Karis for what happened? Wasn’t Nuala the one who sent him to Dracen in the first place to implement her nefarious plan? She must have known how heartbroken he was after I ‘died’, and she used his grief against him by sending a young boy to take my place in Dracen’s life. I didn’t think it possible, but my anger towards Nuala suddenly reached monstrous proportions.
 
   I was thankful when we finally reached Kamora. It meant our journey home was almost complete. I was eager to be back in Vankara, even if it was a country torn apart by war. I needed to see Dena again and know for certain that she was safe. The only downside to returning home was having to face Gabriel. I wasn’t sure how I was going to handle that particular situation, but understood myself well enough to know that keeping such an important secret from him might prove to be impossible. For years, I kept the secret of my true identity from Liam and Imogen Harker. Each day of my life with them had been tainted by the knowledge that I was lying about who I was. I refused to live yet another life where those closest to me were kept in the shadow of truth.
 
   “If it matters at all,” Aurora said to me as I stood and watched our approach to the Kamoran palace through the windows, “I think you should tell Gabriel everything you’ve learned. It would only cause you more pain to keep the secret from him. And, if he ever found out the truth on his own somehow, I fear it would forever damage the relationship you built with him as Sarah.”   
 
   “But he abandoned Kira,” I reminded her. “He left her when she was at her most vulnerable. Maybe he simply wants to forget she ever existed.”
 
   “Or maybe he was trying to deal with the grief of losing the two people he loved most in the world,” Aurora suggested. “He lost a child to death and his wife to grief. Perhaps it pained him beyond reason to see you suffer and know he didn’t have any way to help you. A person can only take so much loss.”
 
   “Still…how could he have justified leaving his wife in such a state?”
 
   “I don’t have the answer to that question, only Gabriel does. The only way to find out is to ask him, Sarah, and you can only ask him if you tell him the truth.”
 
   “Then, I suppose I will just have to tell him everything,” I decided.
 
   “I will be with you,” Aurora said soothingly. “And I think Fallon will stand by your side no matter what happens. He loves you.”
 
   “Can you sense that?” I asked Aurora because those particular words had not come from Fallon to me directly.
 
   “Yes,” Aurora said, turning her little head to look at Fallon as he stood beside us, “I can sense his love for you. He has given you his heart, but will never say as much unless you choose to give him yours in return. His honor forbids him from saying the words to you until you decide with whom you want to build a future with.”
 
   “He’s a good man,” I tell my friend, turning my head to look at Fallon as well.
 
   “Yes, he is,” Aurora agrees. “And I stand by my earlier words. If you want to make him your mate, I fully support your decision.”
 
   I let out a half- laugh that pulled Fallon’s attention away from our approach to the Kamoran palace to me.
 
   “Is something funny?” He asked me.
 
   “Aurora said something I found amusing,” I replied. “Maybe I’ll tell you one day.”
 
   Fallon looked slightly confused but didn’t ask any more questions.
 
   As the airship docked at the platform attached to the palace, we saw Sora and her two ever present female guards come to greet us.
 
   “How did your meeting with the dragons go?” Sora called out to me as I made my way down the staircase from the living quarters to the platform to meet her.
 
   “We were able to form an alliance,” I told her.
 
   Sora didn’t look in the least bit surprised by my announcement. It was apparent she assumed I would be able to talk the dragons into lending us their support.
 
   “Then my troops are yours to command,” Sora told me. “Treat them well, Queen Emma.”
 
   “I will,” I promised. “You have my word.”
 
   “Where are the dragons?” Sora asked, her eyes glancing up towards the sky as if she expected to see a horde of them circling her palace.
 
   “They needed to make some arrangements before they could leave, but they should be here shortly. I was told they wouldn’t be too far behind us.”
 
   “Then would you permit me to give you a gift while we wait for their arrival?” Sora asked.
 
   “I would be honored to receive something from you,” I told her.
 
   Sora looked at Fallon. “I have sent word for Admiral Edeson to come to the palace. I assumed you would want to speak with him about the transport of my troops on your ships.”
 
   “Thank you, your majesty,” Fallon said, bowing to Sora at the waist. “I would most certainly like to speak with him to finalize the arrangements.”
 
   “He is being escorted to the gardens where you met with him before. Would you like one of my guards to take you there?”
 
   “No, I believe I can remember how to get to the courtyard on my own,” Fallon replied.
 
   Sora then turned her attention to Dracen.
 
   “Would you like to accompany Emma and me, sorcerer Dracen?” She asked.
 
   “I think I’ll stay here if you don’t mind,” Dracen answered. “The dragons shouldn’t be too far behind and one of us should be here to greet them when they arrive.”
 
   “Then, I will leave one of my guards here with you to help keep watch. If they arrive before we return, she will inform us.”
 
   Sora turned to the side slightly indicating that she was ready to take me to my surprise.
 
   “Hold on!” I heard Inara shout out as she and Able walked up to us. “Emma’s not going anywhere in this cursed country without me by her side.”
 
   Sora lifted an imperious eyebrow at Inara’s brashness but didn’t make a reply. We both knew why Inara was acting so protective. Considering what happened the last time I was in Kamora, I think Sora expected my friends to be extra cautious.
 
   Sora gave a little shrug at Inara’s insistence and began walking back into her palace. We followed her lead. 
 
   As we entered the structure, Sora shortened her strides until we were all walking together.
 
   “Did you have much difficulty convincing the dragons to help you?” Sora asked me as we walked side by side down a long corridor to a set of black lacquered doors. One of the few sets of true doors I had seen in the palace.
 
   “Yes,” I admitted which brought a look of surprise to Sora’s face. “But one of them believed in me enough to lend me his support. He was able to convince the others that helping me was the right thing to do not only for my country but for them as well.”
 
   “Then you should count yourself quite fortunate,” Sora said, not sounding envious of my ability to gain the trust of the dragons, simply despondent.
 
   “Emma’s always been able to accomplish what she sets out to do,” Inara told Sora. “That’s just the sort of leader she is.”
 
   I was afraid Inara’s words would offend Sora, but the Kamoran queen simply nodded, accepting Inara’s statement as fact.
 
   Sora’s remaining female guard opened the black lacquered doors to allow us entry into the room beyond them.
 
   “These are my private chambers,” Sora told us as we entered the opulently decorated room. “Before I went to the dragons to see if I could form my own alliance with them, I had something crafted for me. I know now that I was arrogant in thinking I could just go there and have them trust me enough to want to be my ally. I imagined myself riding one of them in a triumphant return home.”
 
   “They’re not pets,” I told her. “They’re sentient beings.”
 
   “Yes, I realize how naive and imprudent I was about them,” Sora said, her voice reflecting those exact sentiments. “I thought if one of them deemed me worthy enough to bond with…well… that I would become someone respectable.”
 
   “You’re queen of an entire nation,” I reminded her. “Why did you feel as though you needed more respect than that?”
 
   “I only became queen because I was skilled in the art of seduction, Emma. I was able to make the king want me so desperately that he did whatever was necessary to make me his wife. I can assure you, to him, my brain was the least interesting part about me. I thought having a dragon as a companion would lend me more credibility to my people. It was a foolish notion and one the dragons immediately saw through. I don’t suppose you’ve had a chance to ask them if they would be willing to give me a second chance…”
 
   “Not yet,” I admitted. “But I’m not sure it would matter, Sora. No matter what I say, they are the ones who ultimately judge who they will befriend.”
 
   Sora sighed despairingly but didn’t say anything else. She turned her back to us and began walking towards a room off to the side.
 
   “I have something that might be of use to you. Emma,” she said, continuing to walk into the other room. It was apparent she expected us to follow her.
 
   We entered a large walk in closet. A mannequin stood in the center of the room dressed in an elaborate outfit made from layers of supple looking leather dyed in varying shades of maroon, green, and gold. At the front of the headdress was a small gold beaded tiara attached to a leather cap. The cap was composed of intricately designed pieces of leather cut out to resemble elongated leaves. Strands of pearls hung on either side. The outfit itself was composed of an elaborate long coat that was fitted down to the waist but flared out from there to give a bit more room to move. A pair of matching leather pants and boots completed the ensemble.
 
   Sitting beside the outfit was what looked like a riding saddle made out of black leather that was embroidered with gold thread in an intricate design. It was unlike any saddle I had ever seen. At the front and the back were stout leather sheaths that looked as though they were meant to hold the saddle into place between something.
 
   “I imagined myself wearing the outfit as I rode my newly acquired dragon companion back home,” Sora said, shaking her head at her own arrogance.
 
   “And the saddle was for the dragon I presume?” I asked, now understanding the purpose of the sheaths.
 
   “Yes,” Sora said, walking over to it and running a gentle hand against the saddles seat. “It was designed to fit any dragon. The casings are adjustable to make the fit more comfortable for the rider and the mount.” Sora looked back over to me. “I thought you might like to have it, Emma. I seriously doubt the dragons will ever ally with me, and I would hate to see such a work of art go to waste. Once your little dragon is old enough for you to ride, it might come in handy.”
 
   “They are extremely generous gifts,” I said. “Are you sure you want to part with them?”
 
   “You can put them to better use. Would you like to try the outfit on? We should probably check the fit before you leave Kamora. If we need to take it out any, I can have my seamstresses do it quickly.”
 
   Inara helped me into the outfit. The pants were a bit snug around the waist when I tried to secure the closure, but everything else fit perfectly.
 
   “You’re showing a little bit,” Sora commented. “How far along are you?”
 
   Inara was adjusting the collar of the coat for me when Sora asked her question. Her movements stopped for a fraction of a second before she locked eyes with me. I felt a sense of guilt that Inara had to find out about the pregnancy in such a way. It was something I should have mentioned to her earlier. It was one of the few secrets I could have shared with her without revealing my identity.
 
   “Not very,” I commented, hoping Inara understood that the reality of my condition was new to me too. Besides, I didn’t actually know how far along in the pregnancy the queen had been when she died.
 
   Inara flattened the collar down around the back of my neck before taking a step back.
 
    “How did you know I was pregnant when we first met?” I asked Sora.
 
   Sora smiled, making her look rather mischievous.
 
   “I didn’t,” she replied. “It was purely a guess on my part.”
 
   “A rather good one,” I commented dryly.
 
   “I assumed you and your Queen’s Marshal were lovers. He seemed like a man who could get the job done rather effectively. I still assume the child is probably his, but since you didn’t give me a clear answer, I guess I’ll simply have to keep wondering.”
 
   Even if I wanted to tell Sora the truth, I couldn’t. The fact was I didn’t actually know for sure myself. The child might be Aleksander’s, but it might belong to someone else for all I knew. The last memory I had which I knew belonged to Queen Emma was of a man with a brown S-shaped scar on his back. Had my predecessor been trying to point a finger at this man in particular to tell me who the father of her child was?
 
   The guard Sora left on the docking platform with Dracen came running into the room. Her breathing was labored indicating she ran the entire way.
 
   “Your Majesty,” the guard, whose name was Hana, said, “the dragons have arrived.”
 
   “Thank you, Hana. We’ll be there shortly,” Sora said.
 
   Hana bowed again and turned on her heels, presumably to return to her station.
 
   Sora turned to look back at me. “Would you like to change back into your own clothes first or go up and greet our guests?”
 
   I did want to change but didn’t want to make the dragons wait on us any longer than they had to.
 
   “I can change later,” I replied. “I don’t think we should keep them waiting unnecessarily.”
 
   As we began to walk out of the room behind Sora and her guard, Inara leaned over to me and whispered, “Who’s the father, Em? Gabriel or Aleksander?”
 
   I came to a complete stop and simply stared at Inara.
 
   “Gabriel?” Aurora asked me, sounding as surprised as I was that he was even a choice.
 
   “Oh come on, Em,” Inara said with a tilt of her head. “All those late night ‘meetings’ the two of you had a couple of months ago? Did you really think I didn’t know what was actually going on? I didn’t press the issue because it had been so long since you took a man to your bed. I was just happy you were opening up to someone, even if it was Gabriel. Does he know you’re pregnant?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, wondering why Gabriel hadn’t brought up the possibility that he might be the father of Queen Emma’s child.
 
   I thought back to when I first told Gabriel that I was pregnant. He seemed genuinely surprised by the fact, but never mentioned he might be the child’s father instead of Aleksander. I wasn’t sure which of the two men I would prefer to be the child’s father. Neither, if I were being honest with myself. If Aleksander were the father, it would cause more problems that it would solve, and if Gabriel proved to be the father, well, it would just further complicate an already complex situation.
 
   For a man who wasn’t even on this trip, Gabriel had certainly become an enigma to me because of it. I felt like I didn’t know him at all, and yet, he was the only constant in each of my different lives.
 
   When we reached the docking platform, the sight of Vincent and Gregoire flying beside my airship gave me a genuine reason to smile. Their large bodies prevented them from landing on the narrow platform.
 
   “I’m so happy to see you both,” I told them. “Where are the others?”
 
   “We left them to rest in the mountains a short distance from here,” Gregoire told me. “We wanted to know if you would prefer we give you a head start to Vankara in your airship or if we should leave now and rendezvous with you there later.”
 
   “Would you like to go there to have some time to speak with your brother and the other dragons before we arrive?” I asked Gregoire.
 
   “I don’t think that would be wise,” Gregoire said. “I know my brother quite well. If he realizes we’re there, he will bring in all of his forces to defend Iron City. As it is, part of them are probably still on the Fae side to protect their territory there. I suggest I present my ultimatum to them right before your men are ready to attack. The element of surprise might even work to our advantage.”
 
   “I have a suggestion,” Dracen said. “The dragons could travel to Ledmarrow Mountain and wait for us there. The mountain range is so vast and isolated; no one will notice their arrival. It’s also by the sea so they will have plenty of food available.”
 
   “Is Dracen’s idea agreeable to you?” I asked Gregoire.
 
   “Yes, quite agreeable,” Gregoire replied.
 
   With this new arrangement in place, I suddenly had an idea that might give me some much needed clarity.
 
   “Vincent,” I said, “would you mind allowing me to ride with you back to Vankara?”
 
   “I have no objection,” Vincent replied yet sounded hesitant about the idea. “But can I ask you why you would want to do such a thing? I’m sure you would be more comfortable riding back in your airship.”
 
   I briefly glanced in Dracen’s direction and saw from his crestfallen expression that he understood why I was requesting such an arrangement.
 
   “I need some time alone to think,” I replied. “I would also like to spend some time in Dracen’s home. That is, if you don’t mind?” I looked at Dracen to await his response.
 
   “Not at all,” Dracen said, looking a little less despondent after my request. “Ledmarrow is as much your home as it is mine. You should feel free to go there anytime you want.”
 
   “Thank you,” I told him before returning my attention back to Vincent. “By the way, how is your flying coming along?”
 
   “Well…” Vincent said, sounding as if it were a slightly sore subject. “I’m getting better.”
 
   “Would you be offended if I placed a saddle on your back for the journey?”
 
   “Not at all,” Vincent said, actually sounding relieved by the suggestion. “In fact, I think that’s an excellent idea.”
 
   “Where is the closest place you can land?” I asked. “I can meet you there.”
 
   “There is a courtyard in the center of this palace,” Vincent replied. “It should have enough space for me to land.”
 
   “Then I will be there shortly,” I told him.
 
   “I will go back to the others and inform them of the plan,” Gregoire said. “We will meet you and Vincent near Dracen’s home in Ledmarrow.”
 
   Gregoire flew off to rejoin the other dragons and Vincent took his leave as well. I hoped Fallon and Admiral Edeson wouldn’t be too startled by his arrival in the courtyard. I was thankful that Vincent chose there to land. It would give me the opportunity to say goodbye to Fallon before I left. I hoped he would understand my reasons for needing some time alone.
 
   I told Sora and Inara what the plans were and asked Sora if she would have someone take the saddle down to the courtyard and place it on Vincent for me.
 
   While Sora was busy making the arrangements for that and asking her guards to go down to the kitchens to provide me some provisions for my trip, I turned to Inara.
 
   “You take care of yourself, Em,” she told me, giving me a hug to emphasize her words. “I’ll travel as fast as the old girl will let me to Ledmarrow to pick you up.”
 
   I wanted to tell her to take her time but didn’t. The sooner we drove the Fae out of Iron City the better. I knew the longer Nuala and her forces were allowed to stay in our city the more secure their hold over it was. I wasn’t about to let my own personal interest dissuade me from the real mission at hand.
 
   Dracen walked over to us and said, “Have a safe trip, your majesty. We won’t be too far behind you.”
 
   “Thank you,” I replied. “And neither of you should worry about my safety. I have a group of dragons escorting me back home. I’m sure I’ll arrive there unharmed.”
 
   “I’m sure you will,” Dracen said with an awkward looking smile.
 
   I knew he wanted to say more but couldn’t with so many eyes watching us. Instead, he bowed to me and turned on his heels to head back to the airship with Inara.
 
   Sora escorted Aurora and me down to the courtyard where we found Vincent waiting for us as well as Fallon and Edeson.
 
   “We weren’t sure why he was here,” Fallon said to me as I approached the two men. “But I assumed he was waiting for you.”
 
   “Yes. I plan to ride him back to Vankara,” I told Fallon.
 
   “That’s brilliant,” Edeson said, his voice full of envy. “If I didn’t have an armada to sail back safely, I would hitch a ride with you.”
 
   “Edeson,” I said, drawing the admiral’s attention away from Vincent, “did you happen to collect my earnings from the bet?”
 
   Edeson smiled. “I did indeed your majesty. It ended up being quite a hefty sum.”
 
   It was only then that I decided what I would do with my winnings.
 
   “Give the money to Queen Sora before you leave. I would like it to be distributed evenly between all the families of the soldiers who are coming with us.” I turned to Sora. “Would you mind handling that for me?”
 
   “I will have one of my men do it,” Sora promised, looking pleased with my plan to compensate her men.
 
   I knew some of them wouldn’t be returning to Kamora. Wars weren’t fought without losing lives. It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but it was certainly the reality of the situation.
 
   One of Sora’s guards entered the courtyard and walked up to Vincent with the saddle in her arms. Vincent graciously lowered one of his wings to allow her access to his back.
 
   “Can I have a private word with you, your majesty?” Fallon said to me, understanding that he needed to maintain the appearance of formality in front of our present company.
 
   “Of course, Marshal Fallon.”
 
   Fallon and I had walked a good distance away from the others before he asked, “Why are you riding the dragon back to Vankara? Have you grown tired of my company already?”
 
   Fallon might have been making a joke, but I saw the real question in his worried eyes.
 
   “It’s not you,” I said. “And let Dracen know it’s not him either. I just need some time to clear my head is all. Trying to make small talk with the two of you all the way back to Vankara isn’t the way to do it. And…” I hesitated, wondering if I should tell Fallon what I just discovered from Inara about Gabriel and Queen Emma. As I looked at him, I knew I needed to stay honest and true to him. “Inara has learned of the pregnancy. I wish I had mentioned it to her before now because she told me Gabriel and the queen had an affair a few months back.”
 
   “So you’re telling me,” Fallon said slowly, “that the child could be either Gabriel’s or Aleksander’s?”
 
   “If Inara’s assumption about Gabriel and the queen having an affair is true, I would wager the odds are in favor of Gabriel. Since, well, they would have had a longer period of time to…”
 
   “Yes,” Fallon said, saving me from having to say the rest, “I understand.”
 
   Fallon looked troubled by this new development, and I found myself wanting to wipe the worry from his face.
 
   I leaned up and kissed him softly on the lips. I was fully aware that others were watching us, but I didn’t care. I wanted Fallon to know how much he meant to me, and I hoped the kiss would remind him of that fact on his journey back to Vankara.
 
   “Even if the child is Gabriel’s,” I whispered. “It doesn’t change how I feel about you, John.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if Fallon smiled because I used his first name or because of what I said, but it didn’t really matter in the grand scheme of things.
 
   “I’m glad to hear that,” he confessed. “But, you have to admit, it does complicate matters.”
 
   “Only if we let it,” I said.
 
   Fallon nodded. “Can I ask you a favor?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “If you decide that I’m the man you want, would you call me John again? Otherwise, it would be easier on me if you continued to call me Fallon. At least then, I would know my place in your life.”
 
   Fallon’s words made my heart ache for him. He was trying to act honorably, and I respected that more than I could tell him in that moment. All I could do was nod my head to let him know I would abide by his request.
 
   “Then, come on,” he said, holding a crooked arm out to me, “let me escort you to your dragon, your majesty.”
 
   Once I was settled in the saddle on Vincent’s back, Aurora nestled herself inside the front of my jacket with only her neck and head poking out.
 
   “I’ll see you at Ledmarrow,” I told Fallon, waving goodbye to him.
 
   He waved back. “Until then, your majesty.”
 
   “Please make sure you are holding on tightly,” Vincent said to me. “My take offs are still somewhat unsteady.”
 
   I grabbed the front of the saddle with both hands as Vincent took flight.
 
   The further away from the palace we flew the more my body began to relax. I settled back into the seat and simply tried to enjoy the freedom of flying through the air on a dragon.
 
   I knew what awaited me in Vankara, a mountain of problems that would have to be dealt with. Nuala was the one who brought war to Vankara, but I was determined to be the one who restored peace.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Author’s Note
 
   Thank you for reading Dragon Alliance! The third book in the series is titled War of Atonement. As with Dragon Alliance, I will be posting one chapter from the first draft copy on a monthly basis. Yes, there will be typos and small mistakes in this copy. But, if you are just interested in reading what happens next, this copy is sufficient. 
 
    
 
   You will be able to go to the same Vankara website to read it. 
 
    
 
   Vankara site: http://vankara.weebly.com/
 
    
 
   When I can find time in my 2015 writing schedule, I will complete the third book. The first new chapter will be posted by Dec 15, 2014.
 
   If you wish to keep up with publication dates for all my books, please visit my website (www.sjwest.com) or my Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/pages/Cursed-The-Watchers-Trilogy/493117270724860#)
 
   Thanks for reading!
 
   S.J. West
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