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Chapter 1
It was the utter filth that drove him mad. The cold, dank, and moldy scent carried over into what little clothing he had. Aside from his own filthy skin, it was all he could smell most of the time. He scratched his arm and cringed when flakes of skin fell to the hard ground. He hadn’t been cleaned for weeks. It was his punishment, of course. They knew it made him crazy.
And they used it as leverage to gain his cooperation. It wasn’t a hard choice for him. If he refused, the punishments could be worse. 
The lashings were nothing he hadn’t eventually learned to take. Physical pain was only on the surface. He could handle that. It was the other stuff that took its toll. Every day was the same. There wasn’t much he could do about it. They ruled him, and he wasn’t strong enough to take them all. If he was, Evander would have left long ago.
But one day, he’d have his revenge, and it would taste better than anything he’d ever sunk his teeth into. That’s what kept him going. It would have been easy to get them to off him. They were easily riled and often killed without hesitation. It was one reason they were so feared among the dragon kin. Not many would move against them, and the tension showed in the ranks. He’d paid attention, listened in, and took note of everything, just in case he could ever use it to his advantage. 
The guard stood against the castle wall, glaring at him. 
Rinse and repeat. That’s what it was like for him. Day after day.
It was the same guard he’d nearly killed just months before, but too soon the other guards heard his call and came to his rescue. 
It was a shame, really. 
Evander chuckled as he remembered that day. It was one of the best he’d had in a long time. It had taken the guard a full day to heal. Since the incident, Lyle had done everything in his power to make Evander’s life hell–not that it had far to go to get there. He was, after all, a prisoner to the Council. And they made sure he was reminded every single day that the only reason why he was alive was because they had decided to let him be.
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Chapter 2
2 Months Later
He knew his orders. He also knew they were keeping an eye on him. Every move was under their scrutiny. This was the furthest they had ever let him go, and it was his last and hardest task yet. Heck, if he even survived, he would be free from them. That alone made it worth it.
The magic inside of him made him sick. It wasn’t his own. It was much, much darker, and it clung to him like smoke from a cigarette. The scent of it mingled with his own, trying to make them one. He refused. He wouldn’t allow the darkness to take him over. That demon would not win. In the end, it would be him laughing.
Still, it disgusted him. He was tainted now and forever. No amount of nature’s magic would ever take it away, no matter what that demon said. 
Demons lied.
Two months ago, when he was taken into the chambers, he felt their unease, their growing agitation. Something was going on, but no one shared anything with him. Other than what he was supposed to do, how long it should take, and when they expected him to come back. 
Once he learned of the job, he still didn’t understand, but he didn’t ask questions either. It was a very simple job. Only, he had a feeling it wasn’t what it seemed. He was being played, and a knot formed in his gut as he remembered how easily the magic swarmed him. He felt it just below the surface. 
Always there, his own beast was sluggish and pissed off, yet he couldn’t do anything about it. He was basically useless. 
 
“You will be spelled. We’ll see if you are a traitor or not.” The king smirked. “Your freedom has never been yours, but if you succeed where others have failed, you’ll be free.”
Evander kept his face neutral. This was the first time they told him he would be watched. In the past, he felt he was followed, but something told him this time would be different. No matter, the words of freedom clicked in his mind, and his beasts’ head rose with eyes wide. 
Oh, how they had craved freedom. 
He nodded. 
“Very good. We will start right away. The sooner you complete the job, the better–for everyone.”
He was intrigued. The King was freaking out over something, and whatever that something was, it was his job to get rid of it. He long ago killed his conscious. He’d had no choice. This wasn’t the first time the Council had sent him on errands, most of the time dealing with someone who’d pissed the queen off. She was a real piece of work, and even though it seemed the king was in charge, he knew it was her that pulled every string. 
She kept her eyes on his, batting her lashes and pushing out her pouty lips as if she was trying to seduce him. 
Yeah, been there, done that. 
He hadn’t wanted anything to do with her before, but after she used him–and then blamed him–he was done. King Jax had beat him to a bloody pulp. Evander was lucky to be alive, and the only reason he was still, was because his king understood that his mate was deranged, and knew she’d lied. But he still had to punish him for sleeping with his mate, no matter who initiated it. 
He shuddered. She was psycho. Period. He hadn’t even been able to finish, and that alone was why she ran to her mate, crying rape.
“Let’s begin,” the king said, and stood from his throne, pulling him out of thoughts from the not-so-recent past. He made a gesture over Evander’s head.
Evander spun just as a creature–one like he’d never seen before–was drug into the room. He wore iron shackles on both his ankles and hands. His eyes were blood red, and he radiated a darkness so strong that Evander nearly choked. His magic was strong. And now he understood how the Council was going to keep their eye on him. 
They’d employed–or rather, captured–a demon. His beast was enraged, and he hissed. Without much thought, Evander began to shift, but the demon, even within its shackles, froze his beast with just the narrowing of his evil eyes. He felt the icy chill of magic envelop his skin. He shivered as it seeped through his skin, and then he couldn’t move. His eyes were that of his dragon, his fingers claws, yet frozen in mid-motion. 
“Naughty beast,” the demon said, and chuckled. “You’ll be easy enough. Though, I can tell you’re a fighter.”
Evander tried to growl–anything–as the guards shoved the demon toward him. The closer he came, the colder Evander became. And he thought the cold would never affect him.
He had never been more wrong.
 
The bus slowed at the stop, and Evander stood from his seat, allowing his sense to reach out and focus on his surroundings. The bus was empty to begin with, making it easier for travel. Being within the mortal world wasn’t something he liked, nor was it something he had a lot of experience with. He’d adapt just like always, but he was uneasy. 
The hairs on his neck rose as he stepped off the bus. The scent of gasoline and oil lingered in the air, but there was something else. He closed his eyes and let everything else fall away. A scent tinged in sweetness had his beast waking from the haze of the demon’s magic. Evander crossed the street from the bus station without paying attention to his surroundings. His dragon took over, leading him to a quaint little building. There wasn’t anything spectacular about it, but he was drawn to it for no reason he could think of. The lights were off, and the door was locked tight.
He would have gone inside, but he as he moved in, he saw the sign that said ‘Closed.’ 
‘Mate.’
Evander froze as a sliver of something akin to cold and dark fear clouded even the magic he carried. Did he hear his beast correctly?
No way.
He inhaled the sweet scent that lingered outside of the building and tried to find anything that told him if she was a dragon or not. Humans were off limits. 
Yet, he didn’t find even the smallest trace of magic in the air, other than his own.
She was human.
And she was his freakin’ mate.
“No,” he whispered as he laid his hand on the door and sighed. A spark shot through his palm and traveled up to the heart he thought had shriveled up a long time ago. The cadence picked up, and it thumped in a panic. 
 
***
 
Callie opened the door to the shop and smiled at the sound of the bell above her head. It was the perfect addition, and she was shocked when she’d found there hadn’t been one when she first arrived a week before. Every business needed a bell. 
Period. That was her way of thinking. Silly as it might seem to others, she didn’t care.
She stepped outside and sucked in a breath when she was blasted by the bitter cold. The temperature had dropped fast. She’d hoped to get some major work done before the storm, but it didn’t seem like that would be possible now. She squinted her eyes and looked at the sky. The sun was trying to come out, but the dark clouds shoved it back. Her heart raced, and even through the cold, her palms began to sweat. There was something she needed to do or see; something was tugging at her, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. 
It wasn’t the best of days to try to open the doors to the public for the first time, but she woke up with an urgency to come to the shop. She wasn’t one to ignore her gut, but the problem was figuring out the why behind the sick feeling in her stomach. She still felt anxious. Today was no different than every other time in the past. The chill soaked through her sweater, and she shivered. The likelihood of getting even one customer was slim to none, but that really didn’t matter. 
She was very superstitious and believed that magic was as real as she was. She felt everyone had a tiny bit of it in them, but it was those that embraced the gift that benefited from it. Her life was proof that her beliefs were true. She allowed the magic into her life. It slipped in and shook up her life any time fate deemed necessary. 
Even as a child, she listened to the signs, paying attention to all the little details around her. It had served her well her entire life. She’d even avoided getting taken by a local kidnapper when she was nine. Callie shuddered, remembering that day as if it were yesterday. It had shaped her life for both the good and the evil, vile, world she lived in. It taught her that everything wasn’t black and white, and there were wolves in sheep’s clothing that preyed on the innocent.
She would never forget the day her panicked mother searched for her, while she hid in a small hole in the janitor’s closet at the mall. They had been in line, waiting their turn to pay for her new school clothes. Everything had been perfect that day. She loved spending the day with her mom, and then the hairs on the back of her neck alerted her to the danger. Without warning her mom, she slipped away. She just knew she had to hide. The knots in her stomach and the fear that slid down her spine was all she needed to know. There was no time to explain or be laughed off as acting like a silly child. 
She’d wandered off at just the right time. The man had been watching her. He was planning on taking her, but he didn’t realize he was also being watched. The police arrested him, and he was taken to jail. When it was all over, she cried for those that were never returned to their homes and thanked the gods she wasn’t taken, too. 
To this day, every year, she mourned their losses as if it were her own. That was the day Callie lost her innocence. It was also around the time she fell into the darker side of things that still affected her to this day. Things she was ashamed to even think about.
As an adult, she’d saved herself a lot of heartache by listening to that inner voice. The one that spoke in code on a normal basis, but every now and again was crystal clear. And today was no different. Magic was in the air, luring her in. She knew she’d know it when she saw it. It was only a matter of time. 
A wet drop landed on her hair, and she looked up just as large flakes of snow fell from the grey sky. She blinked and wiped the wetness from her cheeks. A glint caught her, eye pulling her attention across the street to the bus station. CC’s Books was in an ideal location. Anyone who came to town would see her shop. 
The more she studied her surroundings, the faster her heart beat. It was then that she noticed a figure lying on the bench. 
She huffed and narrowed her eyes, making sure she wasn’t seeing things.
She wasn’t.
It was a man, and that’s all she could tell from across the street, other than knowing he hadn’t been there when she opened a couple hours before. There was no way she would have missed that.
“What in the world…?” She couldn’t let anyone sleep on that bench now. This was just the start of the brewing storm. Whoever it was would catch their death. She shook her head and hurried back inside. She grabbed her coat from the rack and slid it on, not bothering with the buttons before going back outside. She made her way across the street, wondering who would even be able to sleep with ice and snow falling on them. The closer she got, the more she noticed. It was, in fact, a man–a large one, at that. He wore no shirt and only a pair of jeans. His feet were bare, too.
Why didn’t he have any shoes? For some reason, that bothered her most. No one should be outside in the dead of winter with no shoes. 
Thump-thump.
When she stood in front of him, her breath caught. 
Was he even breathing? 
Thumpity-thump.
Callie bent forward as close as she could without touching him. She shuddered. She didn’t want to touch a dead man. She edged closer and studied his bare chest, waiting for the telltale signs that it was beating.
It would be just her luck to find a dead man her first day open for business. When she couldn’t lean any further, she sighed in relief when he let out a breath, expelling his massive chest. Her eyes roamed up his torso to a peaceful sleeping face. She chose to ignore the strange flutter in her stomach as she took in his long lashes. They were the kind any girl would die for, but she kept studying the sleeping man, taking in everything she could about him before she woke him up to get him off the bench and somewhere warm. His stomach was covered in scars that trailed further back, wrapping around his ribcage. They were stark in comparison to his darker skin tone. Some were red and angry, others pale and fully healed. 
She grimaced, wondering what had happened. 
Callie gasped and laid her hand over her heart. She ached for this man. This man she didn’t even know. 
It was then she noticed his hair. It was as white as the snow that fell, but there were streaks of blue throughout that were too sporadic to be dye. 
How strange.
She reached toward the loose strands that hung to the side, not considering how inappropriate it would be; she just wanted to see if it was as soft as it looked. The tip of her tongue peeked out from her lips, and her brows wrinkled in concentration as she edged closer to the man. She held a shaking hand over his head. Her fingers lowered. 
Just as she was about to lay her hand on his head, she was shoved back, and the man stood in front of her, glaring. His chest heaved, and his wide eyes–the color of pearls–stared back at her. She gasped when he snarled at her like a rabid dog. Even his fingers looked like claws. Callie knew she should run, but she was frozen in place–partly by fear, and partly by intrigue. Her heart thundered in her chest, and his eyes followed the sound as if he could hear it. 
Maybe he could.
“Who are you?” 
His voice was low and fringed in danger. She found it odd, when he went rigid and sniffed the air in front of her body. His nose nearly touched her coat, and still he leaned in closer and sniffed in front of her. When he looked up, their eyes locked. The white in his eyes swirled as if they were liquid. She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes, sure she was going crazy, but not caring much if she was. Her heart pounded against her rib shocking her from the pain. She whimpered, but nothing could distract her from him. Her throat went dry, and she licked her lips. She wasn’t crazy. 
She really saw it. The white reminded her of the pearls her mother let her wear when she was a teenager.
“Your eyes.” 
They were beautiful, but faster than she would recall later, they went from being white one second to a blue so dark she couldn’t tell where the pupils ended. 
“Who are you?” he asked again. 
Now his voice was on the verge of panic, snapping her out of the strange hypnotism. It was almost as if she had gotten lost in those pearly white orbs. Time stood still–only, it hadn’t. This was why she had to open shop today. It had something to do with this man. This man had to be a part of her new path, but for what she wasn’t sure. There was no need to question fate. Time would tell her all.
She smiled and held out her hand, hoping he would ignore her strange behavior. “I’m Callie Copeland. And you are?”
He stared at her hand for a minute. The seconds ticked by before he took her smaller hand in his. His long fingers curled around hers, but instead of shaking her hand, he brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them. Callie’s legs wobbled, but she held firm. She couldn’t allow him to see. This felt like everything she knew she’d been missing with Matty. For all the reasons she left him and her home. The press of his lips ignited a fire inside of her, and he felt it, too. His nostrils flared, and his eyes brightened. Heat flared between them. 
It was the magic. 
Magic that was about to boil over and spill onto the Earth.
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Chapter 3
Who was this woman? She wasn’t like him; of that, he was certain. The stench of mortal lingered around her aura, yet she felt…different. He wrinkled his nose in disdain, even as the heat rose between them, and a rumble echoed in his mind. Inside his mind, he saw the Golden Dragon, the one he knew was there–that beast was a part of him, mind, body, and soul–but then in the distance there was another, more docile and quiet presence, yet one that couldn’t be ignored. She waited in the background for him to acknowledge her. The Golden Dragon flew to her and circled her. He sniffed her, and his tongue shot out, licking her blue scales. Her body shook as she opened her wings. 
Her wings were tipped in gold, the same as his own. She was his.
‘Mate,’ the Golden Dragon breathed, and it was then he knew for certain. No doubt, this woman–this strange woman who dared touch him–was his mate. It should have been so obvious. 
When he focused on her, he realized he recognized the scent. It was the same scent from the day before. It was no wonder he was drawn to the area, but passing out on the bench with his guard completely down was irresponsible. Anything could have happened. And worse, he had no doubt who this woman was, but it could never happen. He wasn’t allowed.
He wasn’t in Stratham to fall in love with a blasted human. He was here to extinguish the enemies of the Council. The demon’s magic ensured he wouldn’t stray. That same demon was looking forward to him messing up. If the vile creature so much as thought anything fishy was going on, he could end his life with just a snap of his fingers–if even that. Evander shuddered, realizing his life could so easily be forfeit.
Did he want to die? 
He looked at the woman with large, blue eyes staring at him as if it were him who made the world spin on its axis. No doubt she didn’t realize what was going on. The magic of the mating bond spread around them, circling them, leaving him no choice but to breathe it in. This was how it started. He remembered Mom telling him the story of true mates. How she spoke of it with such desire and passion.
His heart flipped, sending a strange ache through his soul–a yearning. One he’d not let himself feel in a long time. 
A surge of panic crept up, warning him. He knew he was being watched, and if the demon realized anything was going on, he’d tell the Council. They’d offered him his freedom, too, depending on how this ended. Of course, the demon would love free range; it was mortals, like the tall beauty in front of him that was a target of his vile magic. He had to find a way to guard her from him, regardless of how things ended for the two of them. 
What are you thinking? You don’t want her…or anyone for that matter.
Thoughts of all the happiness he could have left him, and he frowned, slamming his guard back up. He would not fail, and worse, he could not fall.
The bond could not control him. It would not. Their lives depended on it. It was okay if something happened to him, but in this short span of time, he knew without a doubt he would never, ever let anything happen to the human in front of him. No matter the cost, she would be safe. Even if that meant staying away.
Her scent mingled with his, and his dragon whimpered. It was such a pitiful sound that he wanted to fight the feeling even more.
“What’s your name?” the sweet woman asked. 
And then that feeling went away. Now he wanted to curl around her and rest for the first time in his life. 
The smile hadn’t left her face. Her eyes were bright with excitement, and yet she didn’t seem to find him strange at all. He thought about lying, but then he shook his head and gripped her fingers in his. It was a compulsion; he wasn’t even controlling his own movements. She gasped, and he loosened his grip, as if she were the most delicate thing in the world.
Maybe she was. “Evander. My name’s Evander.” He ignored how nervous he felt. He’d never been exposed to women, not really. He only knew of the queen. He shuddered just thinking of her. She wasn’t the best example. Of that, he was sure.
He didn’t want to want her. She wasn’t dragon. He was already being punished because he wasn’t a purebred. Having a human mate wouldn’t make matters any better for either of them.
It seemed like they stared at each other forever, but then she pulled him out of his daze, and he followed her movement as she looked to the sky. The snow fell heavier now, not that he noticed. He was certain she hadn’t noticed either, both lost in some mating mojo.
“Let’s get you inside, yes?”
Was she asking him to come with her? The tug of his hand said yes. He nodded and let her lead him across an empty street. He kept his eyes on her, not paying attention to where they were going, for he already knew. Not that it mattered. He knew he was home, regardless of what he wanted. There was no stopping this. 
‘Don’t fight it.’
Callie pushed the door open and went inside. He followed and was hit by a whoosh of hot air. It was like a furnace bringing him back to the dungeon with the way the fire licked his skin and the scent of burning flesh. Evander swallowed and shook his head, trying to erase the memories that attempted to surface. Callie’s sweet voice cut through the flames and extinguished them.
“You’ll be warm soon.”
Again, he nodded, even though he was already warm enough, but she was trying to help him. “The cold doesn’t bother me.”
Lie. But she didn’t need to know that demon magic was the most chilling thing he’d ever felt in his life. He shuddered. 
No, she didn’t need to know about that.
She circled around him, studying him. He stood tall, and his body grew warm, but it was no longer just because of the forced warm air. When her finger traced a scar on his back, he jumped. 
“What happened here?”
 
***
 
He didn’t seem all that comfortable with her touching him, yet she couldn’t stop herself. It was the second time she’d took it upon herself to make physical contact. It didn’t make much sense, but he was standing still in the middle of the main room, not doing anything. He looked lost and confused. She needed to move away from him. His presence was doing strange things and putting some distance between them was probably in her best interest. She had a feeling he could be dangerous if he wanted to be. Instead of focusing on this new and intriguing man, she decided to get to work. It wasn’t like he was going anywhere with no shoes.
It was not two minutes later that Callie turned around just as he fell. There was no warning. One second he was standing, and then the next he was on the ground. She ran around the counter and knelt beside him. Pain shot through her knees from the pressure of landing on the concrete floor so hard, but that didn’t even matter. He seized up. She needed to hold him still. That much she knew. She gripped his jaw with both hands.
“Evander.” He didn’t move, but his body was warm. His heart beat. His body convulsed, and even though she wasn’t a tiny woman, she struggled to hold him still. “Wake up,” she said.
At her order, his body went still, and he opened his eyes, but they were unlike anything she’d ever seen before. They weren’t even the white she swore she saw earlier. They were a brilliant, crystallized yellow. Not gold, not orange, but yellow. She was amazed by how many different sides this man had. And she was sure this wasn’t it. There was more to him that she would find. It would be like unwrapping presents at Christmas. She’d never been able to guess what her gifts were. 
‘Callie.’
She gulped, realizing that even though it was Evander’s voice, it wasn’t Evander speaking. How she knew that, she wasn’t sure, but there was something inside of him, and that was who was speaking to her. 
“What are you?”
‘We’ve waited so long for you.’
“For me?”
‘Yes, we have. Evander has been through so much. So much so, he doesn’t even remember everything, but we do. We’ve suffered at the hands of the Council for far too long. Now we are free, and the magic brought us here to you.’
“Why me?”
‘You are meant to carry my essence, my power. You are my host.’
“But I can’t.”
Evander–or whoever it was–chuckled. ‘How can you not? You believe in magic, yes?’
“I do.”
‘You were made for me, Callie. That’s why we’re here. We were drawn to you, to Stratham as a whole. This is a place of magic. The others, they think they’ve won, but this is just the beginning.’
Although she wasn’t sure what ‘others’ was being talked about, it felt as if she should. It would affect her somehow. The voice spoke of truth. Callie had felt it, too. The moment she drove into town, she knew this was a place to call home. It was special. She just hadn’t been aware of how special it was. 
“But I can’t take you from him. Doesn’t he need you? And I don’t even know what you are.”
Another chuckle. ‘I am but one of two, the female to his male. As dragons, we are mated. Now as humans, we shall be, too, but only if you accept me.’
Callie stared at the man she’d just met. So, he was a dragon, carrying not one, but two beasts inside of him. Even out of control, he was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He was the reason for the flutters, for the magic. It all seemed so surreal, but deep inside, she knew the truth. She’d known all along that this world had to be made up of more than just humans. There were too many stories for none to have any semblance of truth. But was she really strong enough to become a dragon?
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Chapter 4
Evander opened his eyes and glanced around the room, quickly realized he was on the ground–again–and his head ached. He didn’t remember going to sleep, and that could only mean one thing: he’d passed out again. That was getting old fast. It had to be a side effect of the demon’s magic. It wreaked havoc on his body. He growled and cleared his throat when he saw Callie watching him with a strange look. Her eyes filled with tears, yet none fell. He didn’t like seeing her upset.
He sat up and looked around. The books were still piled high, which meant she hadn’t gotten work done. “What happened?” 
He hadn’t been out for long then.
Callie stood over him with a frown. She opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, but then she shook her head and walked away. He didn’t move as she paced the empty space in the store. Every other second, she’d look at him, shake her head, and then pace some more. 
He felt the nervous energy radiating from her, but he didn’t understand why she seemed bothered by him now. “Is everything okay?”
This time, she paused and shook her head. “I just don’t know.”
That wasn’t a good response. Her tone was agitated, and her eyes darted away from him. He stood from the cool floor and stepped into the path she’d paced. Unlike other women, she wasn’t tiny. He liked that about her; in fact, he realized he liked a lot about her. That wasn’t good. Nothing good would come of being with his fated human mate. He tried to pull his gaze from her, but found he couldn’t.
If he were honest, he didn’t want to. She was beautiful. Soft and sweet, with the sweetest looking lips he’d ever laid eyes on. 
She was still smaller in stature than him, yet she was strong. He could sense her strength. When she brought her eyes to his without flinching, he knew his dragon had picked right. “Talk to me.”
She sighed. “You’re full of surprises, and I don’t even know if you realize it. You have no idea what just happened right?”
“Right.”
“You have a pretty big secret.”
He wasn’t sure where this was going, but he nodded. “And I suppose you somehow know about it?” What happened during that time he was out? Certainly, he didn’t shift. The shop would have been destroyed.
“I do, but I’m not sure how to take it.”
Did she know he was a dragon? “Callie, how am I different?”
She glared and shifted from one foot to the other. “Is this a trick or some twisted game for you?”
He held his hands out. “I just want to know what you’ve figured out–and how. I don’t remember telling you anything. And if you really knew, wouldn’t you have run away by now?” A human wouldn’t understand. She couldn’t know. Maybe she just thought she figured out something about him.
“I should have. By gosh, I’m certifiable. But I can’t stand the thought of being away from you. It’s clouding my judgement. You shouldn’t have this pull over me. Yet, here I stand, more curious than ever.” She blew out a breath and shoved her hair out of her face. “How did you end up out cold on that bench?”
He liked the sound of her not wanting to be away from him, but he didn’t want her thinking she was crazy. He wished he could tell her the truth that he didn’t have to keep his mission to himself. He sighed and reached out to touch her. She still didn’t flinch as he ran a finger along her jaw. “I wish I knew. I don’t know how I lost time and ended up unconscious.” That wasn’t a lie. She leaned into his touch, and all he wanted to do was pull her into his arms; so he did, and to his surprise, she came willingly and wrapped her arms around him. She laid her head against his chest and sighed. He lowered his chin to the top of her head and let out a breath he felt like he’d been holding onto forever. 
“This is right.”
Why did it have to be right? He’d never felt such peace, and now he worried it would get ripped away from him. But he gave himself this moment to enjoy her.
“You’re a dragon,” she whispered. 
He almost didn’t hear her, that’s how quiet she spoke, but not much could get past his enhanced hearing. Part of being a dragon. 
“I am.” He tensed, expecting her to shove him away at any second, but instead, she cuddled closer. “Does that frighten you, Callie?”
She stepped back, but only enough to look up. Her eyes were soft and inviting. Her face was flushed, and her skin seemed to glow. She licked her lips, and her heartbeat sped up. He didn’t sense any fear coming from her, but there was something else. 
“I should be. In fact, I should run for the hills, but I can’t. I’ve always felt like there was something huge missing from my life. And I think you might be it.” 
Her voice was so soft, but assured. She seemed as though she was nervous he might turn her away. 
And he had no choice but to do exactly that soon.
She was perfect, and the fact that she didn’t seem bothered that he wasn’t mortal was something he could have never dreamed of. It certainly wasn’t a common reaction, he was sure. Not that he had lived among humans. But he’d heard horror stories through his years of confinement.
“You’re amazing.”
“I don’t understand something, though.”
“What’s that?”
“Why was I able to communicate with one of your beasts? She seemed quite adamant that I was meant to be her host.”
“I don’t know.” That didn’t make much sense to him either. It shouldn’t have been possible. “I woke up barely dressed on a bench in a place I’ve never been. I know you’re mine. I know that I’m here for reasons besides you as well. I feel the magic in this small town. But other than that–”
“You’re at a loss,” she said finishing his sentence.
“Yes.” It wasn’t entirely a lie. He was at a loss. He hadn’t expected anything that had happened thus far. First, his mate, and then a town loaded with powerful dragon magic. He could feel the call of it. It almost seemed more powerful than the demon magic.
Maybe….
He shook his head, not willing to go there, not until he knew more.
She didn’t hesitate. “Of course. I have a ton of questions, and I know you can’t answer them yet, but we need to find someone who can. I need to know what it means to be one of you. Is it even really possible?”
His eyes widened, and his brows raised. That’s something he knew he’d remember telling her. “She spoke to you then?”
“Yes. That’s how I found out what you are, but I don’t know how it will work.”
He felt a stirring, like something trying to get his attention, but he couldn’t quite grasp it.
“It can’t be possible!” Evander took a few steps away from his mate, feeling the anger rise inside of him. He hated feeling so lost and confused. But this was not something he knew of. He tried to think back to anything his mother tried teaching him or anything he’d heard, but he could recall nothing about sharing his beasts with a human. 
“No, that’s unheard of.”
Callie shrugged, and her eyes went downcast as if she were shutting down. A tinge of guilt stole through his heart, but he couldn’t get attached. “That’s what she said. She said you were never meant to keep her, just until you found–”
“Found what?”
“Me,” she replied in a small whisper.
It felt like he’d been punched in the gut…only far worse. 
 
***
 
Callie watched as an array of emotions and struggles crossed Evander’s face. She’d never seen a man with such expressive reactions. He had seemed like he was in complete control until now. She could see that her speaking to his beast was affecting him. Only, she didn’t know why. It was almost as if he had no idea what was to come. Shouldn’t he just know these things? She wasn’t sure, but from the look on his face, this new knowledge was new to him, too, and it showed in the tightness around his eyes and mouth. There was a constant tick in his jaw where he clenched it too tightly. Dark circles, too, had formed under his eyes. 
She didn’t want to overstep her bounds, but she felt his suffering, and she wanted to make it go away. It was almost as if she’d known him forever, and yet she’d only known him for a few hours.
He’d put distance between them when his anger started to get the better of him. She felt it rise, and now it simmered just below the surface, ready to boil over at any point. 
“It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure this out.”
She held out her hand, hoping he would take it, but she wasn’t going to force an angry dragon to do anything. 
She’d read him right. Her reaching out to him would prove to be a lifeline, or so she hoped.
His shoulders slumped, and he sighed, reaching out to take her hand almost as if he didn’t have a choice. His fingers twined with hers, and he tugged her back to him. 
“Thank you.”
“We’ve got to find the others like you.” She chuckled. “Not that I have any idea how to do that, but it makes sense, right?”
“My kin are here in this place, and so is a king. I feel his magic simmering all around us.” It should be impossible that a king would exist when there was no queen. It was confusing him and his loyalties. His own king sent him to this town specifically. Told him of the ‘half-breed abominations,’ like he wasn’t a said half-breed. He knew he shouldn’t exist. He always wondered why he wasn’t killed at birth, or hell, in the womb for that matter. His mother was a Golden Dragon and the king’s sister. Maybe that’s why?
“Stratham. I’ve only been here a week and have been so wrapped up in getting the store ready for it’s opening I haven’t met anyone. The store was supposed to open today, but the storm changed that.”
“You came here for me then.” 
It wasn’t a question, but she answered anyway. “My aunt moved and offered me her house. The store used to be my granddad’s, but he passed away years ago. Aunt Tilly never sold it, but she was ready to leave. My cousin didn’t want the house or the building.” She sighed. “I needed a fresh start, and something called to me about this place. Fate led me here.”
“You really believe that, don’t you?”
She shrugged. “I’ve always believed in magic. People thought I was weird, but I always knew things.”
He frowned. “You’re a witch?” He leaned in, sniffing her again. “You don’t smell like a witch.” 
“No, I’m not a witch. I’m not anything more than human. I guess I’m just a believer.”
“But you are more than human. Soon, you’ll be like me.” If he could find a way to keep her safe. Would he really give her his beast? Was it possible?
“If we can figure out how to do it. Maybe your dragon is crazy.”
Evander flinched and shook his head. “No, she’s not crazy. And I am fairly certain you just offended her.”
Callie wasn’t too concerned. If she could offend the dragon that easily, then they wouldn’t be a good match. That dragon would have to find a new host. 
“Well, let’s go find answers then. The only way we’ll find other dragons is to go explore, right?” She smiled. “But first, let’s see if my cousin left any clothes or anything when he was here cleaning last summer.” She sure hoped so, because Evander had no shirt or shoes. That raised far too much suspicion in weather like this. 
He nodded, and she left him standing in the middle of the room. Down the hall was a small office and a couple of small closets. She pulled the first door open and came up with nothing but cobwebs. Callie made a mental note to have the place sprayed. Who knew what kind of creepy-crawlies hid in all the dark holes she had yet to clean? Books brought insects, especially her older collections she wanted to put on display. She had it all planned, but had yet to get it set up like she wanted.
Further down the hall, she went into what would become her office. It wasn’t a very large room, but she really didn’t need much space. The desk took up most the room, and there was a box with a new chair and a computer that she had yet to set up. She wasn’t the most organized woman. Slow and steady. That was her motto. She really wasn’t in a rush. She had months of savings she could tap into if she needed. 
She walked to the small closet and found a pair of boots large enough to fit her giant dragon.
“There you are,” she cooed, not at all bothered by the fact she was speaking to an inanimate object.
A smile crept upon her face. She couldn’t help it. After all the garbage of the last six months back home, she was relieved to be happy about anything. There wasn’t much that could bring her out of her moods once they struck. She decided then and there that she was a new Callie. She didn’t want anyone–especially not Evander–to find out about her history. It was better left in the dark.
Her stomach dropped just thinking about what had happened. She moved to start over, not fall into the past. It was the whole reason she jumped at the chance to get away from it all. No one needed to know. She could be whomever she chose here. So, instead of allowing her mind to drift, she shook it off and grabbed the boots and a large sweater that her cousin must have stored with them. It was perfect, and at least it would keep him warm–or help him fit in until they got more clothes for him. 
She closed the door to the closet as well as her thoughts. Plastering the smile back on her face, she went back into the main room. Evander was still standing where she had left him. His eyes were far away, as if in deep thought.
“Everything okay?”
He jumped and smiled at her. “Everything is fine.” He was trying to find a loophole in the demon magic, but it was tight and thorough. He could feel it along the edges of his subconscious.
She held out the boots and the sweater with a smile. “I found these. Hopefully, they’ll be enough to get you by. You’re not the smallest man in the world, but lucky for you, Scott is almost as big as you are.”
“You’re giving me another man’s clothing?” His face contorted, and his voice came out in a low growl. 
She flinched at his tone, but refused to let her fear take over. He wouldn’t hurt her–she was confident of that–but his anger wasn’t the reaction she’d been expecting, and she found she didn’t like it much. He went from happy to utterly in rage in a matter of seconds. Her lip wobbled even though she tried to stop it. “He’s my cousin.”
“Oh goodness, Callie, I’m so sorry. My beast…he just went a little possessive. Apparently, he thought…oh, who cares what he thought? I shouldn’t have reacted like that.” He closed the distance and took the boots and sweater from her hands. She didn’t move. 
“Forgive me, please.”
She felt the change in him and sighed. She knew nothing of this man other than how he made her feel. Even after he acted like a jerk, all she wanted to do was be close to him, to comfort him. She needed to put her foot down, though. To let him know it wasn’t acceptable. She wouldn’t be controlled. They would be partners. Period.
“You can’t get all possessive like that. I won’t allow you to control me.”
Evander nodded. He dropped the sweater and boots on the floor uncaringly. Then he reached out for her and cupped her jaw lightly, rubbing his thumb along the bone. “I swear, it won’t happen again. I can’t promise never to be jealous, though. I don’t know how this mate thing works.”
“Fair enough.” She couldn’t stay mad. This time, she’d go easy on him. It might have had something to do with the flutters slowly growing in the pit of her stomach or how her lips tingled, begging to be kissed. Or how she felt that he hadn’t meant to react like that. She leaned in to him, and her eyes fluttered closed. She wanted so badly to feel his lips on hers. Her heart beat in her throat. She felt his warm breath and waited for him to close the distance. 
Oh, please just kiss me already.
He must have read her mind because he pressed his lips against hers. She relaxed and held still. His lips were full and soft–so different than what she was used to. He didn’t move them against hers as if he were waiting for some sort of sign. She sighed, opening her mouth to him. It was all he needed. 
Evander gripped her arms and pulled back. His eyes were pure white, as white as his hair, just like before, only this time he wasn’t angry. Her soft gasp brought his lips down on hers again, harder, more forceful, but when his tongue slid over hers, she found she didn’t care. She moaned and pushed against him, trying to get closer and to feel the heat of his body against hers. He growled against her lips and pulled back, breathing heavily. 
“Callie, my sweet mate,” he whispered, and then he brushed his lips oh so softly against her lips one last time as if trying to make up for how rough he’d been just before. “Not yet.”
She nodded. Her store wasn’t the best place for anything intimate. It had to be perfect, and now wasn’t the time. She needed to know more about him, but dang that kiss. It about knocked her breathless.
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Chapter 5
Evander held Callie’s hand as they stood outside of a small diner. Neither of them moved to go inside to escape the bitter cold. Even though the storm was in full swing, the place was still open, catering to a large crowd of people that couldn’t seem to get enough of the food–or maybe it was the socializing. 
Fluffy flakes of snow covered everything in sight, and ice hung from the buildings and widows. He took in the scent of winter. He loved the smell of snow. It was hard to explain, sort of like rain, and yet so much more. The chill made it all the better. It changed it somehow from one of nature’s finest emotions to the next. Callie looked at him, and he smiled.
“It’s the best time of year. I’ve always loved this. The scent of snow on the ground. The chill of winter seeping through the skin as if it’s trying to find a new home.”
“Winter is terrible. I can’t ever stay warm. It’s the time of year I stay huddled inside in front of a heater.” 
She still smiled as she spoke, even though she didn’t agree to his perception. 
“I understand, but once you become like me, you’ll see winter in a new light. Cold is less harmful to us than warmth. The heat–now that is terrible.” Why was he opening up so much to this stranger? He felt more relaxed than he ever had in his life, yet the knowledge that he was lying to her and hiding things brought such turmoil. But he couldn’t tell her why he’d really come. He couldn’t tell anyone. In fact, he really needed to do what he came for and get it over with. The sooner the better.
Not taking his eyes away from his mate, he took a deep breath and froze when he caught the scent of a dragon, but not a Golden Dragon, and definitely not anything close to what the Pures smelled like. It was different. And he couldn’t figure out what it meant. Everything about this town rubbed him the wrong way. Things here weren’t the same as they were back home, not even close. 
 He looked through the large glass window and watched as a petite woman with bright, red hair hustled from behind the counter to the table nearest the window. She smiled, but he could tell it wasn’t real. As if she felt his stare, she looked up, and their eyes met and locked. He couldn’t pull his gaze from hers.
His dragon rose and swirled in excitement. She was one of them. The woman’s hand froze on the pad of paper, stilling her writing, and her mouth parted as if she was going to say something, but the glass separated them. She recognized him. After he could break their trance-like stare, he turned to Callie and whispered, “There’s a dragon inside.”
“How do you know?”
He squeezed her hand. “I just know. It’s like our beasts recognized each other. She can help me find the king.” Yet he stayed planted in front of the diner. Callie seemed to notice his lack of ability to move forward. She sensed his nerves, and he felt her desire to calm him. But in truth, he felt like he was using her–his own mate. What kind of man did that? Shame clouded him, and he tried to take a step back. Only she tugged harder, surprising him by her strength.
“Well, we should probably go inside then. Don’t you think?”
She jerked his hand, pulling him toward the door. She used her free hand to open the door to the diner. The bell chimed above the door, and Callie chuckled. He looked at her quizzically, and she just shook her head as if she were having her own internal dialogue.
“Well, come on. You need to talk to her, right?”
Nerves pricked his skin, but he allowed Callie to lead him inside. It was then he noticed the scent of magic that could have only come from one thing: active spell casting. It coated his skin, and he shuddered. Though it wasn’t dark like the demons, it still wasn’t something he wanted to walk into. He didn’t need to get himself entangled with a witch. That would only make his problems worse.
‘Witch.’
He wondered if the witch was controlling the dragon. A growl trickled from his lips, and he narrowed his eyes. His instincts told him to save her. Get her as far from this place as possible, but he wasn’t just a beast. He was a human man, too. That thought helped calm his desire to rip this place apart and sink his fangs into anyone who dared hurt his kin.
The woman who carried a beast jumped and looked at him frowning. Her eyes darted around the room as if she were looking for someone. He let his senses expand and used his dragon to listen to all the sounds he couldn’t see. 
The magic was strongest behind the closed door, which he assumed led to the kitchen. That had to be where the witch hid. He brought his attention back to the redhead. The woman’s scent was musky. It was dark and ran deep within her, yet there was something strange about it. It was almost as if she were new. Like she wasn’t born with her beast. 
That wasn’t possible, right? 
‘Black dragon.’
He strode to an empty table and slid into the booth. He laced his fingers together and laid them on the table to keep from tapping them to show his displeasure. Callie slid into the booth, moved next to him, and patted his hands. That’s all it took to calm him. Having his mate by his side. Being able to feel her against him, just the slightest touch is all it took. “I’m sorry. I feel very uneasy here.”
“Why?”
“There’s a witch somewhere close by.”
She looked surprised. “Oh.”
“Witches and dragons aren’t allies.”
“Why not?”
“A witch’s magic can enslave our beasts. And then we’d have no free will.”
“I call trash,” someone said in a low voice, full of venom. The voice was female and not very happy.
He looked up to see a petite woman with white hair and striking blue eyes. The scent of witch radiated off her, and he snarled. When he would have stood, the other woman–the stranger, the other beast–was there, holding him down. He shouldn’t have been surprised by her strength, but he was. Again, he snarled, and his eyes shifted white. His beast wasn’t happy. She wasn’t higher up the food chain than him. She was nothing but a fledgling. He should be her superior. Yet she didn’t seem intimidated by him at all.
“Not here!”
He froze, realizing she was stronger than him. When she loosened her grip, he settled back on the seat to show he would be calm but he kept his claws out under the table top as to not offend the mortals. “She’s a witch.”
Callie didn’t do anything but sit very still between them. Two dragons and a witch. Smart girl.
“Bev, knock off the power play.” This woman had authority. 
She was so tiny it shocked him. 
“Who are you?” Was that awe in his voice? Certainly not. He didn’t understand why he felt the need to show her his neck. It took everything in him not to close his eyes and tip his head exposing his throat.
“Willow, and who are you?”
He was not fazed by her aggressive tone anymore. She was a Black Dragon after all, whether born or not. They were more aggressive by nature. Seemed the goddess chose well, although he wasn’t even sure how it was possible. He’d ask questions later. “Evander.”
“Why are you here?” Bev, the witch asked.
He opened his mouth then shut it. He didn’t have to answer to her. Besides, he didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t thought about what he’d tell people. Heck, he never planned to be noticed or find his soul mate. It changed everything.
“To get help.” It was the only thing he could think of that wouldn’t sound too suspicious.
Bev the witch raised a brow. “You’re full of lies and darkness, beast.”
He sighed and said something that might cool her jets. He could tell the wheels were spinning, and nothing good could come from her being too interested in him. It would ruin his plan, and then he’d fail…and die. 
“I don’t know. I felt the call, and I had to come.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but he felt the magic, and it did call to him. There was no reason to tell her more than that. It wasn’t her business. Besides, he didn’t want Callie to know he had ulterior motives. He couldn’t handle the thought of her angry–or worse, hurt–by him. He’d come clean eventually, once he knew how to get rid of the demon magic.
“He’s looking for others like him,” Callie said in a quiet tone.
The witch laughed. “Oh, girlie, has he got you fooled.”
Apparently, his mate didn’t like the witch insulting him. He felt her body tense right before she moved. He didn’t stop her. He was curious to see what she would do. His mate needed to be strong. And he had a feeling she was. Seeing it would be a whole different story.
Callie stood and braced her hands on the table and leaned in close to the witch, seemingly unafraid of a woman who carried the magic of the goddess. 
“I found him outside on the bench passed out. He’s already passed out a second time, too.”
Willow gasped. “You’re his mate then?”
Evander frowned. “How’d you know?”
“That’s what happens to the male Halflings around here. They meet their mate and either pass out or seize.”
Callie sighed and nodded. “He’s done both, and it’s been just over six hours since I found him.”
Bev stared at him, reading him. She didn’t even reach out to touch him. All it took was her focusing on him. She was a powerful witch. Evander wasn’t sure he liked anyone being able to read him that easily.
“You’ve had your mind tampered with, Golden beast. You’re Golden…and what other?”.
“I see…Blue,” Bev proclaimed.
“Yes, I have seen her, she’s most anxious to be accepted into her new host.”
“My, you’ve moved fast,” the witch said. The sarcasm didn’t go unnoticed. She didn’t approve.
“She told me, witch. And she’s communicated with Callie.”
“That’s freaky, isn’t it?” Willow said with a smile. “Just wait, it gets stranger.”
“You know the king?”
“Aris, yes.”
Evander shuddered as soon as he heard the name. It triggered a growing darkness. He saw it coming, but there was nothing he could do or say to stop it. His eyes rolled back, and sweat poured from his skin. His gut clenched, and his stomach rolled. He clutched it and panted for breath. He couldn’t even form the words he needed. Heck, he didn’t even know what he needed. 
Callie was there with her arm around him. “Evander?”
Willow sat on his other side and held Callie’s hand. “The longer you wait, the sicker he’ll get. He needs to let go of the female dragon. She’s literally tearing him up inside, trying to get to you.”
“I didn’t know.”
Willow scoffed. “Of course you didn’t. You just met him. You can’t be expected to be on board right away. It’ll become a dire situation if you don’t take a leap of faith. I almost lost my mate because I was stubborn.”
“What do I do?”
“First, we certainly can’t do anything about it here.” She turned to Bev and held out her free hand. “These aren’t like the old. I need to get him out of here. Can I go now?”
Bev glanced at him as his eyes filled with tears of agony. “Please,” was all he could say. It was so pathetic that the woman scowled.
“Oh, for Goddess sakes, get him out of here. Willow, call me later. And be careful, honey.”
“I will.” She went to pull Evander up. “Callie, help. He’s as big as our king.”
Willow leaned in and made a strange noise. “Hmm, strange. You look a lot like him, too.”
He didn’t comprehend a word because he wasn’t able to hold back any longer. He tried to remember the words. He needed to keep his focus on what she was saying, not what was happening to his body, but it felt like quicksand, and he was sinking into the nothingness. He let the darkness take over with her last words echoing in his mind. 
“You look like him, too.”
 
***
 
Callie might have been in shock, but she was able to help Willow cart her giant mate outside. They walked in slow, short steps. Callie struggled to balance herself against Willow’s smaller stride. As soon as they reached a giant SUV, she leaned against it, making sure not to lose her grip on Evander. 
“Normally, my mate drops me off, but today he had other things to do. Lucky, huh?”
“Yeah. Lucky.” Callie didn’t understand this woman. “How is it you’re so calm?”
“Oh, I’m still new at all this. I’ve been a dragon for a month or so, now. It’s an adjustment, but I wouldn’t change it. I love the beast. She’s awesome.”
“Did it hurt?” Callie asked as her new friend opened the door.
Willow shoved Evander in the seat and huffed. “Like a jerk.”
“Oh.”
She laughed. “But only for a second or so. It goes fast, but don’t fight it.”
“And then?”
Her eyes shifted to golden orbs. “Sex. Lots and lots of sex.”
Callie blushed and giggled. “Oh.”
“Let’s get your mate some help, hon. Aris will want to check him out. Since Bev said his mind has been tampered with, who knows…?”
“He’ll be okay though, right?”
She opened her mouth to answer, but then closed it. She glanced in at Evander laying limp in the backseat of her SUV. “I don’t know, hon, but he should be. The others have all gone through something similar. Aris’ heart actually stopped when he met Sophie. Ilias seized, and Zarin seized and nearly died, too.”
“Oh my gosh, that’s horrifying. How did you all cope?”
“It’s up to us–the women–to take on the female beasts. They’re males. They can’t handle a female mind, human or not. That’s my theory, anyway. That’s why they haven’t ever seen or ‘heard’ from the female beast until they’ve encountered their mate for the first time. It sort of wakes her up out of hibernation, I guess.”
“You don’t know for sure.”
“You have to understand that these dragons, these men, were shunned from their community at an age before they even knew what they were. They were shoved into the human world, and then had horrible things happen to them. They’re considered abominations by pure-bred dragons. No one’s taught them anything. Everything they know, they’ve learned through experience.”
Callie wanted to cry for them. “That’s horrible. Do you think Evander had it that rough?”
Willow shrugged. “Well, let’s get going before I can’t get us home.”
Callie nodded, noticing that the weather had gotten worse. The snow came faster now. She climbed into the SUV, ready to fix Evander. She buckled up and twisted sideways to watch him. Nothing had changed. She was worried. Something Willow had said nagged at her, but she couldn’t figure it out.
Willow slid in next to her and gave her a reassuring smile. Not that it helped. But at least they were going somewhere with someone who understood at least part of what Evander was going through. She wouldn’t have known what to do otherwise.
The drive was slow and steady. Willow was a cautious driver. It reminded her of how her mother drove when she was in the car. It made her wonder if Willow was a mom. She was going to ask, but thought better of it. It wasn’t her business.
It was too quiet, but Callie didn’t break the silence as she worried she would ruin Willow’s concentration. Already, the small woman was leaning forward and watching the road with careful precision. The wipers swung side to side at their fastest setting, doing their best to keep her windshield clear.
“Incredible, Zarin’s going to kick my rear for driving in this.”
She didn’t sound all too worried. In fact, there was that sappy tone of love and happiness that her parents had. It was nice to hear. “I’m sure he’ll just be worried.”
“Yeah. He’s a worrier, all right. It took a while to get him to chill and let me have my independence. He was so worried about me all the time.”
She laughed. That was how it should be. A man should worry about the woman in his life, but not hold her back at the same time. It was a delicate balance.
Growing up, Callie always wished she’d had two parents, but she had all the love her mom could offer. Finding her soul mate was a long time coming. She’d been waiting for this moment her whole life, and she wasn’t about to lose the man she was meant to be with before she even got to enjoy their life together.
No way. 
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Chapter 6
 Willow turned down a road, and Callie sighed in relief when she realized it was a long driveway.
“We’re almost there. The guys will know what to do…I hope.”
That wasn’t reassuring, though. She really couldn’t make things easier. She had no idea what it was like to be two parts of a whole. Because that’s what Willow had described. “I hope so, too.”
The SUV made its way slowly up the drive, which looked as though it had been recently plowed. She smiled, realizing they probably made it easier for her to come home. “They aren’t going to freak out about you having an unconscious dragon in the backseat, along with his human mate?”
Willow burst out laughing. “Oh, they are going to flip their trash, but what else was I supposed to do? Leave you guys to deal alone? Hell no. They’ll get over it. Besides, Aris is welcoming, although a bit leery of dragons from outside of the tribe.”
“Tribe?”
“Yeah, we’re all a tribe, with a king and queen. That’s the only hierarchy, though. I guess that could change in the future. We’re more than that, though. We’re all family, too. They accepted me pretty much without question.” 
Callie wondered if it would work the same for Evander. Something told her that was unlikely. 
She put the car in park and shoved the door open. Callie waited. As soon as Willow was out of the car, the front door of the house flew open, and a small boy ran out. She leaned forward, making sure her eyes weren’t deceiving her. Her brows rose. 
He was blue! 
He nearly tackled her to the ground as he wrapped his thin, blue arms around her. She hugged him back until she was pulled away by a tall, lanky man, who wrapped her up and kissed her. 
The kiss was cut short, when he glanced up and noticed Callie in the car. He pulled back and pointed.
Well, now it was time to meet the dragons. She opened the door and stepped out, careful not to fall or move in a way that could be aggressive. She stepped away from the car and tried to smile, but failed.
“I’m Callie.”
Willow laughed and shoved the taller man. “She’s a mate, Zar. I’ve got a dragon in the backseat.”
The man frowned and strode over to the SUV without even slipping on the patches of ice that littered the ground. He yanked the door open and growled. “Who the heck–”
Willow was next to him in a second laying her hand on his arm. “Careful, that’s her mate. He’s a transplant. Bev said his mind has been tampered with. Of course, she didn’t elaborate, but he’s pretty out of it.” She looked at Callie. “Right?”
“I don’t know much. I found him unconscious on the bench by the bus station. I was working across the street.”
The man scrubbed his hand over his head. “Just what we need. More sick dragons.”
“Dad!”
Callie’s attention was pulled back to the boy. That couldn’t be what dragons produced?
The boy’s eyes shot to hers, and his brows raised before he giggled. “You’re a funny human.”
Willow frowned at the boy. “Don’t read minds, Cai. It’s rude.”
“Sorry, Mom, but she might as well be screaming at me. Doesn’t know how you all could have made me.” 
Then he bounded off, leaving Callie with a slack jaw. She must have looked hilarious because the man, who seemed utterly pissed smiled and shrugged.
“He’s kind of an adoptee.”
“I see. Not to be rude but–”
He held up his hand, stopping her question as if he knew what she was going to ask. 
“First, I’m Zarin. Will’s mate. That was Cai. He’s a Halfling of a different type. But you don’t need to know anything else about me or my family until we make sure you weren’t sent from the Council. No offense, but you could be a ploy. They might have smartened up.”
“Council?”
“We can’t be too careful.”
“I understand. I’m sorry about being nosy. It’s just…well, you don’t see a boy like that every day.”
“Nah, it’s all good. But until we can trust you, don’t ask about personal trash.”
Callie nodded. She got that. “Okay, well, is there a way you can help him?” she asked, looking at Evander.
“I don’t know. Let’s get him inside.”
She didn’t argue as she moved to the other side of him, not fearing being close to him. He pulled Evander by the legs, and she helped guide him out, but instead of having to carry him the way she and Willow did, Zarin flipped him over his shoulder and laughed at her.
“What? It’s easier this way. No sense in taking the chance of you getting hurt when I’m more than capable of carrying him.”
She followed behind him and realized Willow was already gone. Probably preparing the rest of them that strangers were coming in. She wondered about this Council he spoke of with such distaste, but she’d follow his rules. 
No questions.
At least not yet. She was good with that. Especially if they could help Evander. Maybe he’d find whatever it was he was searching for–not that he’d told her exactly what he was there for to begin with. And hopefully he wasn’t ‘sent from the Council.’ But there was an ache that shot between her eyes. She gasped and rubbed her forehead, easing the pain. A feeling of dread filled her gut. Something told her that things were going to go downhill, and fast.
 
***
 
Evander woke up to see several pairs of eyes staring at him. But there was one pair that stood out to him the most. They looked familiar, yet he couldn’t place it. The man frowned at him and narrowed white eyes. He was a Black Dragon and strong. He was the king.
“Aris, calm down,” a female said.
Evander tried to follow the sound, but all he could see was a very large stomach. She was with child. He closed his eyes and inhaled her scent. 
‘Our kin.’
Opening his eyes again, he looked up to see they were still watching him, each with different levels varying from curiosity to suspicion. When he tried to sit up, a cold hand shoved him back down.
“Don’t get up yet.”
Callie.
He cleared his throat to argue, but she pressed her hand harder and he relented. “Fine, I’ll stay down, but where are we, besides in a room full of dragons that don’t like me much?”
He didn’t care that they could all hear his conversation. There was no need to hide his nerves. A dragon didn’t go into another dragon’s territory without permission. And he learned the hard way how much a dominant dragon could make him hurt. But this is what he wanted. This was why the Council sent him here—to destroy the dragons in Stratham. It was his mission, but why did he feel like he belonged in this place, like he was safe for the first time in his life? It didn’t mesh well with what he’d learned through the years. He was a half-breed, after all. Wasn’t this where he belonged, instead of in a dank prison?
“Willow brought you,” a new male voice said, seeming to answer his unasked question.
“I see.” 
He had no recollection of what happened. The only thing he knew was he was where he was supposed to be. Again, he went to sit up, slower this time, hoping to ease Callie’s mind. He raised up and looked around, realizing he was surrounded by eight dragons. 
“Hello,” he said.
The big one–the one that radiated a power beacon–raised a brow. “Welcome to our home, Golden Dragon.”
His beast raised his head in acknowledgment, and Evander tilted his head to the side. It shocked him, but he didn’t stop the action.
The man raised and waved his hand. “Don’t bother. I don’t know you.”
His happiness faded. The king didn’t like him. He nodded and lowered his eyes, placing his hands in his lap, not sure what to do. He was in this strange place, and the only person he knew was his mate, whom he’d just met.
She seemed to sense his distress and laid her hand on his. He hadn’t even realized she was next to him, as he had been so focused on the reason why he’d been pulled to Stratham. 
“So, what’s your story? Why are you here?” another asked.
The woman with red hair slapped him. “Be nice, Zarin. He’s going through the same thing you all have gone through.”
“Not me or Blane,” another dragon piped in. 
Willow rolled her eyes. “I feel sorry for the woman, who gets saddled with you, Max,” she said with laughter.
He waved her off. “Psh, she’ll be the luckiest one yet.”
Max liked humor, Evander could tell. His hair was as black as night. He had that cocky look men got when they were overcompensating. That was a man that held many insecurities. It reminded him of himself. He was the same way, yet he didn’t show it.
The other one, Blane, had long, red braids and what looked like gray eyes that gave off a calmness about him. He looked at him in silence. He seemed to be listening. Evander wondered if he was gifted with mind reading, but then the other big guy smirked. 
“Nope, that would be me,” he said.
There was too much for him to take in. Too many dragons. Too much power. His beasts paced and swirled around, trying to find solace but coming up empty. The other dragons didn’t like them–or trust him, rather.
“I think I need to leave.”
Callie patted his hand. “These are the people you’ve been looking for, right? Why do you want to leave now?”
She didn’t get it. He could feel all their distrust, suspicions, and aggression; they wouldn’t bother giving him a chance.
“Please….” He was starting to panic. 
His mate nodded and stood up. “I guess we’ll be leaving.”
“How are you going to get to wherever it is you’re going?”
Callie shrugged. “He’s uncomfortable here, so I don’t care how, just that we are.”
He was shocked by how easy it was for her to take the lead. He liked that about her. It meant he didn’t always have to be strong. He could allow his mate to help. That’s what a partnership was about. Having her be strong, where he was weak and him strong, where she was weak.
The king held out his hands. “Wait a minute, now. It’s storming out there, and it’s not good to be out in this. You must understand, we haven’t had luck with random dragons showing up, and you’re Golden. That’s been our worst luck yet.”
“I understand, I didn’t come here to cause harm.” Liar.
“But we can’t know that for certain, can we? Your mind has been tampered with. Are you under someone’s spell?” Aris asked. 
He sighed, unhappy with how close to correct the big man was. It made him even more uneasy. A part of him wanted to spill everything, but the black magic choked back the truth. “I guess not. But wouldn’t you be able to tell if I had bad intentions?” He needed to know just how powerful these dragons were before he decided how to proceed.
“We don’t know what happened to you. We don’t know anything besides what you tell us, and that is the problem. I will not endanger my family for a stranger. However, I don’t feel you have bad intentions.” He looked back at the one called Blane. “What are you getting?”
The man stood up from his slouched position and almost slithered toward him. It was so slow and perfect–like a snake–that Evander leaned back. 
This one, he feared. 
But the man kept closing in on him and laid his hand on his cheek. He would have jerked back, but then his eyes changed to the color of amethyst.
Evander gasped. “You’re a Purple Dragon?” He couldn’t keep the awe from his voice. He’d heard of them through the years, but he’d never met one. And then it hit him: this man would find the truth.
Blane caressed his cheek, but it wasn’t in a way that was romantic. It was a way to read him. Evander closed his eyes and tried to ensure no one saw the demon magic. They couldn’t know yet. 
“You have been hurt a lot in your life. The magic is eating you up. But I don’t sense anything that shows you’re here for any kind of retribution. It’s like there is a block withholding your life from you.” He looked at his king, and Evander sighed. The Purple Dragon should have no problems sifting through and finding anything hidden–unless the one who caused the problem was stronger.
Evander’s fear skyrocketed. A bubble of energy moved through his veins faster than even the speed of light. Bursts of magic sparked at his fingers, and the next thing he knew, Blane flew across the room, knocking one of the others over before he fell to the ground with a loud thud. The room broke out in an uproar. Rage was the essence he sensed. They were a family, and he was an outsider on their territory. He was shoved down, and the others circled him. Tears fell from his eyes. 
“I’m sorry. So sorry! I didn’t mean to.”
Callie shoved hands off him. “He didn’t touch him. He didn’t do anything purposely. Back off.” She stood up in front of him, guarding him. 
“He used his power–”
“No, he didn’t,” Blane said, cutting them off. “Telekinesis isn’t his power, but his emotions changed. Something he thought about increased his fear tenfold. That is what tossed me across the room like a rag doll. Whatever it is, he didn’t do it on purpose.” 
He sighed in relief when Blane defended him, but the fear hadn’t dissipated. Callie still hovered over him. She was already acting like they’d completed the bond and as though she held a beast. It was amazing to see a human act so much like a dragon. 
“It’s okay, love. They should protect themselves. I get it.”
She glared at them and brought her eyes to him. “Still, they shouldn’t jump to conclusions. I thought they were accepting, but they aren’t all that nice.”
He agreed, but he didn’t say it out loud. He felt worse here than he should have. He wondered if he was wrong about this tribe. Maybe it wasn’t home, after all. Maybe he only came to find his mate. “We can leave now. I think we have overstayed our welcome.” He grabbed her hand and laced their fingers together before standing. 
Two united. 
He didn’t need a tribe. He had the only person in his life that would matter…until he had a child. That thought should have shocked him. He’d never thought of being a father before.
She smiled up at him, and he led the way out of the den. No one stopped them, and no one spoke to them. He shook his head, disappointed at how this whole thing turned out. But maybe it was better that way.
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Chapter 7
It was hard not to watch him. Even in his sleep he wasn’t relaxed. Not like he’d been when she found him. But he hadn’t really been sleeping then, had he?
No, he was unconscious at that point.
She sighed and laid on her side. She could tell that leaving the dragons’ house was hard for him. So much disappointment was written all over his face as shown by the crease in his brow, the set in his jaw, and the near pout of his mouth. If it wasn’t so sad, she might find it sexy. He had that look about him. The hidden danger that lurked behind the surface, yet she knew he had a history, and it couldn’t be perfect. Or why else would someone have tampered with his mind? She wanted him to know that, no matter what he told her, she wouldn’t run.
He opened his eyes and stared at her with a sleepy smile. “Good morning, love.”
Thump-thump-thump. “Are you feeling better?”
He seemed to check his body and nodded. “I’m okay.”
“But Willow said–”
“She might not be right. Just because it’s that way for them doesn’t mean it will be for me.”
Callie rested her fingers on the stubble on his jaw. “But it could be.”
He turned his face and pressed a kiss to her fingers. “You’re right, but why don’t we worry about that later? I don’t know what’s going to happen now. I had such hope, and now–”
“You don’t.”
He nodded and closed his eyes. Callie realized he wasn’t doing well, but he wasn’t going to admit it. His face was pale and withdrawn. His eyes seemed even darker. She almost couldn’t even see the shade of blue. The darkness contrasted with his pasty-white skin. He was getting worse. She couldn’t ignore the signs. Willow said until she took the female dragon, things wouldn’t be good for him.
It would be up to her to figure this out. She didn’t like the idea of him shunning the others. Even though they were asshats, they still knew more than she did. She had a feeling something was going to bring them back together anyway. Unease filled her. They weren’t finished with the dragons of Stratham. Darkness was coming, and she was going to get caught in the crossfire. Of that she was certain.
Evander reached out for her hand, and she sighed before letting him take her fingers and lace them with his. Warmth settled, and even though a large part of her was freaking out, another part of her–the little girl searching for her prince–was content. She’d found him, but now she had to save him before she lost him. It wasn’t the typical fairytale, but she wasn’t the typical woman either.
This time, when she opened her eyes, the bed was empty. She looked to the side and groaned. She hadn’t meant to fall back to sleep. She’d wanted to go see Willow. She needed more information. That just meant she wouldn’t be able to. Certainly, he would want to try again. It didn’t seem likely he would quit after one bad incident.
Pulling herself out of bed, Callie looked down at her clothes and thought better about leaving the room. Sweat pants were comfortable, but not really what she wanted him to see her in all the time. They weren’t flattering, and she could see every inch of fat that seemed to appear out of nowhere.
She cringed, ignoring the urge to empty her stomach of what little she had left. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d eaten anything decent.
Tears filled her eyes as she shook her head, fighting her own internal battle. Every day, she had to remind herself to keep from caving. Footsteps brought her out of her turmoil, and she wiped the tears that had fallen away with haste. No need to let him see her this way. It was her battle to fight alone.
 She could hear movements outside of the room. Just knowing he was still there was comforting. He wouldn’t leave her. She didn’t think he really could. 
 
***
 
His mate was crying. He scented the salt from her tears, but when he would have tried to comfort her, he listened as she shut off her emotions. It was like he was locked out. He raised his hand to knock just as she opened the door, smiling at him. Her eyes were red, and the smile was fake.
He frowned. “Love, are you all right?”
Her smile widened even further, if that was possible. “Of course. I guess I’m just worried about you.”
She went to move forward, and he noticed how she turned to the side and slid past him, not allowing her body to touch his. 
Was she upset with him? 
In such a short time, she’d changed his life, and he wasn’t sure how to cope with it. He was no closer to figuring out what to do. He really wanted to come clean. But now that she was pulling away, he wondered if he should even bother. No matter how strong he was, this feeling was one he’d never felt before. He was insecure. 
He followed behind her. “We can try the dragons again if you think we need to.” He really didn’t want to, but he could tell she wanted the help. And if that was what was bothering her, it was easily fixed.
She glanced over her shoulder at him and nodded. “I really think you should. Maybe this time not in their house, though. Meet just one of them, I guess the head guy. In public. Maybe with Willow.”
He nodded. That might work. “I guess we could try it, but if it turns out the same, I’m not going to bother again, okay?”
“I understand.”
She said all the right words, but it didn’t seem like her mood lifted. Maybe it wasn’t him. He wasn’t used to women. He had no idea what he was supposed to do. Was he supposed to force her to talk, or leave it alone? 
She went into the kitchen and stood frozen in the middle of the room. Her body was tense, her shoulders low. He still had a lot to learn about Callie. She had her own past, secrets, and hurts. He walked behind her and wrapped his arms around her, ignoring the way her body tensed at his touch.
“Are you upset with me?”
She spun and shook her head. Her eyes filled with tears, and his heart ached to take whatever pain she had away. This was a new feeling–this utter distress for someone else. He’d shut that part of him off, and it was like ripping off a giant Band-Aid to open it again. 
“No, not at all.”
“Then what’s wrong, love?”
She opened her mouth, but shook her head again and buried her face into his chest. “I can’t.” It was mumbled, but he understood.
He ran his hand over her hair, gripping her head against him. “Shh, it’s okay. When you’re ready, then.”
She nodded.
He didn’t want to worry about himself just then. Something was eating her up. He had a feeling he wasn’t going to like it. “Do you want to go to the diner and see if Willow is there?”
She looked up at him and smiled. It was small, but this time, it was real. “Yes.”
He wanted his mate happy, even if he didn’t want to be around the beasts he was supposed to kill. How could he do it? The woman was with child. He couldn’t kill a mother. Not when his was taken from him so young. He sucked in a breath as if he had been kicked. There was no way he’d do what the Council wanted now. The only problem was finding a way out of the situation and doing so without dying in the process. He wanted to be able to be with his mate, and for the first time in his life, he wanted to be around his kin. He wanted to find acceptance and love, something he’d only felt from one person.
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Chapter 8
She needed to be alone. She needed to release her stress in the only way she knew how, but Evander was there. There was no escaping, and she was starting to feel cornered. None of that was his fault, of course. He’d come from…wherever it is he came from and taken over her whole life. Yet he wasn’t following her around. She knew she could do her own thing, but the desire to be with him hadn’t lessened. She felt every ounce of the pain he was in, yet he didn’t complain. Heck, if she couldn’t feel it, she wouldn’t even know. He was strong, but the longer they waited, the worse it would be.
“I’m going to go try to find Willow.”
He went to sit up, but she saw the rest of the color drain from his face before he sat back down. “I can go, too.”
“No, you can’t.” She walked over to the couch and sat on the edge. “You need to rest. And I need you to let me help you.”
He reached for her hand. “I don’t trust them.” 
“Well, I do. I think she can really help. I want you to be okay. I won’t be gone long, promise.”
The fight seemed to leave him. He laid back down, but he didn’t let go of her fingers. “I don’t like being away from you.” 
It came out as a soft whisper, and then he was out. She nibbled her lips, the worry nagging at her. Should she leave him alone? 
No. She stood up and looked back at him. He’d be okay for a little while. She’d go to the diner and try to talk to the red-headed woman who packed a whole lot of personality. Callie could imagine being friends with someone like her. That thought gave her hope.
It wasn’t too awful outside. The snow had stopped, but the roads were icy. She’d handled worse weather before. Taking a deep breath, she sprinted to her car, careful to avoid ice patches. Luckily, she didn’t fall. She got into her small car and rubbed her hands together, waiting for the heat to kick in. 
“Winter blows,” she muttered, but a smile formed when she thought of Evander’s words. How she would feel differently, once she was like him. She liked that idea very much. It would change everything. 
After waiting as long as she could, she eased out of her driveway and drove to town. The streets were clear, and the town was awake, going about its normal business. She liked the area. So far, the people weren’t that great, but that was the secret side of Stratham. She hadn’t really interacted with anyone, aside from the store clerk. She had to eat, after all. 
By the time she’d eased downtown near the diner, she’d had her mind made up. If Willow wouldn’t help, she would figure it out on her own. If all he needed was for her to take the female beast, it shouldn’t be hard to figure it out. She blushed, realizing she already had a good idea of how it would happen. 
Fiction and reality and all. 
She could handle anything with him. Even if he wasn’t here for a good reason. And she had a feeling he had a pretty big secret, but not because he wanted one. He needed help, and the best people to help weren’t all that welcoming.
She parked and got out of the car, determined to fix things. She pushed the door open to the diner and searched out the girl with short, red hair. It was hard to miss tiny Willow. 
The woman spun as soon as she entered the diner, and a weak smile formed on her lips. 
“Hey, I was hoping to see you again. How’s he doing?”
“Worse by the minute. Can we talk?”
“Sure, give me a sec. Have a seat anywhere.” She spun and continued to do her work.
Callie found an empty table in the corner away from the other customers. The conversation she was about to have wasn’t for everyone to hear. It made her nervous. She tapped her fingers on the table and looked out the window, letting her mind wander.
1.5 months prior
She woke up and cringed when she felt the tug of tubes attached to her body. Peeling her eyes open was painful. The room was dim and white. It was then she realized she was in the hospital. She glanced at the tubes and noticed a thicker tube. She knew what it was. It was the same tube she had as a teenager when her mother forced her into rehab. 
The door opened, and a doctor with hair as white and snowy as his jacket walked in, carrying a chart. He looked up, but he didn’t smile. His brows scrunched in concentration.
“Callie Copeland. I always hoped I wouldn’t see you again.”
She shrugged. “I obviously haven’t learned my lesson.” The sarcasm dripped from her voice. After she and Matt ended things, everything fell apart. She was a mess. His family harassed her daily. Her mom couldn’t even keep her disappointment to herself.
She didn’t understand it. Marrying Matt would have made them both miserable in the end. It didn’t matter how much she loved him or him her–it wasn’t right. He agreed. But no one let it go.
“What caused this? You were doing so well.”
She sighed. “I know, but I broke off my engagement, and well–”
“The stress.”
“Yes,” she said, and ignored the tears that began their fall. No sense in stopping them. He wasn’t there to judge her.
“Why did you break off your engagement?” He pulled the chair and sat next to her bed. He was ready to listen.
“I love Matt. But it wasn’t right. I couldn’t marry him.”
“So, you ended the relationship and…?”
“He seemed okay. At least, he seemed to understand. But his family wasn’t so understanding. They haven’t left me alone. All I wanted to do was set Matt free to find the right person for himself. I want him happy. He deserves the best.”
“You didn’t end the relationship for other reasons that affected your mental stability?”
Callie sat up. “Oh, no. Matty never did anything wrong.”
He smiled. “Okay, so after you ended the relationship, things got so bad you binged…a lot.”
“Yes, I don’t know how it got so bad.”
“And you passed out. Callie, you know it doesn’t take much for your body to shut down. There’s too much damage. You were just beginning to really heal.”
“I know.” She was so ashamed. “I didn’t mean to.”
“Well, now you are back to square one, and it’s going to take longer for your energy levels to come back, and I need to you speak to someone.”
“Okay.”
Present Day
She jumped when a warm hand touch her arm. She glanced up to see Willow.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you, but you were gone just now.”
She chuckled and ran her fingers through her hair. “Yeah, uh, that happens sometimes.”
Willow sat in the chair across from her. “So, first off, I’m so sorry about yesterday, but I have to admit his leaving made the tribe even more suspicious.”
“I understand. I don’t know any more than you do. He hasn’t opened up, really. I just know that I won’t abandoned him. I’ve got his back, no matter what.”
Willow nodded. “As his mate should. I think once you take his beast we should have another meeting.”
“This time with just you and the king.”
“Sophie will want to be there for her mate.”
Callie didn’t see a problem with that. “I don’t see why not. I know he’s hiding something big. I just don’t know what it is. I swear, I don’t, and I know he isn’t happy about it.”
“Sometimes, in the world of magic, things get tricky. It’s not all black and white. We’ll get this fixed, but first, you need to start the bond.”
“Okay. He isn’t doing well today. That’s why it’s just me. He wanted to come, but he’s too weak, which, of course, pisses him off.”
Willow patted her hand, and she realized they were shaking. She pulled them back and rubbed them together. It happened from time to time. It was almost like an alcoholic, who hadn’t had their daily drink. She hadn’t binged and purged since that day she signed herself out of the hospital. And that was only after she’d gotten a visit from Aunt Tilly, offering her the house and store. That had been a godsend. It saved her. Quite literally. 
 
***
 
Evander woke up alone. Sweat covered his forehead, and his body raged in an inferno of heat. He threw the blanket off his body and went to stand. A wave of dizziness flashed before his eyes, but he growled. He wouldn’t let this sickness take him. He didn’t want to believe the Black Dragon was correct, but the longer he was around Callie without bonding, the worse he felt. He licked his lips and stumbled down the hallway to the bathroom. He’d take a cold shower. 
He recalled she’d left to meet with Willow, but he realized he should have asked her to stay. Each step was agonizing. He hated weakness, and having overcome so much in his life meant he shouldn’t be taken down so easily. He pushed harder and decided against the light before stripping his clothes off. He needed the crisp and cool water now. Easing to the shower, he turned the water on and stepped under the freezing cold spray. He gasped in shock when he felt prickles along his skin.
This was more than the sickness Willow spoke of. Inside, he felt like something was trying to rip through him, and then it hit him: the demon’s magic. 
It was toying with him, and now he wondered how soon he’d have to save not only himself but Callie and every dragon in Stratham. He’d given the demon an in. 
“Idiot!” He slammed his hand on the tile. It cracked in his anger. He knew this was going to bite him in the rear. He should have stayed hidden. He should have stayed away from Callie, and more than that, he never should have gone to the king’s home. Now, he had to warn them before it was too late, if it wasn’t already.
But first, he had to make sure his mate could take care of herself. It was time to test the theory and give the Blue Dragon to her. No more waiting around. 
His body temperature dropped, and he shivered. Just as he turned to adjust the water, he sensed her. His beast perked up, and he scented the air. His mouth watered when he realized Callie was not only in the room, but that she was aroused. His body hardened in response. His gut clenched. He looked down and frowned. How long had it been since he was aroused? And it had never been like this.
“Evander?”
Her voice was sweet and soft. “Yes, love?”
“I wanna take your beast.”
He licked his lips and pulled back the curtain. “Are you sure?”
He watched as she studied him and chuckled when her eyes widened when she saw him. “I was thinking the same thing.”
Still, she hesitated. The towel was wrapped tightly around the body he needed to see so badly. “Come here, love.”
She swallowed. “I–”
“You’re perfect. Now get in here and let me show you.”
He shouldn’t have been so demanding, but now his beasts were awake and aware. They pushed him forward. He held his hand out and watched her hesitate. He didn’t think she was nervous about him; it was something else, but she took his hand, and when he tugged her inside, the towel fell, leaving her body bare for him to devour. Her skin was milky white and soft beneath his touch. He ran his fingers up her spine and took a deep breath, when she squirmed against him.
“You smell so good.” He nuzzled her neck and licked her pulse. When she whimpered, he was done waiting. “I’m not very patient.”
“Take me.”
The two best words ever, and he couldn’t have been any happier in that moment. That was until she wrapped her arms around his neck and her breasts pressed against his chest. Slippery and wet. 
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Chapter 9
Did those two words really come out of her mouth? She’d never been one who was demanding. Not that she was opposed to sexual intimacy. In fact, she liked it quite a lot, but she’d never been fully comfortable naked. Matty had been the only man she was ever with. She’d saved herself for love. 
Evander growled and gripped her tighter against him. She felt his urgency, and it made her gasp. 
“Bedroom. I don’t need you getting hurt.” His voice was rough and thick with lust. 
Her heart raced, but she nodded. Shower sex wasn’t her idea of fun. He loosened his hold, and she eased out of the shower and pulled her robe off the hook. She covered up quickly and blushed when she looked over her shoulder. He was watching her in awe?
That couldn’t be. She wasn’t the type of woman that made a man chase her. She was okay, but not gorgeous like other women. 
“I’m right behind you, love.”
A thrill of excitement rushed down her spine as she made her way out of the bathroom and to her room. 
This was really going to happen.
She felt the smile and licked her lips. Her body was on fire, and not just from the water. She had barely taken two steps into the room when two strong hands spun her around. Evander didn’t waste any time. He pressed his lips to hers and pried her mouth open. She gasped when he thrust his tongue in her mouth, surprised how his aggressive behavior turned her on more. He kissed her, and then her robe was gone and she was pressed against the wall. She shuddered from the coolness, but it was a reprieve from the heat of his body.
She broke away, gasping for breath. “Slow down.”
Her growled but laid his hands on her hips. His fingers dug into them, but it didn’t hurt. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry, but it’s been a while for me.” 
He nodded and backed away, letting her move away from the wall. She took his hand and led him to the bed. She laid down, waiting for him to do something other than watch her. His eyes shifted, one white, one the same crystallized yellow she’d seen before. Both beasts were present, and both were waiting.
“I love you, Callie. I know it’s fast, but I need you to know that before we complete the bond.”
She didn’t know what to say. Was it love she felt? Her stomach fluttered, answering her question as tears filled her eyes. 
“Love,” he said and sat on the bed, “did I say something wrong?”
She heard the panic in his tone. There was something in his eyes, too. Something so lost and hurt. As if he hadn’t had any one love him in a long time. Maybe he hadn’t. If his story was anything like what Willow said it was like for the others, then who knew what he’d gone through?
She took his hand. “I have one request.”
“Anything.”
“Once we complete the bond and I take your beast, I want to know the truth.”
He froze, and his hand tensed, his fingers gripped hers a little too roughly. He noticed right away and loosened his hold. “It’s dangerous, love.”
“Then we stick together, right?”
“Always.”
“So, you’ll tell me.”
He sighed. “I have no choice now.”
“Fair enough.” That wasn’t exactly what she wanted to hear, but it didn’t matter as long as he told her the truth.
He laid his hand on her bare stomach and worked his way up to her breast. As soon as his fingers brushed her nipple, the heat rose in the room, and she sucked in a breath. Goosebumps covered her skin, and she shivered from the change in body temperature.
“Take my beast, love.”
Their eyes locked. She couldn’t break away. Her breathing picked up, and her heart raced. Evander’s hand became increasingly hot. It nearly burned her skin. She whimpered, but he didn’t stop touching her.
His jaw clenched. “Sorry, I don’t know what’s happening.”
As soon as the words came out, his body tensed. 
Right before her eyes, she saw the beast. She was surrounded by blue light. She came out from Evander in the strangest way. He groaned in pain, and Callie realized he was trying not to scream. It was then she remembered Willow’s words:
 
“It hurts like a jerk…don’t fight it.”
She took a deep breath, hoping she knew what to do. But the beast didn’t come right for her. Instead, she swarmed around Evander. Sweat beaded his forehead, and his face contorted in agony. The beast seemed to be trying to soothe him, only it wasn’t helping. She turned toward Callie, and her focus narrowed. Before Callie had time to prepare, the phantom beast dove right into her chest.
She screamed a blood-curdling scream. There was no way around it. Fire laced through her chest, where the beast had dived in. It felt like she was ripping her skin apart. She whimpered and blindly reached out for her mate. His hand grabbed hers, and it was her lifeline. She felt the beast explore its new home and once she settled, the pain started to dissipate. 
Callie gasped for breath and squinted her eyes through the tears. “Incredible, she didn’t lie.”
Evander, who seemed to be feeling better after his shock of pain, chuckled. “That was horrifying to see, yet so beautiful.”
She laughed through the pain. It felt like she been branded. In her mind, that’s how it would feel. She shook her head, realizing the void she always felt had disappeared. “It’s gone,” she whispered.
He raised his brow. “What’s gone, love?”
“The void.”
He nodded, seeming to understand. “Now that we’ve started the bond, I see things more clearly. You’ve fixed me.”
She didn’t know what he meant, but he was smiling, and his eyes were bright and aware. The sickness seemed to be seeping away.
The beast inside of her curled around her heart, warming her to the depths of her soul. Her eyes shifted. It was amazing to feel it happening. Her vision shifted, and everything was in shades of yellow. But it wasn’t just that. Every little detail was so crisp. “Whoa.” 
“The dragon’s sight is an amazing thing.”
“Yeah.”
He leaned in and kissed her. Even the feel of his lips on hers was different. More intense. She moaned and grasped at him. He seemed to take the hint because he growled and shoved her back on the bed before he climbed over her. She opened her eyes and shuddered when his eyes shifted white. This was her beast. He was hers, and now she carried his dragon’s mate. Everything was different. 
“Make love to me, my mate,” she said, and then sighed when he mashed his lips against hers. The warmth built, and it wasn’t long before her core clenched, searching for him. 
He pushed her legs apart and settled between them. She felt the hard length of him against her and shivered. “I’m ready.” And she was. This was how they would complete the bond. It had already started. By taking his beast, they opened the doors for their bond. She felt it between them, and was most anxious to complete it.
He took his time, never taking his eyes from her. “You’re beautiful, love.”
She didn’t say anything, nor could she if she wanted to. This was it. The moment she’d been waiting for her whole life. As he eased inside of the tightness between her legs, she bit her lip. When he spread her open, it burned in nothing but a good way. She sucked in a breath and raised her hips, inviting him further in. Even though it had been so long, it felt so right. Like he was meant to be inside of her, completing her. 
That’s how she became a dragon’s mate. Slowly, he took her, showing her just how beautiful he found her, and there was no doubt that he did. She knew it by the way his eyes shone as he found completion in her. She shouldn’t have been shocked that he felt it so deeply.
She cupped his jaw and wiped his tear away with her thumb.
“I’m finally home. You have no idea how much this means to me, love.”
But a part of her did. The ache in her heart was nearly sealed. Hers beat in time with his now. They were one. She closed her eyes as her own orgasm washed over her. It was so intense her body shook. She let out a long moan when he thrust into her one last time, bringing her to that final climax. 
 
***
 
Nothing compared to thrusting into his mate as she lay below him for the taking. She was so eager and open for him. The tightness surrounded him, and he struggled to hold on. He’d wanted it to be good for her. Taking his time, he showed her he loved her, and when he came, so did she. It was breathtaking. Her face flushed, and her eyes were bright, rimmed in lust. 
He’d done that to her, and now he held her as her body shook. Every time he moved, his cock bumped that one spot. She shuddered and gasped in his ear. Holding on tight, he ground into her, soaking up her sweet scent.
“Oh gods, please, no more,” she said, and cried out when he shifted again.
Because he knew she was over-stimulated, he pulled out of her body slowly, enjoying how the walls latched on to his already sensitive head. His body jerked, and he came a second time.
She screamed, and her body clamped down on him. He yelled, and then he felt what she did. Every sensation rocked through his body as the bond completed. The magic filled the air as their beasts found love in one another through them. The ice shattered from his chest, no longer could he ever imagine being alone. He’d found the other half of his soul, and now, she was his partner. He wouldn’t have to save himself. She had already done that, giving him her heart. 
Her nails dug into his arms as she held him still. Her breaths came out in pants, and her heart pounded against his chest. “Wow.”
He agreed, but instead of saying anything, he chuckled and kissed her before rolling over to lay beside her. 
“Are you better now?”
“Yes,” he replied. He didn’t like being wrong, but it seemed Willow had been right. He already felt a million times better. In fact, he felt better than he ever had. 
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Chapter 10
Aris
Something nagged at him. Ever since that Golden Dragon had come to town. He knew it was wrong to have let him go, but he couldn’t endanger his family, Sophie, his unborn child, or the rest of the tribe. But there was something he wasn’t quite getting. 
He ran through the woods to the same place he’d taken Sophie. The same place she took the beast, and the place he’d saw his mother. He needed guidance. His stomach had ached since he’d met Evander. Something was so familiar about it. Like he should know him.
The snow didn’t faze him as he ran. The cold pushed his lungs to work harder, and he inhaled the scent of the remnants of the storm. He loved the freedom. It had been too long since he’d taken time to be alone and let himself decompress. It felt like the world was always on his shoulders.
He found his place, let out a heavy breath, and braced his hands on his knees. 
“Aris, my son,” a soft voice said.
He froze, recognizing it immediately. “Mother.”
“Oh, my boy, you’ve done so well. You’re so strong.”
He straightened and smiled at his mother’s spirit. She appeared how she did before, in a light mist, surrounded by a golden light. He couldn’t reach out and touch her, but her presence was strong. “I’m so lost.”
“No, my boy, things are moving along nicely. I need you to listen to me.” She looked over her shoulder as if someone or something had followed her. “I need to tell you something important.”
“Anything.”
She sighed and lifted her hand as if she were going to reach out and touch him. He closed his eyes and felt the warmth, but not the feel of flesh. “I need to be honest.”
Aris opened his eyes and nodded. “About what?”
“After I sent you to the mortals, I ended up pregnant again. He’s still alive, but he’s been imprisoned by the Council, forced to do their bidding, and tortured. I left him when he was ten. They’d killed me, but he was still alive. I hated it. I tried to save him, too. It’s the whole reason why my brother killed me.”
“Brother?”
“The king is my brother, your uncle, and he’s been using your brother for years.”
Aris nearly fell to the ground. It all made sense, and now he knew his own blood was sending others to kill him. “Because I’m too powerful?”
“Yes, and no. You aren’t the true king. You are to lead the revolution. The new king will come when it’s time. He’s been in hibernation for a long time.”
There was too much information to take in. “So, my brother, he’s a Golden Dragon, and…?”
“Blue,” she replied. “He has been sent to kill you. But he doesn’t want to. But demon magic is involved. And if he doesn’t comply–”
“He dies.” It all made sense. Evander.
“Yes, Evander is your younger brother. He might have come with bad intentions, but they weren’t his own. He’s as innocent as you. No one knows what’s been done to him through the years. I’ve tried to protect him, but I can only do so much. I sent him here to you and his mate.”
“Callie.”
She beamed. “She’s perfect for him. Though she needs her own saving from herself. She’s such a sad soul.”
He didn’t understand that. She seemed stubborn and hard-headed when he’d met her. “So Evander is here to kill us, and I’m supposed to what? Save him from the Council?”
“He won’t try. But once they realize he has defected, they’ll send more. The demon’s magic will lose its hold as soon as he completes the mating bond, though I doubt he knows that.”
“I’m guessing they will mate soon. Callie was on board.”
“Good, then fate chose correctly.”
“As always.”
“Yes, now you must put your anger aside and try to see it from his point of view. He’s been kept prisoner and tortured.”
He would try. It wasn’t like he had a choice. They needed to band together. “I will try.”
“You’re a good boy, so accepting. You know how hard life is for Halflings.”
That he did know. He couldn’t’ hold it against another dragon’s desire for survival. “I’ll speak with him.”
She nodded, and after her message was sent, her spirit disappeared. She didn’t say goodbye, but he felt her warmth fade away into the darkness. He ran his fingers through his hair. Of course, the Council sent another dragon. His own brother. Aris couldn’t even wrap his mind around the fact he even had a brother. What a family reunion. Now he had to put his faith in his mother’s spirit that Evander wasn’t going to kill them all.
Easier said than done. He growled and ran back through the woods, ignoring the laugher from the nymphs. They made themselves at home, and this was their active time. They were like children, playing and singing and dancing. He rolled his eyes and sped past them.
By the time he got back to the house, he saw the whole tribe. They looked to him, knowing he had news. This was news he wasn’t ready to share, but what choice did he have?
 
***
 
Evander watched his mate sleep. She’d crashed out not long ago, and he let out a sigh of relief, realizing he wouldn’t have to tell her the truth yet. He needed to come clean to the others first. He didn’t want them hurting her because of him. It was the only way to make it right.
Once he knew she wouldn’t wake, he slid out of bed and padded silently across the floor. Even with her new, enhanced hearing he was able to slip out of the room and put the pants he’d been wearing back on, along with the shirt and boots.
He really needed clothes. 
But first, he had to make things right. If the king wanted to put him down, he’d deal. But he hoped for Callie’s sake nothing bad happened to him. He’d just found her, and even if he didn’t make it out of this, she still needed the others to help her through all the changes. That’s all he’d ask for. 
Outside was dark and cold. He shivered but allowed his beast to warm him. He had a long walk. On the way to the king’s, he focused on the demon magic, yet he couldn’t find it.
It was almost as if it had disappeared. He searched within himself. Nothing, nada. The dark, curling magic that had wrapped around his very essence was gone. There wasn’t even a trace of it.
“How the heck….”
He froze when lights shone. A car came around the bend. He moved to the side, not surprised to find it was the same SUV that was outside of the king’s house. Maybe he was searching for him, too. 
The vehicle stopped, and he waited to see what happened. The man got out of the car and strode over to him. The magic and power radiated from him, but it didn’t feel threatening. Evander expected to get hit, he closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. The man’s arms wrapped around him, and his large hand patted his back.
Evander growled and pulled back. “What the heck?”
Aris laughed. “Yeah, not too happy either, but you’re my brother.”
“What?”
“Mother paid me a visited. She’s done that before, but this time she came to tell me about you.” He held up his hand. “I know you came from the Council. I know why, and I also know that as soon as you complete the bond, the demon magic will be gone.”
He sucked in a breath. “We’ve bonded.”
“Then you’re free.”
He rand his hands through his hair and frowned. “The Council will surely send someone after us all. I was coming to you to come clean. Nothing can happen to Callie. It wasn’t her fault. She has no idea about the truth yet.”
“I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not happy that yet again the Council is sending dragons to hurt my family, but Mother also explained why.”
“He’s our uncle. And he hates us because we supposedly hold more power than Pures.”
“I didn’t know that part, but I knew of the family. I also know that he isn’t the true King, and neither am I. I’m meant to lead a revolution against your Council.”
“Idiot, they aren’t mine. I didn’t ask for any of this.”
“Good, then we work together. You know them better than anyone. You’ve lived with them.”
Evander smiled. This was it. His time for revenge. He would team up with his brother, no less. That news was quite shocking. “So, we’re good?”
“Don’t mess with my family, and I won’t have to kill you.”
He believed him. He radiated power and menace. “Hell no. I knew something was strange. I knew your mate’s baby was kin. That was what threw me off. I couldn’t understand why my beast thought it is kin. Now I know.”
“He’s your nephew.”
“I never thought–”
Aris smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll fill the others in. They’ll be much more welcoming next time. Bring Callie tomorrow.”
“You got it.”
“No lies.”
“I swear.” And he meant it. He could have a family. He could have friends. He could finally be free of the horrors that had been his life for so long. There was no way he’d phoo up. No, he was starting over. 
“Good. We’ll see you both tomorrow. Make sure you fill your mate in. She deserves to know what she’s stepped into.”
“I will.” 
“See ya. I better get back. No one knows why I left.”
Evander nodded and watched his brother leave. His heart thumped in both excitement and relief. The demon magic was gone. He was free. It had no pull over him any longer. And now he was going to pay them back tenfold. 
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Chapter 11
She knew where he went. But what bothered her most was that he left her alone. He should have taken her with him. Now she lay in bed, waiting for him to come back. The beast inside of her prowled her mind, anxious for their mate’s return. She had an uneasy feeling. He was going to see the other dragons. That much was true. But what would happen to him? He’d never told her the truth, but he didn’t need to. Gaining his beast, she also gained knowledge of his past. She knew the things he’d done and why. She didn’t need to learn more. The beast had showed her enough.
Yet she loved him. It didn’t matter what he did. He was her mate. Although she hadn’t been able to tell him. She wondered why it was so hard to say the words. He’d told her. And she knew he meant them. She knew she felt them.
She waited for him for an hour. After that, she got out of bed and paced. Should she try to find him?
In the end, she paced the hall and the living room. The house was warm and eased the chill in her body. So far, she still hated the winter. She didn’t like being cold. It seemed to seep into her bones, making her ache. She shouldn’t hurt so badly, and she nibbled her lip, wondering if her own secret was wreaking havoc on the new changes. Could she even handle the beast?
‘I will fix you, my host. You’re not well.’
The same shame she always felt ate at her conscious.
‘You’ll be fine. Everyone has something they need help with. Now you have me.’
Finally, she heard the door open. It was so quiet, and had she still been human, she wouldn’t have even heard it. The door shut, and she heard the lock click. If she hadn’t been so relieved, she might have focused on how neat it was to be able to hear so well. 
Another day maybe. 
She stormed through to the kitchen and planted her hands on her hips. “You left.” It came out as angry as she felt. But mostly she was afraid for him.
His shoulders slumped. “I had to make things right, love.”
“Without me.”
He spun on her with his temper flaring in his eyes. “I didn’t want you getting hurt!”
“But–”
“No buts. I had to make things right. I couldn’t take the chance of them taking it out on you.”
“I understand, but you could have woken me. Told me what you were doing. I would have stayed behind had I known why.”
He reached out to her and pulled her to him. She didn’t fight, but she didn’t exactly come willingly. “I’m sorry. It’s my first instinct to protect you. From everyone, including myself.”
She sighed. “But I can handle a lot more than you think.”
“Love, I don’t doubt you’re strong, but you haven’t even adjusted to the new changes, and I couldn’t have them coming after you. I needed to assure your safety.”
“You planned to die?”
“Yes. What I’ve done warrants death.”
“But not by choice.”
“That doesn’t matter. He could have killed me when I saw him, but he didn’t. In fact, he told me something vital.”
His eyes sparked, and Callie raised a brow. “What?”
“We’re brothers.”
Her heart thumped. “What?!”
He chuckled. “That was my first thought when he hugged me rather than ripped my throat out. He knew everything about me before I even told him. Seems Mom was able to stay in contact with him as a spirit.” 
She heard the hurt in his tone. “Wow, that’s possible?”
“I guess so. But she told him about me. So, she must be watching over me somehow.”
“Oh, baby!” Callie wrapped her arms around her mate and hugged him. “She wants your big brother to watch over you now. That’s so amazing.”
“Yes, and the fact that I have a nephew on the way. I’d never thought of having a real family outside of the king.”
Wait what? Callie was behind now. “The king?”
“The Council. The king is my uncle.”
That made so much sense to her. Why else would the king send him? Why else would he have kept him prisoner for so long? “So, he sent you to kill your own brother?”
“Yes, but I won’t do it. I wasn’t going to anyway. As soon as I caught your scent, I knew I couldn’t be a part of anything anymore. I needed to find an out.”
“My scent?”
He nodded. “When I first got here. It makes more sense now why I ended up outside of your shop. I was there the day before. I knew you were here. I knew my life would be forever changed, but I won’t lie…I intended to fight it. I didn’t think I deserved a mate.”
“I’m glad you didn’t fight too hard.” She laughed. “Or at all, really.”
He sighed. “I really should have, though. The Council will send someone after me now. And the rest of you.”
“Then you better teach me how to fight.”
“No!”
“I won’t sit on the sidelines. I need to know how to become this new me.”
“I can’t lose you,” he said and kissed her.
She moaned and let the kiss go on, sucking his bottom lip in her mouth. Her body heated with just the small touch. Her eyes shifted, and her core clenched, aching for more. She allowed him to push her back, and again, she ended up against the wall. His hands were jerky, and in one swift movement, he ripped her shirt. 
She gasped when his lips broke from hers, and he latched on to the flesh of her breast. He licked and sucked the skin hard.
“Oh, goodness,” she said, and cried out when his teeth broke skin. Her hand flew to his head, and she held him against her while he lapped up the blood.
“You’re mine.”
“Yes,” she replied breathlessly. 
“I’m yours.”
“Yes.” This time, she growled and gripped his hair between her fingers tugged it. He pulled back from her chest and smiled. “Kiss me.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
They kissed for so long her lips tingled. By the time she broke away, she had to catch a breath. She hadn’t meant to let it go that far, but it was just as Willow said. She wanted sex. She was aroused, and it didn’t seem like it was going to lessen. 
 
***
 
She was the sexiest woman alive. He loved how she responded to him. How she let him do what he wanted. She didn’t question him or get mad that he’d torn her shirt and drew blood. In fact, she seemed to embrace it. Liked it even. If how she kissed him told him anything, then he loved her.
“We need to focus.”
“Mmm. I know.”
“We’ll have plenty of time for that after we handle the situation. I need you to be strong, love.”
She shook out of her lust and nodded. “You’re right.” She straightened and frowned when she looked down. “How much time do you think we have before the Council sends someone for you?”
“Could be anytime, really. We’ve mated, they know the demon’s link is broken.”
He hated not knowing, but he was glad that evil creature didn’t have a hold over him anymore.
“Let’s go to bed. We’re going to the others’ house again tomorrow, right?”
“Yes, he said to come with you tomorrow.”
“Okay, well we can’t do anything until then.”
He nodded and let her lead him from the kitchen and to their room. It was his home now, too. He loved how she touched him. Even in the smallest way. The contact between them was important. He felt their bond would only continue to grow. But he’d never been around mated pairs growing up in the castle. Since he was a prisoner, he wasn’t ‘let out’ in front of crowds. He only knew of the king and queen’s mating, and he didn’t even think they were a true mated pair. Not if she was able to mess everything with a toe. 
He shuddered, glad to be home. “You’ve saved me, love.”
“You’ve said that.” She pressed her lips to his cheek. “Now, let’s go to bed.”
“Yes, love.” He wasn’t tired, but he knew he should be. The days had taken their toll. If he hadn’t just released one beast, he might have already been asleep, but as it was, he was energized in a way he’d never been. She seemed sluggish, though. “Are you okay?”
She smiled at him. “Yes, I’m fine.”
She had that faraway look again. “You have a secret, too, and I think it’s affecting you. It seems like you don’t have energy. You should.”
“Maybe it’s taken a toll on my body to accept such a big change.”
He sensed the partial lie, but he could tell she was exhausted. He’d ask later. No matter what, he’d find out what she was hiding. “Let’s sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow. I love you.”
Again, she smiled. “Sleep sounds perfect.” Then she crawled into bed, and before he laid next to her, she was out. She had yet to tell him she loved him, but he felt she did. He didn’t have to hear the words to know it was true, but he felt the need to hear them. No one had ever loved him, outside of his mother. And that was different. 
He laid down and closed his eyes willing, himself to sleep. Callie rolled next to him and slid her arm over him. 
“I love you, too, Evander.” 
He smiled. It was as if she read his mind. But that wasn’t her gift.
“I felt it,” she replied, but her eyes were still shut. “Guess I know what others are feeling?”
“Empath.” The word came to him. 
“Oh,” she replied. “I’ve always been sensitive to others.”
“So, it makes sense then.” He kissed her forehead. “Go to sleep, mate.”
“Kay.”
Then she was out. So, his mate was an empath. It also seemed that Blane was, too. He’d felt his emotions. But he was a purple dragon. Blue must have been his dual beast. The one his mate would take. It was so surreal. How did he not know this was even possible? Shouldn’t it have been part of his nature?
But then, his beasts did know. That’s why he came to Stratham. And now he would fight with the town instead of against them.
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Chapter 12
It was dark as the three stepped around the house. They made no sound for others to hear. They’d been trained by the masters. No one would see them coming, and when the time came, they would find their mark. They didn’t miss.
A branch cracked beneath Ike’s foot, and Jaz hissed. “Stupid, silence is key.”
His brother frowned and raised a brow. “Yet your voice is louder than the branch.”
“Stop it, you two.” The eldest, Lon, said. “We were sent to do a job. What the heck is wrong with you?” His voice was quiet, but the twins looked at each other and tensed.
“Sorry,” they said in unison. They were more submissive than Black Dragons should be, but only to their older brother. Otherwise, they had quite the nasty streak. They didn’t enjoy the Council ordering them to some hole in the ground town, but the pay was triple their norm. That made up for it.
“They’re inside sleeping. I say we take the girl. That will get the male’s attention real fast.”
“But it’s his mate.” Jaz said. He didn’t like the sound of taking another dragon’s mate. It seemed too risky to him. Who knew how the dragon would react? “I think we take him. He’s the one the Council wants anyway.”
“All or nothing, Jaz. You know how they are. Did you see the look on the queen’s face? She’s an evil jerk.”
Jaz shuddered and agreed. He never wanted to be alone with that woman–ever. “So, we take her?” Still, unease crept up his spine, but he wasn’t strong enough to disobey Lon. He was the strongest and the oldest. Ike was younger than him by mere minutes. Their older brother led them, taught them, and kept them safe. He nodded. “How?”
Lon narrowed his eyes and rubbed his hands together with a smirk. “I’d say fire. But that’s too showy. I say Ike sneaks, like he does best. But not yet. Wait until she’s alone. We can distract him easily enough if we need to.”
It was a plan, but not one he trusted. He wasn’t used to Lon acting this impulsively. Something had come over him, and Jaz was worried all of this was going to backfire. Then they would be screwed. He could sense a growing dragon population in this small area. And the town smelled heavily of powerful witchcraft. There was at least one very old witch in town.
 
***
 
Evander woke up and immediately knew something was wrong. The bed was cold, and he was light-headed. He knew without looking Callie was gone. The beast inside him roared. Their mate was gone. He ran his hand over her side of the bed, and his lip curled into a snarl. It was cold. Meaning she’d been gone for too long, and he didn’t wake up. He knew he’d been drugged. It was the way the Council worked. They’d always had to drug him when they let him out for more than a short period of time.
He jumped out of bed and paced. He couldn’t go halfcocked after her. He had no idea what he was up against. Other than the Council being pissed that he’d found a way to break the link the demon set on him. It was a relief, but not at his mate’s expense.
He strode to the wall and slammed his fist into it. The drywall crumbled, and he growled, allowing his eyes and claws to shift. The beast wanted to rip whoever it was apart, but first he needed a scent. He closed his eyes and let his senses take over. The beast led him through Callie’s house to the back door. It was open, but not damaged.
Someone picked the lock easily enough.
It came to him faster than he thought it should, but he wasn’t alone anymore, and he really needed to make sure Aris and his mate were okay. His innocent nephew. He growled again. 
Hell no.
He didn’t waste any more time. He went out the back door, shutting it behind him, not like it mattered anymore. Callie was gone, and her scent had faded. He should have been able to find her anywhere, but his beast couldn’t sense her. He tried not to panic and he ran. Fast. It didn’t matter who saw. He was nothing but a blur in the early rising sun. It was just at the horizon, leaving most of the town in a bit of darkness. He took the same path he did the night before, only this time, he kept going down the road. There were no lights, making it much easier for him to use his beast’s magic. He ran faster than he ever had. 
Before long, he found the driveway they’d left from and he ran. He hoped no one attacked him.
No one did.
As soon as he was about to knock, the door opened, revealing the queen.
“You’re here early.” She looked over his shoulder. “Where’s your mate?”
He let out a breath. “Taken. The Council sent someone.”
“How did they get her?”
“Drugged me.” He couldn’t even understand how they managed. They must have been good. Or working with someone else. It was the only way. 
Her lip wobbled, and she rubbed her stomach. “Oh dear, come in.”
He let her grab his hand and tug him inside. She shut and locked the door. “Can never be too safe.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“Oh, it’s not your fault. You have no control over the actions of others.”
He shook his head. “But because of me–”
“Stop. We’re here to help. You’re family.”
He nodded, feeling the knot in his throat. He hadn’t expected her to be so warm to him–not after she surely knew everything. She led him to a large room. The same one he was in before. The others gathered there. Each one looking at him much differently than they had before.
“They have your mate.”
He nodded. “I was drugged. I didn’t even catch a scent. She’s long gone. I have no idea what to do.”
Aris sighed. “This isn’t the first time the Council has used one of their own to kidnap a mate. I’m certain they’ll be in touch.”
He growled. “Why would they take the females? They’re innocent.”
“Best way to get to you, right?”
That was true. He nodded. “I’ve lived with them my whole life, and I never fought because I knew I wasn’t strong enough, but now they’ve gone too far. Whatever you need or want, I’m here.”
“She’s really missing?” This from Willow. She looked sick. “She didn’t just get mad and leave?”
He didn’t want to feel insulted, but he did. “No, she knew everything. I didn’t even have to tell her. Gaining my beast did that. She and I are fine. Our bond is strong, but I’m guessing it’s too new. Maybe one of you can find her?” He hoped one of them could track.
Blane smiled. “I should be able to. I’m not sure, though. Depends on who or what took her.”
He sighed. “That demon probably helped whoever it was. I know it’s got to be a dragon.”
“We’ll find her, but I’ll need your help.” Blane said.
Evander felt calm. It was almost as if he had no control over what he was feeling. “What are you doing to me?” Even his tone was calm, the anger he felt building was stuck in place.
“Helping you relax so you and your beast can focus on Callie. I can’t find her if he’s pacing and you’re angry with yourself. You didn’t fail. Sometimes, the Council gets the upper hand. But we’ll always win.”
He sounded so confident. Evander wanted to believe him. The warmth in his eyes tried to convince him.
“Okay, fair enough. I’m calm. Now tell me what I need to do to help you find my mate.”
“Come sit down.”
Evander walked to the couch. The queen sat down and patted the spot. He followed her directions and sighed when she gripped his hand. She was kin. She was Golden. She was home, too, but in a different way than Callie was. He let her hold his hand, and he rolled his shoulders.
“Relax. If anyone can find her, it’s Blane. He found me, and because of him, I was saved from more horrors than you can imagine.”
Her voice was soft, and he let it lull his eyes closed. Her touch grounded him. He inhaled and let the magic take over.
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Chapter 13
Callie opened her eyes and groaned. Her mouth was dry. She licked her lips and winced when she tasted blood. Her lip was split. Somehow, she knew someone had hit her and dragged her somewhere. At first, she thought it was a dream.
Only now she realized it wasn’t. The beast inside of her was sluggish, and so was she. She couldn’t focus on where she was. It was dark and damp. In the distance, she thought she heard whispers, but as soon as she’d made a noise, they stopped. Her vision was cloudy, and her head was heavy. This was just another reason why her doctor had been right. She’d made herself weak. She purged out everything she needed to be strong, and now she was going to pay. Whoever had taken her wasn’t going to just up and let her go. No, she was a pawn. It could only mean one thing: Evander.
Tears filled what little vision she had, and she realized she couldn’t feel him. Whoever had taken her hadn't taken him too. She would know if he was close by. The beast inside of her whimpered. 
‘Save us.’
Callie could have laughed. Like she was capable of anything. She was nothing but weak. As the thoughts clouded her mind, the dragon raised her head and growled.
‘We are stronger than this. Fight.’
She really wanted to fight. Some of the fog lifted, making her vision clear some. She could make out three figures. They stood in a circle. None of them were really paying attention to her. But their voices kept raising.
“I told you not to take her. I knew it was stupid.” One said.
“Shut up, Jaz. Taking her was the right choice. He’ll do anything to save her. That’s what mates do.” Another one responded. He was much larger than the others, and Callie could sense something off about him. It was unnatural.
The third one stared between the other two as if he didn’t know what side to choose, so he didn’t. His eyes latched on to hers. Golden eyes flared, and the voices stopped.
Three sets of eyes narrowed in on her. The big one stalked toward her, leering. “Well, aren’t you a hot little number. Your mate should be willing to do anything for you, huh?”
She glared at him but kept the sarcastic remark to herself. It wouldn’t do her well. She needed to find a weakness. But there were three of them, and the big one looked like he was hawked up on something.
‘Demon magic,’ the beast hissed.
Oh well, she was certain that wasn’t a good thing whatsoever. How was she going to get out of this?
“What’s your name, pretty girl?”
His voice was sweet and low–unnatural. She ignored the scent of lust radiating off him and prayed she figured out how to get out before he used the lust.
“Let me go.”
He burst out laughing. “You’re a funny girl. Why would I do that?”
She didn’t have a threat. Heck, did her mate even know she was gone? She was on her own.
‘Not alone.’
Of course, she had the beast. One she had no idea about. She hadn’t gotten a chance to learn anything or get to know her. Other than being lusty, and that didn’t help her. She smiled. 
Or did it?
She glanced at his jeans, unable to focus too closely on his erection. It seemed her staring had made it grow. 
She could be grossed out later. For now, for the first time in her life, Callie was going to use herself as a distraction just to get the upper hand.
The beast growled. ‘No.’
‘We have no choice. He’s under some sort of magic.’
‘There is always a choice.’
‘Maybe.’
‘Have faith in our mate. He will not take this lightly. He loves you.’
That, Callie did know, and she felt terrible about her thoughts. He had done nothing but show her he loved her. Shame filled her.
‘No shame. It’s only natural. He will come, and so will the others. Our kin.’
She swallowed, hoping the dragon was right. 
 
***
 
Evander paced. It’s the only thing he knew how to do. Until he connected to his mate, there was nothing he could do. Blane watched him like a hawk.
“She is strong.”
“I know that.” He sighed when he realized he’d growled. “Sorry.”
The docile male tipped his head, acknowledging him. “Your life was hard.”
“So?”
“You lived with a Council that hates our very existence. And to make matters worse, they are your family. That must have changed you.”
He wondered where this was going. It seemed the Purple Dragon in Blane wanted to learn, but he wondered if he realized he was tapping into the Blue one’s power. “You realize your empath abilities come from your Blue beast, the one you will give to your mate. How is it you’re tapping into its powers when no one else has done that with their dual beast?”
“I am a Purple Dragon.”
“Yes, and from everything I’ve heard through the years, Purple Dragons’ gift is to manipulate emotions and to be able to astral project. You have more strength in emotions as an empath, and that’s what Callie is now.” 
“She’s fine.”
Evander stopped pacing long enough to see if Blane had gotten through. His eyes were open, but they were shifted, and he looked far away. He kept his mouth shut as to not interrupt the talented dragon. 
Aris came into the room and stood by him, crossing his arms. “Blane is good. He’ll find her.”
“But how will she be when he does?”
“She’s strong.”
“I know my mate is strong. I also know she has her own secret that’s eating at her. She’s hiding something vital. What if it’s that one thing that gets her killed?”
“What do you think she is hiding?”
He sighed. “I haven’t got a clue. I don’t know women. I’ve never really been around humans, and I certainly didn’t grow up normal. I’m at a loss, but I fear if I push too far, it’ll push her away.”
‘You’re her mate–push. She can get mad, but in the end, at least you’ll know.” He chuckled. “Then she’ll forgive you for being a pushy jerk.”
He glared at his brother. Funny how easily he took on calling him by his title. He could see it now. How similar they looked. Their mother’s genes carried strong within them. “I guess. You know women more than I do. Only we must find her first, and then I’m not going to let her out of my sight until I know everything.” Now he was starting to sound like the others.
“Good man.”
Sophie took that moment to come in and stand by Aris. She peered up at him. “Would you like to feel your nephew kick?”
He nodded, keeping his eyes on his brother, who nodded for confirmation. He let Sophie take his hand and lay it on her protruding stomach. As soon as the warmth from his fingers seeped through the fabric, the baby kicked.
He sucked in a breath, and his eyes widened. “Goddess, that’s amazing.”
“He’ll be here sooner than we’re ready for. He’s going to need all the love and protection he can get.”
Evander nodded, realizing he would do anything for his unborn kin.
“I’ve found her.” Blane’s voice cut through their conversation. Evander dropped his hand from Sophie’s belly and strode to Blane, whose eyes were back to normal.
“These dragons…they keep sending, don’t get any smarter.” He sighed. “She’s fine, but she’s weak. I don’t know why, or what they did, but the beast in her is sluggish.”
Evander nodded. He’d noticed, too. “So, she’s okay, though?”
“There are three. From what I could tell, they aren’t that bright, and they aren’t on the same page. Lots of bickering, almost as if–”
“They’re brothers,” Aris smirked, cutting in.
“Yes, exactly. Two of them are very similar. I’d say twins, submissive to the eldest, who seems to be under the influence of something. I sensed he was struggling with something.”
“So, where are they?”
“Not far. Which means they are either really stupid or it’s a trap.”
Evander laughed. “It’s definitely a trap. They want me to find her. The Council wants my head on a stick.”
It didn’t matter that he knew he was walking into trouble. All that mattered was his mate was with them, and she was in trouble. He needed to save her. 
Period. 
The beast in him rose, ready to act. To finally take a stand and kick some rear. After all this time, he was ready to take the driver’s seat, and Evander was going to let him. 
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Chapter 14
She felt him near. It was amazing how quickly everything changed. Her beast chuckled.
‘I told you he would come.’
Callie rolled her eyes. She hated being told that. The funny thing was, it was her own inner self saying it now. 
To herself.
She giggled, and then gasped. She blinked, realizing her eyes were fuzzy again. It was then that she realized she’d lost time, but now she lay on the ground. She wasn’t tied anymore, but she couldn’t move. Her limbs were heavy, laden, and unable to support her. She squinted, hoping to concentrate. In her mind, her arm lifted, but in reality, not a blasted thing happened.
Her heart thudded in panic. She couldn’t move!
Laughter reached her ears, and she glanced up to see the same man staring down at her. Only this time, his eyes were golden, and he leered at her. A shiver ran down her spine. 
“What’s wrong, fledgling? Can’t fight it?”
She tried to speak, but her words came out unintelligible. 
“Don’t bother trying to speak. The magic won’t wear off for hours.”
So, it was magic. And it packed a blasted punch. She wanted to tell him her mate was coming for her, but she couldn’t. 
She opened her mouth again, but then snapped it shut.
“I’m going to have fun with you.”
The threat was there. Her beast shuddered along with her.
‘He won’t get the chance.’
Gods, Callie hoped not. She’d never been raped, and she didn’t plan on changing that anytime soon. 
The fear of being touched by this vile monster seemed to shove off some of the effects of the magic. But instead of letting him know, she pretended she was still totally under the magic. If he knew, she had no idea what would happen.
She knew how to play it safe: stay docile and quiet. That always made a man feel secure in himself. Let him believe she was harmless. That was the first part of her plan, but she intended to hand his balls to him. A shudder rippled through her body. No man would ever touch her. Only Evander.
She watched the brothers as they did nothing. There seemed to be a building tension between them. The two that had to be twins sat close, huddled together, almost as if they feared the bigger one. He had to be the oldest, and he had to have tortured them growing up. Heck, maybe even now.
“She’s staring,” one of them whispered.
“It’s okay, Ike. She’s not able to do anything. Lon has her under so much demon magic she can’t even think.”
“I don’t know, Jaz. Do those look like the eyes of someone under the magic of a very powerful demon?” the one called Ike whispered. 
She narrowed her eyes on him. He seemed to be the weakest link. She could work with that. She shifted her eyes just for a few seconds, only when he was looking and the other two were not.
He stood up and pointed at her. “She’s not under a spell anymore.”
Her eyes went back to normal. She let herself relax into the little haze she felt left. The one named Jaz moved closer to her, easing himself to her. He was the smart one. He focused on her. 
“She’s out, man. Her eyes are so dilated she can’t even focus. Ike, you’re just being paranoid.”
Jaz moved away from her, turning his back, unafraid of her. It was the perfect moment. In a rush of speed so unlike anything she’d ever felt before, Callie sprung from the ground and tackled him. He landed with a heavy thud. She shifted her claws and wrapped them around his neck. Her eyes shifted, and her fangs elongated.
“Don’t you move, you sick little idiot.”
Whoa. Her dragon was a beast. She kept her thoughts to herself and dug in her claws.
Jaz whimpered and went completely still under her. She moved her focus to the other two. The big one looked at her with such disgust that she wondered if he even cared if he died. The other one, Ike, shook in fear.
He was more of a puss than her. She chuckled and narrowed her gaze on him, pressing her fangs back so she could talk. “He’s your twin?”
“Ye…yes.”
“And you very much want him to live, correct?”
The poor boy nodded. 
The big one growled. “You just messed up, jerk. Get your hands off my brother. I don’t care if you can hurt me. You’ll leave him alone.”
She found it. No matter how much their dynamic confused her, they were brothers, and they were loyal and loving to one another. “I will let him go.”
He nodded as if she was stupid. “That’s right, you will.”
“When I am with my mate and you are packing your rears out of my town.”
“Right.” He looked at his brother who still hadn’t moved. “Jaz, show her who’s the real pussy in this situation. Come on, man the heck up.”
She felt Jaz’s reaction. He growled, but for some reason, she didn’t fear him. Like it wasn’t aimed at her.
She took her free hand and lifted his head off the ground by his mohawk. He squirmed, but didn’t make a sound.
“Tell him that you’re the pussy,” she said, and laughed when he whimpered.
“She’s got me, Lon.”
“Oh, for goddess sakes, she’s only a woman.”
Callie’s heart raced, and her body lit on fire. 
Evander. She felt him coming. The others were with him, too.
‘See I told you our mate would find us.’
Her fingers tightened on Jaz, who stayed still beneath her. He didn’t even fight. It was quite disappointing, to be honest, but then Evander came around the corner and smiled at her with his brow raised.
“Love, what have you got there?”
The other two spun on her mate, but she wasn’t worried. He was amazing in his glory. He was large and strong. His eyes lit with anticipation as if he’d been waiting his whole life for this fight–and maybe he had. 
She watched him in awe as he knocked Ike to the side. The submissive dragon was slammed against the wall of the cave and out. Jaz whimpered below her, and for a second, she felt bad. 
“Guess you shouldn’t have worked for the Council.”
“Yes, tell me about it.” He growled and before she could stop him, he threw her much the same way Evander had thrown his twin. She flew, too fast to even scream. The breath was taken from her, and she gasped. When her back hit the wall, she screamed and fell to the ground. She smacked her head on the ground and whimpered. The beast fought to stay awake, but there was no luck. She still wasn’t quite strong enough. The last thing she heard was her mate’s roar of anger.
 
***
 
She was a thing of pure beauty. He’d almost been distracted by the arousal that radiated off her body, but then he slapped the dragon boy across the cave like he was a rag doll, and the one his mate had subdued wasn’t as subdued as she thought. When he tossed her in much the same way, he lost it. He tore through the big one and stopped only long enough to shove his claws through his chest. The dragon screamed and tried pulling away, but there was no getting away from Evander now. His mate screamed, and a rage like one he’d never felt tore through him. The first dragon in his sight was the first to feel his wrath. He squeezed the demon’s link around the dragon’s heart and crushed it. The man gasped with wide eyes and slid to the ground. Evander yanked his claws from the chest that no longer had life.
He hadn’t killed in so long, and the darker side of him relished in finally being able to stick it to the Council.
The smaller dragon tried to run, but they couldn’t let them live. It was the one thing he and Aris discussed. Take them out. Show the Council they were a force. He wasn’t sure if the submissive one deserved to die, but he couldn’t have anyone looking for vengeance. Callie had to be safe. 
He strode toward him; the man shook in fear.
“Please, don’t.”
It was pathetic and almost not even worth it. But he didn’t let him go. He grabbed him and broke his neck. Quick and efficient. There was no need to make it hurt. It was better to put him out of his misery, anyway. He kept moving until he was beside his mate. She was breathing slow and steady, but her skin was clammy. 
“Love, you are going to tell me what the heck is going on,” he muttered. Whatever it was that was hurting her was making it near impossible for the beast to grow stronger.
She didn’t respond to his voice, but when he lifted her off the ground, she whimpered. He carried her easily and didn’t worry about his mess. The others could take care of it. Right now, he needed to get his mate home. Her body was cool to the touch, even though it was still sticky. His beast panicked, and he picked up his pace. When he left the entrance of the cave, the others were there, surrounding them. Willow, the tiny woman, was feisty. She grabbed on to Callie’s hand.
“Why the heck is she so cold?”
He shook his head. He didn’t know. “I just want to get her home.”
“Bring her to our house.”
He raised a brow. “I don’t know.”
Aris frowned. “You’re family. She’s family, and we need to stick together. The Council isn’t going to stop. We need to be united.”
“True enough.”
He looked around at the others. Each one held something the others did not. They were a mash-up of different personalities.
“You got all three, right?”
Evander frowned. “I got two. But then I got Callie. I figured you would have seen him. He had to have come out.”
Aris shook his head. “No one came out of that cave besides you.”
It couldn’t be. “Maybe he’s in the cave still then. I’ll admit, I’m more focused on my mate. Maybe I missed him?”
Willow frowned. “Zar, let’s go look.”
“No, I can go.”
She glared at him. “Stay with your mate. Obviously, something isn’t right.” Then she grabbed her mate’s hand, and they went back to the cave.
It was then that Callie woke up. “Hi,” she said, and he laughed when her eyes went wide. “They are all here?”
“Yes, love.”
“Did we win?”
He didn’t know how to answer. The battle was over, but the war was brewing. “This time…, but we seem to be missing one.”
“Jaz.”
“Who?”
“The one that threw me. His name is Jaz. I think he’s got more power than even he knew.”
Zarin and Willow rushed out of the cave, frowning. “There’s not a live soul in there. One ripped apart…ew, by the way…and one with a broken neck?”
“So he’s gone. Just like that?”
Zarin shrugged. “I followed his scent further back, and then it disappeared. For real, it vanished.”
Evander froze. He’d heard of this happening before, but it wasn’t a Black Dragon. It was a red. “No scent at all?”
“Correct.”
“He’ll be back then, and I imagine he is going to want to be the reason for my death. I killed both his brothers, one being his twin.”
Great. This was why they wanted to ensure they got them all. They hadn’t wanted to take the chance of any one of them coming back for more. Now he wouldn’t be able to rest as long as the dragon that Callie called Jaz was alive.
“He’s going to come after us, huh?”
He looked at his mate. She didn’t seem scared or upset. More like accepting. He nodded. “Without a doubt. He won’t be able to let it go. I killed his family.”
She swallowed. “Looks like I need to get stronger then.”
He would talk to her about that later. For now, he nodded again. “Let’s get out of here.”
Callie stood up and wobbled. She chuckled when Willow reached out to her. “I’m fine, just a little off.”
She wasn’t fine, but she would be. He’d make sure of it.
They walked hand in hand toward the two SUVs. With his mate by his side, his beast could breathe again. No more demon magic, and she was safe. He was safe, too, for now. They’d worry about retribution later. 
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Chapter 15
1 month later
They’d decided against living in the house with the others. Callie decided that staying in her house wasn’t that bad, considering it wasn’t all that far from the dragon land. It was easy enough to go visit, and they spent most of their free time there, anyway. Aris promised they would get their house soon. Zarin and Willow’s house was nearly completed now. Willow had become an even closer friend than she could have imagined. The two of them bonded, even though their lives were worlds apart. 
Every day was a new day. The best part of it all, her shop was doing well. She spent her days surrounded by books. It was heaven. She’d finally stopped being hounded by Matty’s family. They moved on. Or maybe he’d told them to back off her. She had found her peace within herself. The beast was the reason, of course. She helped her through everything.
Callie felt better than ever. It had taken a toll on her both mentally and physically, but she’d come clean to Evander about her past. His first response was to pull her into a hug and tell her he loved her no matter what. That she was beautiful. His second response was to enforce a proper diet and exercise plan for her. She’d never felt as good as she did now. The weakness was nearly gone, thanks to her mate…and Zarin, who happened to be a personal trainer. He coached her and taught her how to use her body in a healthy way. 
“Hey, hon,” Willow said, handing her a bottle of water, “Zarin’s running behind today. It’s just us girls.”
“That’s cool. I wasn’t ready for him to make me hate my life today.” She laughed. In fact, she wasn’t sure she should take his abuse. Her insides were bursting with excitement. She hadn’t told anyone–not even Evander. 
“What’s going on with you?” Willow was smart. And Callie loved her. She was like the sister she always wanted and never had.
“I can’t.” But her heart raced, and her stomach curled. She’d been lucky so far and had not been sick, but she was starting to feel nauseous more often. 
“Tell me, woman!”
Callie laughed. Her friend wasn’t the most patient woman. “Well, Sophie’s due really soon, right?”
“Yes, why?”
“What if I were to tell you there will be another little one coming, too?”
Willow gasped. “You’re pregnant?”
She nodded, and tears filled her eyes. “I’m finally healthy, and now I’m carrying my mate’s child. I just….”
“Why haven’t you told him?”
“I don’t know if he wants babies.”
“Of course, he does. What man wouldn’t want to create a mini version of himself to carry on the line?”
“You’re right, I’m sure. I guess...I don’t know. I’m scared.”
“Of what?”
“I never had a dad.”
“Oh, honey, he’s not going to abandon you.”
“Dang straight I won’t,” a deep voice said. She was busted and kicked herself for not paying better attention to her surroundings. 
She turned to him and wiped her tears away. “Surprise.”
He frowned. “I should have known first, but worse, I don’t want you scared. I’ll never abandon you or our baby.”
She knew this. “I know,” she said, and sighed. She glanced at Willow, who took the hint and slid from the room. “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t sure. I just found out a few days ago.”
He strode to her and kissed her lips. “I knew before you. I sensed the change. I’ve been waiting for you to tell me.”
“I–”
“Don’t apologize, love. I know we have a lot to learn about each other still, but things are better.”
“Yes, for now. It’s been quiet, but it won’t stay that way. We both know that.”
“Of course not, but Aris is planning. He’s putting out a call to all other Halflings. More allies should be showing up.”
That was news to her. “Oh, a lot?”
“Who knows? I guess it depends on who feels the call and comes.”
“That’s how it works? He sends out a magic call?”
“Yes. Though I think more goes into it than that. But you’d have to ask him.”
She smiled, glad he knew, even though it wasn’t how she was intending for him to find out. She worried things would change. Would he become even more over-protective than he was now? She loved how much he cared, but she could barely stub her toe without him asking if she was all right. At some point, he needed to relax. It was one reason why she was concerned about telling him about her pregnancy. 
“Love, stop thinking so hard.”
She sighed. “I just don’t want you in panic mode.”
He nodded, and she could see the wheels turning.
“I’m fine. I know you can take care of yourself, and Zarin, as hard as he is, is an amazing teacher. I would be too soft on you.”
Callie laughed. That was the truth. The only time he handled her roughly was during sex. Otherwise, he treated her as if she were dainty and small, when she so obviously wasn’t. Since the incident in the cave, she’d gone out of her way to take care of herself. She called a therapist and admitted her problem to the whole tribe. They didn’t judge her, and they all went out of their way to help her. She loved how supportive everyone was.
 
***
 
Evander loved Callie. He loved his new life. But most of all, he loved being away from the king and queen. He loved being away from the dank dungeon. He loved being away from Lyle and the other guards that did things to him when no one was looking. He was treated with respect, and the others seemed to like him well enough. 
Things had been too quiet. He was on edge, waiting for something to happen. But nothing did. Finding out his mate was pregnant was the biggest blessing he’d ever received, but now his beast prowled in his mind anxiously. He couldn’t allow anything to happen to her. Especially now.
He’d been dreaming, and what he’d seen wasn’t good. The Council was gathering forces. They would come to Stratham, and they would destroy anyone–mortal or not–that got in their way toward annihilation of the Halflings. He couldn’t believe they’d gone through so much trouble for just the few of them. It wasn’t as if the Halflings were a threat. Most of them just wanted to live their lives and be left alone. That’s how he felt.
Now he was going to be a father, but he knew more than anything that the Council needed to be knocked off their throne before his baby was born.
A baby. He smiled at his mate and brushed his thumb along her jaw. “You know I’m going to watch you like a hawk, right?”
She sighed, but the smile widened. “I know, but please remember that I am capable of taking care of myself.”
“I know, love.”
“Are you happy?”
He sensed her unease. She was so concerned that he would leave them. “Why would I ever leave you? You’re my mate.”
“I know, and you’re mine.”
“Then let’s celebrate.”
That was all it took. Callie threw herself into his arms and hugged him. He sighed when he felt the warmth of her skin and the strength she now held. She was okay now.
“I love you.”
She pulled him tighter and sighed. “I love you, too.”
He wasn’t sure how long they stood like that, but it wasn’t until Aris came in with a frown that they pulled themselves apart.
“Bev needs our help.”
“The witch?”
“Yes, she’s on her way now, and be warned: don’t offend her. Willow will chew your rear off.”
He didn’t doubt it, but he really wasn’t looking forward to dealing with the old witch. She had a lot of power and a lot of hate. What could she possibly need their help for?
***THE END***
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Chapter 1
You are not my son.
Those were the most devastating words he could think of. He would rather hear that his parents were dead, that his older brothers, the Crown Prince and the Duke, had disowned him. Anything but the fact that he was not who he thought he was.
His blood boiled in his veins as he stood in the middle of the grand hall, the gleaming thrones mocking him. Cole had been born the third Prince of Umora, a planet so advanced in civilization that there was no pain, no suffering, and virtual immortality through science. Everyone on Umora was some sort of shifter, some sort of magical creature – whether it be wolf, lion, or otherwise. The dragon shifters, however, had always been the royal family, ruling over those beneath them. The witches, the werewolves, and the lions all bowed down to the dragon shifters.
Cole always believed his place in the world was at the top with everyone bowing down to him. He knew that his magic was better than the rest of his family's, but he never thought anything of it. It was a gift, after all.
What he didn’t know, however, was that he was a half-breed witch and dragon shifter – a mongrel orphan left on the door steps. He claimed potential royal blood from both sides or neither. He was everything and nothing at the same time.
He should have inherited the richness of the witches and the power of the dragons. 
Instead, he lost it all when his father admitted the truth.
There would be no throne for Cole on Umora, no happy ending here. He had been cheated out of everything by matters of his birth.
Cole saw only red as he spun around, looking at the murals on the walls.
This explained so much about his life, about his feelings, and about why he felt like he never fit in. Growing up, it became apparent that he was different than the rest of his family. His magic did not come in the same way theirs did. He could not focus in the same way, could not create the same things. Cole needed to eat more than the rest of them, and more frequently. Alexander seemed to only nibble twice a week, and Nicholas took great pride in large feasts and social meals. But Cole was always ravenous, always strong, and always a moment away from rage. 
His rage was so different than Nicholas's rage. Nicholas was simply a kind soul and fiercely loyal, but also ready to destroy anyone who came near those whom he loved. Cole seemed to rage out for no reason, and he himself admitted that he threw tantrums when he didn't get his way.
Everyone was unfair to him. His brothers were allowed to do things that he wasn't. His parents let them lead wars and lash out. But Cole was punished unfairly, even by his brothers. They always treated him like a mischievous child who didn't know how to handle himself.
Death was nothing to him. Feeding for the sake of something to do was nothing to him. He loved the attention, loved the power, but hated how they scolded him. 
And now, it was clear that this was not the place he belonged. All these years of trying to fit in, and he wasn't really one of them anyways. They didn't want him; that much was clear. 
He continued spinning, barely seeing, barely thinking. His anger was uncontrollable, and his rage lay in front of him. He wanted power. He wanted control. He wanted to show them what he was capable of. He was not a child to be scolded, nor was he someone to be put aside. 
And that is when he spotted Earth – painted blue, small, and fragile – in the upper corner of the wall. 

If he could not have Umora, if they thought he didn't belong here, he would show them where he did. He would find his own Kingdom; he would make his own throne.
He knew how to take control of a planet. That was nothing foreign to his family. They kept peace and ruled over several planets in the system. One simply needed to purge the planet, control its people, and make them fear you. Only then would they bow down.
Cole turned on his heel and stalked out of the throne room and into the records hall. The records hall contained scrolls of all nature, including rules for unlocking magic on each planet. The Gods who had created the planets, millenniums ago, had written down the secrets to unlocking each one, in the ancient tongue of each planet.
"Cole," a not-so distant voice called.
The unexpected sound startled him; he had thought he was alone in the hall. But his brother, Alexander, was standing there, looking majestic and comfortable. But then again, why wouldn’t he be? He belonged here.
"We've been looking everywhere for you."
Cole smirked.
"And why would that be? Seeing as how I don't belong here? Do you want to lock me up, too? Toss me out of the only home I've ever known?"
"Cole," Alexander took a step further. "I know we've had our differences. But there was no reason for the tantrum you threw."
"Tantrum?" Cole sputtered. "Tantrum? Is that what you call a reaction to finding out your whole life is a lie?"
When his father had finally told him the truth, Cole barely remembered what he had done. All he remembered is rage; all he remembered was his dragon brain taking over. 
It was only after coming back to his human form that he heard about the destruction he had caused. He had flown – flown until his wings hurt – and killed whatever had lay in his path. The reports said that he went to neighboring planets, breathing fire, tearing up villages, and leaving civilians dead in his wake. 
They had trembled in fear when they saw him coming, bowing to their knees and begging for mercy. But he didn't care about their pleas, nor did he care about their tears. 
If his family was going to tell him that he was some half-breed monster that didn't belong, he would show them how he didn't belong. 
Let them say he was a criminal; let them say he was a monster with a black soul. 
"That is what I call it when it was followed by the amount of destruction you caused, yes," Alexander replied. "Cole...the people..."
"You and father have done much worse in your so-called 'peace keeping missions,'" Cole spat. "Following in his footsteps, as if he's always been around to encourage us."
He knew it wasn't much of an excuse, but there was no excuse that mattered, really. If Alexander was questioning him, then he would not see reason. Alexander was always calm, controlled, logical, and frankly, in Cole’s eyes, boring. He thought carefully about every word that exited his mouth. 
"He is not the kind of King I want to be," Alexander growled.
“Poor, poor Alexander,” Cole teased him. “Heavy is the head that wears the crown. Always acting as the martyr. Had Finneas still been alive, your life would be so easy, wouldn't it?”
Alexander's eyes flashed at the mention of their oldest brother. Finneas was supposed to be King, and Alexander would have been his second in command. But Finneas struggled with his own identity, trying to come to terms with what his life's purpose was, and it was never meant to be. It had been two years since Finneas vanished, flitting into the black magic world that was simply known as the Other. No one had ever returned from the Other, and the weight fell heavily on Alexander's shoulders. He had lost his confidant, his mentor, and his best friend. And suddenly, he would rule the land when their father perished. 
“Don't you mention him,” Alexander said, although his voice trembled with emotion. “Finneas fought a fight he could not win. But the rest of us are still here. And it does not change the fact that–”
"The fact that I am no longer your brother, just some mongrel orphan," Cole cut him off, standing tall. 
"That your rage may have killed people," Alexander answered. "You know that when we transform, control is harder..."
Cole simply smirked. 
"So, you intend to rule passively? Kill them with kindness, is that it? And be nice to your mongrel brother, who was born into a terrible life, but go lucky."
"Cole..."
"Forget it." Cole had found the scroll he needed. "Forget all of you. I was born to rule, and if you won't accept me here, I’ll find another kingdom!"
Alexander's eyes widened.
"Where are you going?"
Cole smirked, drawing the magic around him.
"It's a magic trick, brother," he said, and snapped his fingers.
He felt the familiar magic swirl around him. Magic was always his comfort zone, his safe place that he could go to – a place that baffled his brothers. 
The golden light filled his soul, and he felt his dragon wings spread. It was only for a moment though, to make the impact with the ground easier. His wings retracted, and he found himself sitting on grass.
It took a moment for him to adjust to the air. It was different than on Umora, not thicker or thinner, but different. 
The scroll was still clutched in his hand – the key to controlling this race. Humans were weak minded, he had always been told. It was simple magic.
That is, if he could unlock it. He couldn't even read the words that were written, the characters unfamiliar.
It had seemed like such a good plan in the moment, standing tall against Alexander. But Cole was smart, and he knew he'd never figure this out without help. 
He pulled his knees up to his chest, laying his head on them, thinking. 
There must be people who worked with ancient texts around here. He could probably intimidate someone into helping him. It shouldn't take long for someone who knew what they were doing. This weak-minded planet could be his by this afternoon.
And once one planet was his, there were more for the taking. He would show them.
Cole slowly stood up, glancing down at his clothes. Squinting to catch a glimpse of people in the distance, he snapped his fingers and became dressed like them. He wanted to remain undercover, at least for now.
In his world, if he faced this problem, there were only a handful of people he could go to – archive managers, elders, perhaps travelers. But he had no idea who those people would be here, or where to find them.
"Oof!!!" 
He was so wrapped up in his own head, distracted by his thoughts, that he didn't notice the girl he bumped into until it was too late. 
The force sent him stumbling back a few steps, but she tumbled right to the ground, as if she was a limp rag doll.
He wanted to roll his eyes and walk away; humans were so weak, especially compared to the force of a Dragon. But what she said next stopped him.
"I'm sorry."
He paused. 
"You're sorry?" he said in complete confusion. His English was rough, but he had paid some sort of attention when they had taught it in school. "I bumped into you. I should have been watching where I was going," she said. 

This girl was slight and pale as ivory with jet black hair and dark eyes. Her collarbone stuck out, her cheekbones were sharp, and her body clad in a long skirt and long-sleeve shirt. She was completely different from any woman he had ever seen. Something about her seemed odd, however, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. 
Dragon women were normally large boned, tall, and strong. Their clothing was made to show off their bodies with their armor wrapped around their strong muscles when they fought. This girl couldn't have been more different from them had she tried. Dragon women were also strong willed and held their heads high, hardly ever apologizing.
"You should have been..." he shook his head. He was surprised to find it bothered him that she took the blame. It had been his fault, and he was fine with that. It was almost intentional. That was just who he was. But when she met his eyes, he felt disarmed. He sighed, reaching to help her up. What a weak, pathetic little kitten. "It's fine."
Now standing, she was taller than he originally believed, although they weren't anywhere close in height. She was oddly beautiful, he thought, if one liked that look.
Not that he knew what he liked; there had been no one who caught his fancy back home. His brothers, on the other hand, always seemed to have women in their arms.
"Thank you," she said. "I walk this route all the time, so I space out sometimes."
Something clicked in his brain. 
"You know the area well then?"
"Yes," she said, shrugging one bony shoulder. "Are you lost?"
" I..." He paused. What difference did telling her make, though? If she couldn't be trusted, he could always be rid of her. "I need some help with a," he said, holding up the scroll, "family heirloom."
"Oh," she clearly wasn't expecting that response. "I could show you in the direction of the museum in town? They are mostly a modern art gallery, though, so I'm not sure that'll help."
"Uh..." he translated the words in his head. "No. I need someone with languages, ancient ones. The older the better."
"Seriously?" she said, brushing the hair from her eyes. He was confused once more.
"Yes."
"Sorry, that was rude of me," she said. "It's just a coincidence. That's my degree in school."
"Languages?"
"Dead languages to be specific," she said. " I mean, I'm only in my second year, but my grades are good. I could take you to one of my professors..."
"No," he quickly cried out. When trying to orchestrate a plan like this, the less people involved, the better. She was already involved. "I mean, you're in your second year?" Their school system was much the same as Earth, and she seemed a bit old for that. 
"Sort of," she said. "I mean, technically. I've been taking classes a bit slow, a few at a time when I can."
He cocked his head.
"Busy life?"
"I uh...have a medical condition," she replied. "So, I just take it slow."
That was what he felt radiating off her earlier. Illness – the aura of death. This fragile little thing didn't have much left in her.
Of course, he could fix that with a snap of his fingers. Magic could heal any human disease in a blink.
"Well," he put on a sly smile. "I could fix that."
She looked at him like he was crazy.
"I'm sorry?"
Quick as a whip, he reached forward, grasping her arm. She didn't even have time to scream, although he saw her eyes widen. Her face did lose the little bit of color it had as his hand tightened around her wrist.
There were other people in the park. She could have screamed had she wanted to.
But a strange feeling flooded her body; the sudden heat and sense of wellness stunned her. She had a headache when she first ran into him, but she noticed it was virtually gone. She felt less tired, her eyes more alert, her body lighter.
Cole’s eyes flashed yellow, the telltale sign of a dragon shifter. He glanced away, but she had already noticed.
When he knew that the magic had done its job, he let go of her arm.
She remained stock still, almost paralyzed as she met his eyes. 
"What...are you?" she whispered softly.
"Does it matter?" he asked, a smirk curving his lips. "Does it matter what I am, so long as you are cured?"
"Can you...cure me?" she asked.
"I can, there is more where that came from. This will wear off, but I can make it permanent," he replied. He wasn't entirely sure what the details of her condition were, but in the end, she was simply a weak mortal. He could cure anything. "Can you read my document?"
"It'll take some work," she answered, "but I can."
"Are you afraid?" he asked with such intensity that she had to take a step back. But there wasn't any fear in her eyes.
"No," she said. "I’m not afraid. Should I be?"
"If you don't do as I say," he said, quietly but firmly. "I will kill you. "
"I'm dead anyways," she raised her chin. "So, what have I got to lose?"
He liked her attitude. It wasn't quite strength, but there was commitment.
"What's your name?"
"Enya," she said, and held out her hand. He remembered that this was a human tradition and took it.
"I'm Cole," he said. "And together we will change the world."




  
    
    
    Evander
    
  




  


Chapter 2
Every night, she lay in bed, asking herself whether it was possible. Asking herself whether he was just conning her; whether he had some cheap trick to make her believe that she felt better. Enya wanted to be healthy more than anything in the world. Her mind was strong; her thoughts kept her awake long after her body failed her. She watched healthy people run, jump, laugh, and work 12-hour days with envy. But she had never known that life. Plagued with chronic pancreatitis that she had inherited from her father's side, she had always known pain, always known weakness. And the way things were going, she would soon know death. Her pancreatic tissue was slowly fading, and the disease affected all systems of the body. Normally caused by heavy drinking, hers was idiopathic, inherited, and deadly. 
But the day after Cole touched her, she had a blood test taken at the hospital. The physician who had followed her since birth seemed genuinely confused at the results. 
"I'm going to redo these tests next week, if you don't mind coming in," he said, squinting at the paper. "Because it says that you are gaining digestive enzymes. That's odd."
"Right," Enya said, knowing exactly why that was the case. "Odd. And there's no cause for it? Maybe I'm getting better?"
"Enya," he leveled with her, looking her straight in the eye. "You know it's not possible for you to get better. Having false hope isn't going to help."
"I know, I know," she said, abandoning all reason. She had spent a lot of time googling her disease and of course had spent a lot of time within the medical system. She knew there was no hope of curing herself with science the way it was.
This meant Cole was telling the truth. She hadn't just been hypnotized into feeling better; she really had healed a bit. 
"I'll come in next week for a retest," she said to the doctor, but she was sure that unless he showed up again, her levels would go back to normal. She had a feeling Cole's magic was temporary until he cured her for real.
He had left her in the park with the scroll and the promise that he would be back soon to check on her progress. But she had no idea when soon would be.
All she knew right then was that she was suddenly motivated to work on it.
After a few more follow up words, she was allowed to leave. Enya didn't usually schedule class on days that she had appointments because she felt like they were too draining.
Today, however, there was a new spring in her step as she headed back to the small apartment she paid for with student loans. Her parents had been nervous about her moving out by herself, especially when her disease caused frequent medical attacks. But she had to have independence; she had to have a life. Her apartment was ten minutes from the school, but just two streets down from the hospital, of which she was a frequent visitor. 
She had put the scroll under her bed, unsure of what to make of it at the time. But now home with a new-found curiosity, she slowly unrolled it.
It was authentic. She could tell as soon as she cracked it open. There was the familiar smell of antiques, of dust, and the musky past.
The ink was half faded but well preserved, scrawled across the page with a practiced hand.
She had never seen writing like this before. Ancient script was harder than modern script of a different language for many reasons. Some letters or words had long since died out, and there was no globalization. Today, it seemed like all major languages shared some similarities. But back then, things could have nothing in common due to the lack of communication between cultures.
She had no idea where to begin. None of the symbols looked familiar to her. Nothing jumped out.
Part of her agreement was that she would do it by herself. Enya was tempted to go into school to ask her professor, but she remembered the results of the blood test. He had been telling the truth. He could make her better.
And so, she hunched over the text, took out a blank notepad, and began working. 
It was somewhere around midnight when the pain started. She tried to ignore it at first, hoping that it was just a spasm. She was so focused on the text and on trying to match the letters to one of her many translation textbooks that she had on hand. She was glad she never really got around to selling them. 
The pain began to radiate up her abdomen, causing her to gasp and grit her teeth.
She was onto something. Some of the symbols possibly looked like Aramaic, a long dead language. There was certainly no one alive who spoke Aramaic anymore.
She sketched a few of the symbols as nausea rolled through her body.
E. She was positive that the odd looking one that appeared the most frequently was E. It had to be. It was one of the most basic rules of translation – E was the most common letter of the alphabet.
Enya was top of her class and she always had been. When things weren't so bad, she had dreamed of working for the UN as a translator. She would earn a good salary and help her parents get out of the medical debt that she put them in.
She supposed, in a way, that a cure was the highest paid salary of all. 
She was just filling in E to the copy she had drawn of the scroll when the pain she had been feeling became too much to ignore.
A spasm hit and she felt her stomach turn over. She cried out in pain, leaning to the side of the bed. She knew that it was going to be bad, because she could see the edges of her vision go black.
"Ah!" she managed to move away from the scroll just in time before heaving into the nearby garbage can.
She hadn't eaten very much that day, but her stomach never failed to surprise her. 
"Oh goodness, oh goodness," she clutched her blanket as she broke out into a cold sweat.
But suddenly, she felt a hand on her arm, and everything came back into focus.
The heaving had made her eyes watery. As she glanced at what appeared to be Cole, she was sure that she saw a halo above his head.
"Gross," he said. "Do you humans have no dignity?"
Enya was simply grateful that she wasn't going to pass out in a pile of vomit. No wonder she didn't have a boyfriend.
Gingerly, she wiped her mouth.
"Because you've never been sick."
He smirked, letting go of her arm.
"No," he said. "We do not entertain such notions anymore."
She leaned back against the pillows, grateful she had at least hit the garbage can. And then, logic returned to her brain.
"How did you get in here?"
She should have been afraid. She should have feared for her life, her possessions. But as she watched his yellow-tinted eyes and his usual smirk, she knew she had nothing to fear. So long as she upheld her end of the bargain, that is. 
He was handsome in the way that images normally stared back at her from 15th century historical paintings. He didn't look quite right in modern day as if he was holding himself to different standards. 
"I can cure you, and yet you wonder if a half-locked door can stop me?" he asked, raising an eyebrow. 
"Stupid questions get stupid answers, I guess," she leaned forward. "Sorry you had to see that. It was not the most attractive thing, by far."
"Because I care about how attractive you look," he replied. "Have you cracked the code yet?"
"I got one letter," she replied. "At least, I think I got one letter. I did tell you it would take a while."
"One letter has taken you a week?" he asked, in disbelief. 
"Is there a deadline I don't know about?" she answered. "Besides me expiring?"
His face changed.
"The deadline is as soon as possible. Does that ring true in your ears?"
"There has to be a reason," she answered. "You wouldn't be so desperate to have it otherwise."
He rolled his eyes.
"Is it a strange concept to you?" he asked. "To want to do something because someone told you that you couldn't?"
"Not at all," she replied. "People tell me I can't do things all the time. If anything, it inspires me to do them even more."
"There we go then, we have a common understanding," he replied. "So, spend less time emptying your stomach and more time working on the scroll. May I remind you that your life hangs in the balance?"
"My life hung in the balance long before you came into the picture," she answered, defensively. She didn’t like being kept in the dark. "You should tell me why you want it. It might help me solve it faster if I know the reason behind it. Common sense is a huge part of language."
He gave her a look.
"Are you telling the truth?"
"Yes," she said. "I have no reason not to."
"Fine," he sighed. "I suppose that you'll be dead if you fail, so it doesn't make a difference. I'm a Prince, from a world far away. Or I was, until my father told me I was actually some mongrel orphan. I thought I was of Royal Dragon blood, but it turns out I'm just some witch-dragon mutt. That throne is not mine for the taking, and that planet is lost to me. But this one, this one could be mine, if you activate that scroll."
She sat there in silence for a little longer than he was comfortable with. Cole flexed his hand, causing sparks to warm up beneath his palm. He was ready to act. He didn't really want to kill her. He wasn't the monster people made him out to be. He was mischievous and he was hurt. But he would do it if he had to – if she lost her mind.
He stood there staring at Enya, and her calm gaze slowly disarmed him.
"Aren't you afraid?" he asked, confused.
"No," she replied. "Every race has a reaping. Every creation story has an ending."
"Is that what you think I am?" he asked. "The end?"
"Or the beginning," she replied. "When you have come to terms with death, you learn what matters and what doesn't. I don't know if you are who you say you are, but I saw in my blood tests today what you can do. The rest doesn't matter."
"I am a god compared to humans, " he said. "I am superior to you in every way."
She shrugged.
"And yet, you need me to help you with this. It's odd, isn't it?"
He hadn't expected that response. His shoulders relaxed and he even chuckled a bit.
"I suppose I do," he replied. 
"Good." She flipped the scroll towards him. "Now, do you want to see which one I think is E?"
"Sure." He glanced at the scroll, but his mind was elsewhere. For a week, he had thought about nothing else but how he was going to take over this planet. But now, he was distracted by thoughts of how she could answer the way she just had. How she was the only person who didn't see him as a monster, as a criminal, as a mongrel who had lost his throne.
Besides, it's not as if he had anywhere else to go. His world had rejected him; he was wanted for his crimes of destruction. His brothers had surely shunned him, or were too distracted to even notice he was gone. This place, with this girl, was all he had now. 
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Chapter 3
"Don't miss the Translators Ball which will be held next month. For those of you who are sitting in your seats right now thinking of not going, remember that you will be mixing and mingling with some of the top minds in translation. There will be games, puzzles, and food which usually draws the rest of you in like flies."
That last statement caused Enya to look up from her notes, as it did for most students. However, it wasn't the food that enticed her, but the idea of multiple translators in one place. She could bring the scroll and pretend like it was a puzzle. This could give her the headway she needed.
Secretly, Enya also wanted a chance to feel pretty and good about herself, something that she hadn't experienced in months. To put on a formal gown and dance the night away sounded wonderful.
She blushed when she realized that Cole was on her arm in that image. With his dark hair and pale skin, he would be a sight to see. 
She shook the image from her head. This was not the way she was supposed to be thinking about him. 
As class was dismissed, she gathered up her books in a hurry. Her stomach had been growling, and she figured eating would distract her. Enya very rarely could eat when she was hungry; either her stomach disagreed, or her medication schedule didn’t allow for it. But these days, she could eat anything. 
Rushing out into the hallway, she bumped straight into Cole. 
He looked slightly out of place, standing in the middle of all the college students. If she were to compare him to humans, she would say that he was probably in his 30s. Even though he had chosen a more normal style of clothing today, she still thought he stood out somehow. His jeans were too expensive looking, and his gray shirt fit him too well.
“What are you doing here?” she asked in shock. He raised his eyebrow, a slight smirk on his face. 
“Is that any way to greet me, love? Given what I'm doing for you.”
Enya rolled her eyes, shifting her backpack to the other shoulder.
“That's not what I meant. I meant what are you doing here, in my school, right now?”
“I came to check on your progress, of course,” he answered. “And your library.”
“Our library?” she said. “I've checked the library, and I've gotten all the books that could be of use.”
“Ah well,” he said as his eyes twinkled, “two sets of eyes are better than one, aren’t they?” 
“Sure.” She felt slightly annoyed that he didn't trust her, but she supposed any help couldn’t hurt at this point. Her stomach suddenly let out a growl loud enough for Cole to hear. She didn't want to say anything because her time with Cole was precious and although she wasn't sure how she felt about him, she wanted to learn more who he was.  
She led the way to the large library containing stacks upon stacks of dusty books that no one ever looked at. Even Cole coughed as they made their way through them to the language books. 
“No one uses them,” she said. “Everything is online. It's –” she was about to explain, and then he laughed.
“Do you think I don't know what online is?” he asked. “Our civilization is far more advanced than yours.”
“I forgot,” she replied. “Everything about you seems so…old fashion.”
“Does it?” he cocked an eyebrow. “You would be blown away by the things you would see on Umora.”
“I…” she started, about to retort with a witty comeback. But then she felt a knot in her throat, a side effect of not eating. Her window of hunger had passed, and it had turned to nausea. She wavered slightly, and Cole’s gaze turned protective and concerned.
“Are you alright?”
“I'm fine.” She tried to waive it off, but it was clear that her body was fighting her. She reached out for the shelf and Cole quickly caught her before she fell. “It's fine. I just need to eat something.”
“Woman, why didn't you say something?” he asked. “Where is there food on this sprawling metropolis?”
It was Tuesday meaning that her tuition payment had come out of her account. If she had any hope of making it to next semester, or at least until her next loan payment, $5.99 specials were not in her future. “I'm alright.”
“What, you don't eat on Tuesdays?”
She would have laughed if it weren't so sad. Instead, she briefly leaned her head against his shoulder, trying to get her bearings. 
She knew he could kill her, but she had seen her blood tests. He could also save her, if he wanted. 
“Goodness,” she managed, when the feeling had passed. “That was close.”
“Close to what?” he raised an eyebrow. 
“Last time I was in here, I forgot lunch as well and ended up on the floor. It seems to be a trend around here.”
“Enya,” he said. “I would appreciate you not dying before you solved my mystery.”
“Sorry to inconvenience you,” she replied. “Dou think you can take me home?”
“Aye,” he answered, although there was an unexpected note of sympathy in his voice. 
Lately, she noticed that he didn’t choose to flood her with magic, nor did he choose to cure her there and then. Had it been a one-time proposition? Was being a dragon shifter, a part witch, something that he made up? Something that could only be done at a certain time?
She had to know. Once she was inside the confines of her tiny apartment, the questions came flooding out.
“Can you show me?”
“Show you what?” he asked, with raised eyebrows as he had barely finished shutting the door.
“That you are a dragon? I know you have magic; I saw my blood tests. But you have to understand why this is all so hard for me to believe.”
He said nothing as he leaned against the counter, and her heart plummeted. 
“You aren't, are you?” she asked. “Goodness, I'm an idiot.”
“I am,” he assured her, with a glare that could be described as icy. “But it's not as simple as that.”
“What, it needs to be a full moon?” she taunted him. The lack of food was making her head pound, and she was feeling testy. 
“No,” he replied, “but it takes a higher level of magic to transform on Earth than on Umora. And I don't have an unlimited amount of magic here. So, if I show you to satisfy your curiosity, you better not need any relief for about a week. Is that clear?”
She considered this, and then nodded. 
“Just toss me that banana and there's half a sandwich in the fridge. I'll be alright. My blood tests after the last time were good.”
He sighed, clearly not a fan of this plan. But as powerful as he felt, he understood that she could refuse to help him. She was dying one way or another, and his threats didn't mean as much to her as they did to a healthy person.
“Fine,” he said, as he retrieved the food. “Stand back. Don't move. This apartment is barely big enough to hold both of us, forget a dragon.”
“Right,” she sat on her loveseat against the wall and crossed her legs, watching him intently.
She wasn't sure what to expect, if anything at all. But when the gold magic started swirling around him, she knew that everything he told her was true. 
The magic began to engulf him, the gold burning her eyes. She reached up to shield her eyes, but she couldn't tear her gaze completely from him. Giant wings began to expand, and his head went from human to angular. Smoke came from his nose, and green and gold scales engulfed his body. 
In almost no time at all, a beautiful dragon was standing in her living room, his wing span going from wall to wall. He dipped his angular head towards her, and she slowly unfolded herself from the couch, mesmerized.
“Wow, “she said. “You weren't joking.”
He met her eyes, lowering his head. With a smile, she reached up and her instinct of being an animal lover causing her to scratch his eye ridge
His multi-lidded eyes closed in pleasure, just for a moment. 
“Are you in there?” she asked, softly. “Or is your brain all dragon now?” 
Obviously, he couldn't answer her. But he bumped his head against her hand, and his eyes flashed. 
“Yes, you are,” she grinned. “You are in there.”
They stood in silence for a moment, and he sat back on his haunches. He had to duck his head to avoid hitting her ceiling, and she smiled. 
“Alright,” she said. “You proved it to me. I'm going to change. Maybe you should change, too.”
He cocked his head, to indicate that he understood. She headed into her bedroom, shutting the door.
It was only then that she covered her face with her hands, and took a deep breath. 
This was real. Everything she knew before him had been a lie. Dragons were real, witches were real, and despite what the doctors had told her, there was a cure for her. And the cure was standing in her living room. 
She took her time changing into sweatpants, pulling back her hair as she finished the banana in her hand. When she felt less shell shocked, she opened the door again. 
Cole was sitting on the loveseat as if nothing had ever happened. He looked tired, but satisfied. 
“Believe me now, do you?”
“I believed you before,” she said, as she leaned on the counter. “I just needed to see it. I needed to see that my hope was real.”
“Hope?” he asked, confused. 
“Hope,” she said. “For a cure.”
“Oh,” he clearly hadn't thought of it that way. “Yes. That is real.”
“Is it easier for you?” she asked. “To be a dragon? Or is it human that is easier?”
“Easier?” that seemed to confuse him even more. “There isn't one form that's easier. On Umora, everyone takes the form that suits them at the time. The dragon is easier to be angry, to be strong, but a human form has it's advantages as well.”
“But there must be one that you prefer.”
“Didn't you grow up bilingual?” he asked. 
“Yes,” she replied. 
“Perfectly? There isn't a language that you prefer, is there?”
“No,” she admitted. “Both my parents' languages are natural to me. I wouldn't know how to be unilingual.”
“There you go,” he replied. “We aren't so different, are we?”
“No,” she said, “we aren't.”
“Now that it's all sorted,” he pointed to the half-eaten sandwich, the moment broken. “eat. And then it's back to work. I can't wait forever.”
“Neither can I,” she said, as she moved towards the sandwich. They were both on borrowed time it seemed, and she wasn't sure which of them would outlast the other – in patience, or in life. 
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Chapter 4
“I think I have a solution,” Enya said, when he burst into her house for the third day that week. “But we have to go out.”
He leaned against the wall in the front hallway.
“How long have you been thinking about that excuse?” he asked, although it was slightly good natured. “Why didn't you say it yesterday?”
“Because yesterday, I wasn't quite so desperate,” she replied. “But today, I'm at the end of my rope.”
“I thought you were good at this,” he said, and she rolled her eyes. 
“I am good at this. But in terms of education, I'm still only in my second year. And I spend half my time trying not to throw up. Can you have some compassion?”
“The world showed no compassion to…” he was about to lament his own misfortune, but her eyes, large and pleading, told him otherwise. “Never mind. Fine. Yes. What's your idea?”
“Why are you so testy today?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “What happens when you are away from me?” 
That was not an answer he wanted to give her. That was an answer that involved long hours of walking the streets, of lurking, and of finding a place where he wouldn't be noticed. He hadn't been back to Umora in weeks, and Earth didn't exactly have exciting possibilities. Conserving his magic except to convince people to give him food and shelter wasn't the most exciting story, but he wasn't about to admit that to her. 
“What is your idea, Enya?” he asked as she sighed. 
“The translator's ball,” she replied. “It's tonight, and there will be top-notch translators there. The theme is all about puzzles and games. We could easily sneak our puzzle in and see if anyone could help.”
“Do you realize how compromising that could be?”
“It could,” she said. “If I didn't know who could be trusted, who could be too drunk to say a word about yet another puzzle they had to solve.”
“Hmm,” he contemplated. “And you realize if this goes wrong, it's on your head?”
“Will you stop threatening to kill me?” she asked him. “Because that's my fate, no matter what you do. The only way this works in my favor is if it works out exactly the way you want it.”
“You're right,” he sighed, giving up. “Fine. What do you need to go to this ball?”
“You,” she replied, and his shoulders tensed. 
“Oh no,” he said. “You are not roping me into this.”
“I can't go alone,” she protested. “Don't you think it will look odd, me standing alone, shuffling this puzzle around?”
“As opposed to someone they've never seen, who is not a translator?”
“But you can speak another language,” she pointed out. “It's just one they've never heard before.”
He smirked at that.
“You’ve thought this out, haven’t you?”
“Possibly,” she admitted, blushing. “What harm could it do, really? I need a boost, and if this world is to be your new life until you are accomplished, then you might as well get out and about.”
He said nothing to that, crossing his arms. 
“Fine,” he said. “What do you need?” 
“I have everything I need.” She eyed her closet, knowing there was one dress that could still fit her rapidly slimming figure. “The question is, what are you going to wear?”
“What do I need to wear?” It was the first time she had seen him look confident.
“Something formal, I imagine,” she said. “Do you have a suit? Can you get a suit? No, don’t just snap your fingers. You said you must conserve your magic. You can go shopping.”
“You're intolerable,” he said. “If I had known that in the park when we met, I–”
“You'd what?” She raised an eyebrow. “Would you really not work with me?”
Something passed between them – a look, a glance – and he felt lost for words. 
“No,” he stuttered at last. “I'd probably do the same thing.”
“Good.” She grinned. 
In the end, they managed to get him a suit. She pointed him around the corner to a mall, and he managed to not kill anyone on the way there or back. Sharing the space to get dressed was a little tricky, however. She seemed to take on new energy when she was preparing for a formal event. She moved between the bedroom and the living room, fixing her hair, using the better light for makeup, jostling around him. But when she stepped out of the room in a red dress with a billowing skirt and her hair piled on top of her head, Cole had to hold his breath. 
Before, she was quirky and pretty in an unassuming sort of way. Now, she was simply stunning. 
She wasn't anything like the dragon women or the witch women. She was her own person, her own type of beauty, and he had to look away. 
“One would think you were stitching the dress by hand with the amount of time you took,” he said, standing up. 
She couldn't stop staring at him. In a charcoal-grey suit and a black shirt, his eyes were piercing, his skin icy, and his cheekbones perfectly carved. He looked like a high fashion model that would stare back at her from the magazine pages, usually with an impossibly beautiful woman in his arms. 
“Did you buy that off the rack?” she asked, when she felt like she could speak properly. “The suit?”
“There was a man who was eager for a commission,” Cole replied. “And I was eager for him to shut up. Now, how are we getting there?”
“Do you have legs?” she asked. “It's not far.”
“Walking?” He raised an eyebrow. “Commoner.” 
“And don't forget it,” she teased. “Although the people going tonight will not be commoners. The tickets are expensive, but experiences are included in my scholarship.”
“You know you don't have to worry about money, right?” he held open the door for her, shockingly gentlemanly of him. “I don't know what you need, but one snap of the finger, and I could get it.”
She raised an eyebrow as she headed out the door, both at his comment and his sudden display of manners. Now that she had seen him in dragon form, she could see the similarities in things like the way he moved and the way his eyes flashed. How she had ever seen him as anything but different was completely stunning, really, given how different he seemed.
“Aren't you supposed to be conserving your magic?”
“Uh,” he grunted. “Maybe anything you want after next week.”
“Anything?” she teased him as they hit the pavement. It was early in the evening, but the night air was already chilly. Enya crossed her arms over her chest, trying to keep out the chill as she walked. “I want a unicorn.”
“No you don't,” he replied. “They are nasty, evil creatures, who will stab you at any opportunity.”
Her mouth fell open. 
“Don't say that. My childhood!”
“Dragons are nicer than unicorns,” he said. “And dragons are not nice at all.”
“What is nice then?” she asked, determined that her entire perception of the world was going to be ruined. 
He paused, thinking for a moment. She was leading the way, so he didn't have to concentrate on where they were going. 
“Werewolves, as you know them, or wolf shifters, aren't bad. Very sociable. Very touchy.”
“Werewolves?” she asked in disbelief. “The whole world is going crazy.”
“Don't believe everything you read,” he warned her. “The world isn't as you think it is.”
“I know that,” she replied. “I knew that the moment I was diagnosed. They teach you in school that you can grow up and be anything that you want; that the world is at your fingertips, that it's easy if you just try. But…” she realized the conversation had suddenly taken a dark turn. “Sorry. Never mind. Where were we?”
“Never mind where we were,” he said, grabbing her wrist. “My world crashed under me when they told me I wasn't their Prince. It didn't make an ounce of difference what I wanted or what I will get, and it shouldn't make a difference to your life, either.”
She searched his eyes, her heart hammering in her chest. 
“Thank you,” she said. “It's nice to hear.”
“But you don't believe it.”
She shrugged one bony shoulder. 
“It's just something I've come to accept. I don't need a speech,” she tried to smile. “I think we're lost, by the way.”
He rolled his eyes, the moment broken. 
“How long have you lived here, exactly?”
“My whole life,” she admitted. “But north and south have always baffled me.”
She pulled up the GPS on her phone, indicating where they should go. After a quick glance, his long legs started in the opposite direction. She noticed that he hadn't let go of her arm. 
“Do you have them on your world? GPS?”
“Navigation?” he asked. “We do, of course. But it's easier. The palace is north. Our rebellions are mostly south. It's hot in the east and cold in the west. One does figure it out rather quickly.”
“Plus, when you can fly over all of it, it's probably effortless,” she answered, and he smirked. 
“It is. Seeing things from the air gives you a better idea of direction, I admit. But still, getting lost in your own city makes you special.”
“I see your language is improving,” she tried to look on the bright side. 
In no time at all, they found the hotel where the ball was being held. All around them, beautifully dressed women and smartly dressed men entered in droves. Enya heard at least seven different languages being spoken, and she smiled as Cole turned his head in confusion at each one. 
“Greek,” she said. “French. Spanish. German. Russ…no, Ukrainian.”
“You can recognize them?”
“Mostly by their bases,” she replied. “It's the first thing they teach you in school, recognizing the roots.”
“And yet our puzzle alludes you?”
“Because it doesn't seem to have any logical roots,” she replied. “I can't find any language like it, no matter how far back I go. Every time I recognize something, it's one symbol that is sort of close to something else.”
“So you say.” He took her arm and she gave him a strange look. “If we're going to be asking these people for help, Enya, we might as well play the part. Shall I be your long-distance fiancé? Did we meet on your inter webs?”
“Internet,” she corrected him. “And that's creepy. It makes you sound like I mail-ordered you from Russia. Do you want to just be an old friend instead? No one asks questions about old friends who moved away.”
“Where's the romance in that?” he teased, but accepted the story as they headed inside. 
The ballroom was decorated with photographs of beautifully drawn letters, and everywhere they looked, there were puzzles, games, silent auctions, and laughter. Everyone had a glass of champagne in their hands and a smile on their face. There was a live band playing music, and tables decorated with calligraphy script. The white on black was enchanting, and Enya breathed in the happy air. She rarely got to go to such events, although she longed for them. 
“Don't enjoy it too much,” Cole said. “Remember, there's work to be done.”
“I thought you wanted to play a part?” she said, as the band took up a new song. “Do you dance?”
He paused, and then smiled. 
“If it will help crack the code, I'll stand on my head,” he replied, taking her into his arms.
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Chapter 5
“That's odd,” said the eighth person they asked. Enya had copied the scroll and unrolled it every time someone whom she knew was distinguished came along. People questioned what it was less and less as the night wore on. She pretended it was part of the ball, a puzzle that they had made to get into the spirit of things, and there would be a prize for the most number of letters deciphered. She didn't know what the prize would be, but so far, most people were tied at zero. They squinted at the letters, using their specialty to decipher a symbol that they thought looked similar to their expertise. “I think that's an L in hieroglyphs, but I'm not quite sure.”
“Yeah,” Enya sighed, leaning against a table. “No one is quite sure.”
“Clearly, you've made the puzzle too hard, my dear.” The old man's eyes twinkled. “You have to remember that some of us don't have as sharp a mind anymore.”
“I didn't make it too hard.” Enya glanced to Cole. “I just thought we could all work together.”
“By using symbols from different ancient languages?” the old man asked, startling both Cole and Enya. 
“What?” she said, raising an eyebrow.
“Did I figure it out?” he asked. “Each symbol is from a different language, isn't it? Now, I see it. That is an L, an ancient form, the first version. And there's an E in Aramaic. Yes, yes, that's it. Isn't it? What's my prize?”
“Uh.” Enya couldn't believe it. Now that he said it, the answer was radically clear. She had suspected it before, but not like this. It was perfect. “A coffee day at your workplace.” Coffee satchels were cheap enough, she was sure she could figure it out. “Where do you work?”
“Red Cross, as a translator, on Bank Street,” he answered. “Do I get to pick the day?”
“Sure,” she said. “Give me your business card, and I'll be in touch.”
“Excellent!” he said, handing it over. “I've never won anything before.”
“Congratulations,” Enya replied, handing the card to Cole. As soon as the old man was gone, she whipped her head around to him. The sudden movement, though, made her feel dizzy, and she felt pins and needles rush through her body. “Whoa.”
“Enya?” Cole had a glass of champagne in his hand – crisp, cold and reminding him of his own world. He had been surprisingly half enjoying himself, letting her do most of the talking while he watched the colors swirl around him. This world did have good aspects as well as bad, and soon they would all be his. He had been picturing himself ruling over them and perhaps throwing a ball as grand as this to celebrate. But the bigger picture left his mind as Enya became pale, and his vision tunneled to her eyes. 
“I'm alright,” she replied, putting a hand on the table. “I just...”
And then she wavered again, shivering with such a passion that he was forced to grab both of her hands. 
“Your hands are like ice, love,” he said. Her collarbone was covered in sweat, and he realized how glassy her eyes looked. “What's going on?”
“Nothing. It's nothing,” she closed her eyes. “It'll pass, I promise.”
“What will pass?” he asked, and she winced. 
“Sometimes, it just…we should keep asking people.”
“Forget people,” he said. “You're no use to me dead.”
“I…” her sentences weren't coming out in full and she groaned, loud enough to be heard over the clink of champagne glasses. Her teeth were chattering, and he could hear that her heartbeat was out of control. “Oh goodness.”
To avoid drawing attention, he pulled her close as if he was simply showing her affection. In his arms, she felt so small, so fragile. 
“Tell me what's going to happen,” he said in her ear. 
“I need to lie down,” she managed. “Could you take me–”
“You aren't going to make it home,” he replied, looking around for the entrance back to the hotel lobby. “Here, give me the scroll and hold onto my arm.”
“Where are we going?”
Her voice sounded far away and childish. 
“This is a hotel, isn't it?” he asked. “And you need to lie down? The solution seems logical enough to me.”
“Cole, the rooms here are–”
“Never mind that,” he answered, as her teeth chattered harder. Although her hands were like ice, her body burned, and he knew that she must have been feeling ill half the night. “Come on.”
He dragged her through the lobby, barely managing to convince her to sit in a chair while he went to the front desk. She was hunched over, eyes closed, and he couldn't take his gaze off her while he ordered a room. 
Humans were so mortal – so fragile. Was this how she was to perish, close to immortality, but not quite within reach? He opened and closed his palms as they registered for a room, fighting for magic, but knowing none would come. He had truly drained his supply to transform into a dragon, and he wouldn't have any for a few days yet. If he was on Umora, he could heal her in a moment. He hated this planet for that. Hated the pull of its gravity and the quality of its air. 
What startled him most of all, however, was how worried about her he was. He told himself it was because his chance of ruling slipped away with every gasping breath she took. She was the only person he could trust, and her mind was always half clouded with pain and fear. But he knew deep in his heart that the truth was about more than the scroll. It had been about more than the scroll from the moment he saw her.
This wasn't supposed to happen. He was supposed to be heartless and cruel, an ice king ruling with an iron fist. That was how they described him on Umora. They bowed to his brothers and his father out of respect; but they bowed to him out of fear. How much would they fear him if they could see him now, helping this fragile girl under the covers?
“It's so cold,” she said, the blankets drawn up. “This room is like ice.”
“It's not,” he glanced at the thermostat, the primitive technology confusing him. “It's set as high as it will go, I think.”
“I'm sure it is.” She wrapped the blanket tighter, drawing it up to her chin. “Goodness, I can't even think straight. Ow.” Her eyes clouded again, and she gritted her teeth. 
He was helpless, standing by the foot of the bed, his empty palms flexing for nothing. He felt his heart half shatter when she looked up at him. He was trying to remain calm, trying to remain impartial. But nobody could remain impartial when such eyes pleaded for help.
“Can you–”
“I can't,” he said, although it nearly broke him to admit it. “I told you that the dragon transformation would use up my stockpile. I have nothing left, even if I wanted to.”
“Would you want to?” She wasn't sure she wanted to know the answer. 
“Yes.” He was standing paralyzed at the foot of her bed, his own chest rising and falling harshly. “If I could.”
She considered that answer, and then held her hand out. 
“Come,” she said. “Please. You're warm, at least.”
“I…” He was about to protest about the indecency of it, the lack of proper form. But despite her pain, she looked so beautiful, so tempting, so angelic. He couldn't stop himself from moving forward. 
He gently climbed onto the bed beside her, easing her body until she was mostly in his arms. She buried her face in his chest, and he squeezed tightly, resting his chin on the top of her head.
“The scroll---”
“The scroll will still be there in the morning,” he said. “I'm not sure that you will be.”
“This isn't death,” she said, although it felt like it. “When I feel like this, I always assume this is a worse fate than death. Like I'm being punished for something I did in a past life.” 
“What could you have possibly done in a past life to deserve this?” he wondered. 
“I didn't solve a scroll for another Dragon Lord?” 
He laughed at that, brushing her hair away from her face. 
“Probably,” he said. “Maybe we've done this all before.”
“Is that a thing?” she managed. “Past lives?”
“No,” he sighed. “There is only one life as far as we know. For some of us, it's longer than others, but there is only one.”
“Is there a heaven?” she asked. “Up in the clouds, where you are from?”
He was silent for quite awhile on that front. 
“There may be,” he said. “I'm sure you'll find out one day. Although, it's unlikely that I'll meet you there.”
She grasped his hand as a fresh wave of pain hit her. Their fingers intertwined, and he didn't want to let go. 
“How often does this happen?”
“Not so often,” she said. “Although more often than not lately. The weeks when you first touched me were blessed.”
“And they will be again,” he said. 
“When?”
“Soon. A few days, at least. Unless,” he thought, carefully, “I could go back.”
“Go back where?”
“To Umora,” he replied. “It would replenish the supply faster.”
“You haven't been going back?” That made her raise her head in surprise. “Why not?”
He sighed, moving the stray hair again. 
“It's complicated, Enya,” he said. “And it takes far more energy than you have at the moment. Rest now. We'll take about it later.”
She seemed to accept that answer, lying her head on his chest again. The spasms soon subsided, and she lay peacefully, their hands still intertwined. 
Making sure that she was okay was the first time in a long time that he had not thought about the scroll. She tossed and turned half the night, and he made sure that she was comfortable, covered, and safe. 
When her hand squeezed his in her sleep, perhaps for comfort, he squeezed back, his eyes never closing. 
This was not part of the plan; this girl clung to him like he was her lifeline. 
He was her lifeline, he realized, as the dawn sun rose. Even without magic, he could feel her life force dwindling. She had to trust him. She had to work hard, because there was no other hope. 
But was that why she lay so peacefully upon him, looking more comfortable than she had since they had met?
Did she feel for him what he felt for her? Confusion, riddled with fondness and warmth in the heart? 
Her phone which had been left on the bedside table went off, and he got to it before she did. 
Class said the alarm, but he didn't really care. She needed to sleep, that much was clear. And in his heart, he didn't want her to move. 
It was half past ten when her eyes finally started to flutter open. He relaxed his grip so she could move as she needed to, stretching, but not reacting in shock when she found him there. 
“Have you been watching over me all night?” she asked. 
“How are you feeling?” he asked, deflecting the question. 
“Better.” She sank onto the pillow beside him, taking her hand. “Did you use magic?”
“No,” he replied. “I just was here.”
“Apparently, that's enough,” she smiled at him and his heart warmed. 
“Apparently, it is,” he said. 
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Chapter 6
“I didn't know what to bring you,” he said, as she pulled open the door. “So, I brought you everything.”
Enya's mouth fell open in a giggle as Cole made his way through the hotel room door. There was free breakfast that ended half an hour after she woke up, so she sent him down to get it while she showered. There were no fresh clothes, since their sleepover hadn’t been planned, but at least she felt more alive. 
“Did you bring me the entire buffet?” she said, as he set down three plates piled high. “How much do you think I eat?”
“I wanted you to have choice,” he admitted, as the plates almost toppled over. 
“Do you eat?” she asked, and he smirked.
“Yes, darling.”
“Sorry, silly questions.” She sat down at the desk. But Enya's interest in the food was second only to the scroll. She was typing frantically on her phone, and then scribbling on a spare napkin. 
“I've got it,” she said suddenly. Cole looked at her in shock.
“What?”
“I cracked it,” she said, squinting at her scribbles. “That old man was right. Are you ready?”
He felt his stomach lurch as he sat at the end of the bed.
“Yes?” he said. 
In a way, he’d gotten used to the fact that she would never solve it. Of course, he still had his mind on the goal. But the idea of spending all this time with her, in a constant limbo, did not sadden him.
She cleared her throat. 
“In front of the pillars of Hercules, you will find the key. On this island, there exists a confederation of kings, of great and marvelous power. You will have sway of the world, if you climb the tower.”
“What does that mean?” he asked, in confusion. The words were too fast, and he felt like they were no closer to what they needed. 
“It's Plato,” she said. “Plato was...don't worry, it doesn't matter. And apparently, someone is either quoting him or Plato knew of magic, which explains so much. The fact is, I remember those verses. He's referring to Atlantis.”
“Well, where's that?” he asked, and she sighed.
“No one even thought Atlantis was real.” She typed a few more things on her phone. “I mean, it appears in hundreds of things as myths, but it looks like Plato thought it was Gibraltar..”
“Which is?”
“Very far from here,” she said. “We'd have to travel.”
“We?” he answered, and she shrugged.
“Do you honestly think I'd let you get this far and not come along for the ride?”
“What about your life here?” he asked, even though secretly, he was thrilled that she was considering coming along. “You have class, you have–”
“What difference does my life here make if you are going to take control of Earth?” she asked. “Or, let me put it another way; without you, I'm going to die. The safest place is with you. In more ways than one.”
He paused, picking at the bedspread. 
“Is that the only reason?” he asked, cautiously. “Safety?”
Enya paused, and his heart thudded in his chest.
“No,” she said, coming to sit beside him. “It's not.”
He turned to look at her, and found that their lips were inches apart. 
He knew this was a terrible idea. He knew that she was so different from him, so fragile, stuck in human form. They had grown up on such different worlds; they were such different creatures.
None of that stopped him from meeting her lips, and pulling her close. 
She didn't pull away, nor did she seem surprised by this development. She kissed him back, her lips nipping and biting at his. At first, she was hesitant, but then the kiss deepened. He wrapped his arms around her, feeling her warm body against his.
When they finally broke apart, they were both panting. 
“Wow,” she said. “I didn't expect that. Sorry, I don't have a toothbrush.”
He laughed at that, taking her hand. 
“Do they not teach you humans romance?”
“Of course, they do,” she said. “But nothing taught me about kissing a dragon. Which, by the way, was excellent.”
Her stomach growled then, and her attention went back to breakfast. He let go of her hand so she could pick at the bagels.
“Do you really want to come with me?” he said. “Because I would be delighted to have you along.”
“I would,” she said. “I'm not the easiest person to travel with, though. There's meds, as I'm sure you've figured out by now.”
“We'll figure it out,” he assured her. “And my magic should return in a few days, so I'll be able to help you.”
“To cure me?” she asked, and he looked away. Regardless of the developments between them, he couldn't give over his whole heart, not yet. There had been too many times he had trusted and had his trust shattered. Even though she made his heart beat faster, and that he thought he was falling in love, he couldn't give her what she wanted. What if she lied? What if she left him? What if all of this was a ruse? 
After all, if his own family had been that way, why would this be any different?”
“I will cure you when we’ve succeeded,” he said, at last. “But I’ll help you.”
“Mmm,” she didn't seem impressed, but her mind was already on the next step. “When do you want to go?”
“As soon as possible,” he said. “Without putting you in danger. You still need rest after last night, and I'm not willing to take any more chances.”
“I'm fine,” she tried to assure him. “But if we're going to be headed to a country where my doctor isn't, I need time to gather some meds. And maybe pack a suitcase.”
“I can get you whatever you need,” he said. “Why don't you stay here and give me a list?”
“I’m not going to break,” she said. “You need to believe in me. I mean, I got this far without you, didn't I?”
“That you did,” he said. “But we need to make sure that is true a little longer. Now, make me a list. Include things like paying your rent, anything that you need to do so your life isn't in shambles, should you return to it.”
“There won't be a return,” she was clear about that. “If we don't succeed, you know I’m not coming back here.”
He held her gaze for a long moment, and then sighed. 
“Make me a list,” he said, turning to look out the window. He didn't want to tell her that she wouldn't die under his watch, even if they failed. Even if saving her was his last dying breath, he would probably do it. He hated himself for it; feelings this intense scared him. But it was true, and she'd be able to read it in his face if she looked at him any longer. “I'm going to extend our stay here. You're comfortable, and I don't want to overexert you more than you need.”
“Are you going to get my clothes, too?” she asked, teasing him.
“If that's what I need to do.” He pointed to the note paper on the desk. “Write.”
She made a list and handed over her apartment key, coming to terms with the fact that she would likely never return to it. Enya had never been obsessed with material goods; her apartment was sparse. Anything of value to her was still at her parent's house.
Her parents. She fiddled with her phone after Cole left, contemplating on whether she should text them. But what would she say?
I think I have a boyfriend? He's going to take over the world, and he's a dragon?
My boyfriend can cure me?
I just kissed a Dragon?
Going to Atlantis. Brb?
Clearly, there was not a right answer. 
She climbed back under the warm covers, enjoying the simplicity of the hotel room. For when they left here, their entire life would be different.
Cole returned in two hours, and she chuckled as she let him in for the second time that day. He was even more burdened than that morning – with suitcases, and a back pack, as well as juggling various things in his hand. 
“Thank you,” she said, as she realized he had gotten every thing on the list. “That was fast.”
“It's easy when you know where you're going.” He winked at her. “I didn't end up going in the wrong direction.”
“Are you ever going to let me live that down?” she answered, as she sat back on the bed.
“Maybe,” he said. “How are you feeling? I assume that there’s a flight we have to take to get to where we need to go.”
“I'm alright,” she said. “There is a fight that leaves tonight, but I don't know if that's too soon. It’s expensive.”
“Hmm,” he flexed his palms, and she saw a tiny bit of magic spark. She looked at him, hopeful, and he winced.
“I could probably convince someone at the airport to give us a flight for free,” he said. “But that'd be it, we'd be back at zero. So, tell me honestly, how are you feeling?”
“I survived without you for awhile,” she said. “And now that you've brought me meds, we'll just have to combat it the old fashion way. Have you ever flown before?”
He smirked, raising an eyebrow.
“Not what I meant,” she cried, throwing a pillow at him with a giggle. “In an airplane. Do you have those?”
“No, because I have wings.” He caught the pillow and sat beside her. “When's the flight?”
“Midnight,” she replied. “We would have to change planes in Belgium and then Spain, there's a huge layover, but it's still faster than any other option. It looks like there are still seats on it.”
“Well then,” he said. “I guess you'll be flying tonight.”
Just then, her phone rang. She glanced over, and saw that it was her mother calling. He reached for it, but she stopped him.
“No,” she said. “There's no point.”
“You'll make your parents panic if you don't answer the phone,” he said. “Whenever my mother sent out a magical ping, if we didn't answer it within a moment, she would–”
He stopped talking then. These were memories of happier times, when he still felt connected to his family – when life was easier and when he was a ruling Prince that had nothing to worry about but what girl would be in his bed and what party he would attend next. 
She let the phone ring, her hand over his. 
“I'll call them later,” she said. “At the airport, perhaps. It's alright.”
“Do you need anything else?” he asked, and she shook her head. “Then, we should go. Atlantis awaits. And hopefully, the key to all the magic.”
“Have you considered that it might not?” she asked, casually. “I mean, the message is pretty clear. But what if I'm wrong?”
“Then I'll keep looking,” he said. “I have all the time in the world, Enya. I can accomplish this.” He got up to head to the bathroom, making sure they hadn't forgotten anything. It was only once he was gone that she spoke, softly, and mostly to herself.
“I don't,” she said. Not that it mattered. Dead or alive, he would take control of this planet. She was just along for the ride, and unfortunately in love with him.
And she thought her university classes were complicated. 
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Chapter 7
“In what class, sir?” The airline attendant asked, at 9:30pm, as they stood at the airport. The sales desk was empty, as Enya suspected that it would be. After all, no one bought their tickets at the counter anymore. 
Currently, there was space on the flight. It seemed this was not a popular flight at an odd time, so they had their pick. 
“Do you have any in–” Enya was about to say business, which was one up from economy. She figured maybe she could have a little luxury for once in her life. But Cole took things to a whole other level.
“What are the best seats you have?” he asked. The girl clicked a few more buttons. 
“Well, we have Suite Class available with a private cabin and bed, but---”
“A bed?” Enya's eyes widened. “On a plane?”
“We'll take that,” Cole said, and flexed his hand. The magic sparked and the girl simply nodded, printing their tickets.
“Here you go. Enjoy your flight.”
“Wow,” Enya marveled, waiting until they were away from the counter before she expressed a massive amount of surprise. “Does it take more magic to convince her to do such an upgrade?”
“No,” he replied. “Convincing people is convincing people. It's just a switch I have to flip in their brains.”
“Oh,” she said, still marveling at the fact that they were going to fly over the ocean in an apartment. “Have you ever done that to me?”
“No,” he said, and then his voice caught. “Yes.”
“What?” She turned to him in shock. “When?” She went over every interaction they had ever had in her head. What had he convinced her to do?
“It was brief,” he said. “But the first time we met, you were in pain. I didn't do it intentionally, but part of making you feel better was convincing you that you weren't feeling any pain.”
“Oh.” Her shoulders dropped. “Well, that's alright then.”
“Which way do we go?” he asked, confused as he looked at the tickets. 
“I think we probably get lounge access with those,” she said, already googling what an apartment inside the plane looked like. “Wow!” She put her phone in his face, and he laughed.
“You humans. You're always looking for immediate gratification, aren't you? We'll see it in a few hours.”
“There's a bed and a flat screen,” she said. “This is going to be the most comfortable flight ever.”
“It's going to be odd,” he answered. “Being in the air and not being in control.”
“I can hold your hand if you're scared,” she teased him and he rolled his eyes. 
“Let's find this lounge,” he said, taking her hand anyway. It sent shivers down her spine, and she squeezed as they lined up to drop off their baggage. She knew they were headed off to change the world, but she couldn't help but revel in the sense of adventure. Her life had been nothing but an endless sting of work, doctor's appointments, and class for so long. Even though the end of this mission could take a disastrous turn, she couldn't wait to get started.
“What do we do next?” he asked. 
“Bags dropped, so security, I think,” she said, as they moved off. “I haven't flown in years, so that's a guess. But I really don't think they eliminated security in that time.”
“Security?” he asked. “For what? I'll take down anyone who threatens us.”
She gave him a sharp look, hoping that no one had heard him.
“Cole,” she said. “Number one rule of pretending to be human. You don't say anything threatening or even eyebrow raising in airports.”
“Why?” he asked, and she sighed.
“I'll teach you later. For now, just take my word for it.”
“Only because it's you,” he answered, as they entered the security line. But it appeared all her words of wisdom whizzed over his head as a security guard asked her to step out of the line for additional screening procedures.
Enya was perfectly willing to comply, but Cole shot daggers at the woman the entire time she was doing a pat down.
“How dare they?” he fumed. “How dare they single you out like that? You didn't do anything wrong!”
“I didn't,” she said. “But someone once did, and now they do everything they can to keep people safe.”
“Huh,” he said, listening this time. “Humans are more resilient than I thought.”
“We are,” she gave him a small smile as they moved with the crowds. “Here's the lounge, I think. You need your ticket. And it never occurred to me to ask where you got a fake passport.”
“Don't ask questions you don't want to know the answers to,” he said, giving her a wry smile back. “What are we supposed to do if we go in there?”
“Just...lounge?” she said. “I've never been inside one, but I hear rumors of free food and drink.”
“By all means,” he said, as he waved her inside. He was eager to get to their destination, but unlike dragons, planes didn’t fly whenever they wanted. The least he could do was make her happy until it was time to get there.
He noticed that she still hadn't called her parents, a thought that oddly saddened him. Enya seemed to have accepted her fate and given up on the life she had known. And while that was technically true, it still made him sorrowful. It wasn't fair that someone so young and otherwise vibrant would live a life where the reaper was right around the corner. 
Inside the lounge was more of the luxury he was used to, with shiny marble, wide couches, and everyone with their noses in the air. They were surrounded by a buffet and free drinks lining the countertops. 
“Well, that's more like it,” Cole said, as she sank onto the couch. “Do you want a drink?”
“I'm alright,” she replied. “But you might as well take advantage of it.”
“You should at least eat something, darling,” he said, pouring himself a glass of brandy and setting up a plate of food for her as he settled onto the couch. 
To his surprise, the brandy was rich and smooth, and almost as good as at home. 
“Perhaps Earth isn't so bad after all,” he said, puling up one leg onto the couch, “if the brandy is this potent.”
“I wish I could see your world,” she said. “If only so I had something to compare this to. You have such perspective on things, and I just feel so lost and so singular. It's frustrating.”
“You are used to having the most diverse perspective in the room,” he pointed out. “With so many languages under your belt. Goodness, this is good.” Draining his glass, he stood up to get a second one. Enya laughed as he did. 
“One would think you were dying of thirst,” she said, as he sat back down. “But I suppose you might as well enjoy it. When are we ever going to get a chance to do this again?”
“We will,” he promised her. “Luxury will be a life that you are used to by the time I am done.”
“What?” she asked, stunned. He swallowed, shaking his head and taking another drink.
“Just that I will be the King of this planet.”
“And I will be...”
“Cured,” he looked away. He wanted to say more, but he realized he really shouldn't. “And I will take care of you, no matter what happens. Of that much, you should be certain.”
“That's very kind of you,” she said. “Because you could just smite me with everyone else.”
“I don't plan to smite everyone,” he replied. “There is no glory in loneliness.”
She didn't say anything then, simply leaning against his shoulder. He slipped an arm around her, brushing back her hair and letting her close her eyes as he finished his drink.
The future was uncertain. But this moment was perfect. There was hope; there was happiness, and Cole knew it wouldn't stay like this. 
By the time their plane was called, he had gone through four drinks, and he could feel his head buzzing. He thought that his tolerance was higher than any human’s, but he waivered as he stood.
“Oops,” Enya caught him as he nearly fell, sleep leaving her eyes. “Are you alright?”
“Fine,” he said, grinning. “I'm excited.”
“You look a little bit more than excited,” she said, as she got to her feet. “I see you enjoyed the open bar.”
“I enjoyed your company,” he responded as he reached for the carry-on suitcase and missed. She rolled her eyes, taking it from him as they headed towards the door.
“Just try to keep it together on the plane.”
“Enya,” he gave her a cheeky look. “I am a sovereign Prince who has attended many great feasts and banquets, raised a hand to warriors, and drank in their honor. In addition, your human metabolism is no match for me.”
She pulled him out of the way right before he walked into a post, distracted by his speech.
“You were saying?” she teased him, and he shook his head.
“Forget it, just get me on the plane.”
“That's what I thought,” she replied, as they joined the line to board. 
Their apartment on the plane was everything she had dreamed of. It had a living room, a huge bathroom, and a double bed all at the front of the plane. 
They even had their own private attendant, who would take care of anything they needed. 
“Look at this television,” she marveled. “I think it's bigger than my whole apartment.” 
He smirked at that 
“It's quite possible,” he replied. “Although, I'm not sure why anyone needs such a big one.”
“There's a lot of things you don't understand about humans,” she replied. “And this is probably one of them. Look at the bed.”
She could feel the plane rumbling to life. She knew that outside of their own closed in little area there were hundreds of people crammed into the economy seats. But she was comfortable on the couch with Cole's arm around her as the wheels lifted off the ground. 
“Cole,” she said, turning towards him. She could see the slight haze in his eyes and the cocky smile that lit up his face. “Thank you. For all of this, however it ends.”
He kissed her then, rough and passionately, as if he couldn't stand another moment without touching her. Everything about the kiss felt natural and right. She leaned into it, feeling his arms encircle her waist.
“Mmm,” she couldn't help but let a moan escape as their kiss deepened. He pushed her gently until she was lying on the couch, their seat belts undone and his lean, muscular body hard against hers as he lay on top of her. “Cole...”
He eventually pulled himself up long enough to meet her eyes.
“Yes?” he asked, his breath hot. They were panting, and her body was tingling with anticipation. 
She had never done this before, but she knew that the moment was right.
“Should we continue this in the bedroom?”
He knew in an instant what she was asking. He didn't hesitate as he got up, pulling her hand. Once she was on her feet, he swept her into his arms, kissing her neck. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and they headed into the bedroom. 
“Oh goodness,” she said, as he undid her shirt. This was it, the moment she spent dreaming about and fantasizing about. And it was going to be with a dragon lord. She had never wanted anyone more thoroughly than she wanted him. And now, she would have him. 
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Chapter 8
“AH!” Enya awoke with a startle as the plane hit a bad area of turbulence. One moment, she had been asleep in the warm, soft bed, and the next, she was nearly tossed against the wall. Luckily, even half drunk and asleep, Cole's reflexes were fast. He grabbed her before she hit the wall, yanking her back against him. The plane bumped again, and she whimpered, moving into his arms. “I don't like this. I don't like this.”
“Shhh,” he said, rising slightly over her. His shirtless torso was warm and gleaming in the low light. He rose slightly over, his eyes open and his ears perked up. He reminded her so much of a dragon listening for danger. She knew that he would protect her from anything that he could. But he wasn't in control of this turbulence, and it felt like it was getting worse with every second. “It's OK. It's OK.”
Just as he said it, the plane dropped what felt like 15 feet. Her stomach dropped, and she heard the screams of the people in the back rows. It stabilized quickly, but the damage was done. She leaned over the side of the bed, gagging and then vomiting on the floor. 
She was furious with herself, even as it happened. They had made love for at least half the flight, their passion tangled in sweat, limbs, and sheets 30,000 feet in the air. They had both just dropped off to sleep when the turbulence took over and now she was ruining it. 
“Oh goodness,” she whimpered, as he put a hand on her shoulder. “I'm sorry. I'm sorry.”
“It's OK, Enya,” he said, kissing the back of her head. “It's OK.” 
Finally, she fell backwards onto the pillow. Her head was throbbing, and her mouth felt like sawdust. He managed to find a water bottle, handing it to her to take small sips. 
“If I was flying the plane, this never would have happened,” he growled. “Some people just weren't meant to fly.”
“Could we do that with you as a dragon?” she asked. “Fly long distances like this?”
“Yes,” he replied. “It's absolutely possible. But I can't go as fast as this, of course. By myself, it's fine. But if you were to ride on my back, it might not be so pleasant.”
“You did seem pretty cuddly, though, when you transformed,” she put the water bottle down on the bedside table. “Should we call someone to clean up?”
“I think you should rest.” He pulled her back into his arms. “We can deal with things like that later.”
She sighed, curling into his side.
“This is what it's going to be like,” she said. “The whole time. Things are going to be fine and wonderful, and then my body is going to rebel against me.”
“Well,” he replied, “we will deal with those things when they come up. For now, everything will be fine, alright, my love?”
“Where did they teach you such compassion?” she asked. “In prince school?”
“Compassion?” the word surprised him. “Most people on my planet say that I have no compassion.”
“Well, they are wrong,” she said. “Of course, you do.”
Even after she slipped back into sleep, he contemplated the word.
Compassion.
There had been so many times that the people he had helped slaughter in battle begged him to have some. He and his brothers had been heroes on one side. But there were others who called him a villain, who called him a monster.
Yet, here was this innocent-hearted girl who called him compassionate. Who snuggled up to him like he was the safest place in the whole world. 
When they finally landed, he was sober, but his head was a million miles away. He wanted to hear her say it again – that he was compassionate, that he was kind, that he was not the monster they screamed he was.
“Do you think you could help me?” she said, as they waited to exit the plane.
“With?” he asked, standing at the door, waiting for the signal.
“I feel like my legs might collapse if I walk right now,” she said, and he turned around in alarm. 
“Enya?” he asked, in concern. “What can I do? How can I help?”
“Don't look so worried,” she said. “This just happens sometimes. Especially after I throw up, I get so shaky.”
“Tell me what to do,” he said, plainly. She gritted her teeth, and it was clear that she hated admitting weakness. But at this moment, she had no choice. 
“Just ask them if they could get a wheelchair,” she said. He cocked his head, the word unfamiliar. They had been through this a few times, and she stayed still, looking him right in the eye. “Wheelchair.”
“Wheelchair,” he repeated, just as their private attendant came in. 
“My girlfriend needs a wheelchair.”
That startled Enya more than the speed of the attendant entering the room. 
“Do you know what that word means?” she asked as they were left alone. 
“Wheelchair?” he asked.
“Girlfriend,” she replied. 
“Oh,” he colored at that. “It was the easiest word. I didn't want...I mean... I wanted to honor you, so that people knew you weren't just my mistress.”
She laughed at that.
“Things are different on Earth. No one would think that. I supposed that they would think that of a Prince, but here you're just normal. We're just two young people traveling.”
“Normal.” He smirked at that. “I don't think anyone has ever described me using that word. If they have, it's usually proceeded by ‘why can't you be...’”
“My mother used to ask me that all the time as well,” she said. “Especially when everyone else around me would get a cold and I would get bronchitis or something.”
“Do I want to know what that is?” he asked, as the attendant arrived with a wheelchair.
“No,” she answered. “You do not want to know what that is.”
They had a layover between Belgium and Spain which Enya had originally thought was going to be an easy transition.  But she could see there was something wrong as soon as they got out into the main section of the airport. 
Nearly everyone was crowded around a single board, and she could see red on it everywhere.
“Uh oh,” she replied. “Push me closer.”
“If you tell me what to look for...”
“I could, but it's complicated,” she said, and so he obliged. As soon as she scanned the board, she realized what was happening. There must be a problem at the highest level, for everything said ‘Delayed’ or ‘Canceled.’
“Excuse me, sir?” she turned to the man next to her. “Do you know why everything is lit up?”
“Problem with air traffic control,” he replied. “Could be hours, or could be a minute.”
“Amazing,” she said, and turned to Cole. “Alright. We better find some place to settle down.”
“What's air traffic control?”
“Don't worry about it.” She could explain everything to him, but it seemed an insurmountable task at this point. She was already incredibly weary after a transatlantic flight. She couldn't imagine how she might have felt had they not had a bed. Last night had been mostly amazing, but it certainly hadn't been restful. “All you need to know is that until it's fixed, no one in this entire airport is going anywhere.”
“This does not inspire confidence in humans,” he said, as he found them a bench. “It's also incredibly frustrating. I can fly.”
“You can't fly,” she pointed out. “Not unless your magic has returned.”
She lowered her voice when she realized she was getting a few stares from people around her. 
He laid a hand over hers. “Even if it has, I'd want to preserve it for you. I hate that you don't feel well and I can do nothing about it.”
She gave him a soft smile.
“It's kind of you. But I'd feel better if we could just get to our destination. Airports aren't exactly designed for comfort, so perhaps the wait won't be long.”
“Is there another way?” he asked, and she shook her head.
“No. We need a plane, unless we enjoy 48 hours of boats, trains, and walking.”
“Humans are dumb,” he said, and she chuckled. 
“They don't teach you much patience, do they?”
“I'm a Prince,” he reminded her. “We never had to wait for anything.”
“But you're...” her face contorted. “Are you immortal?”
“No,” he answered, softly. “My lifespan will be far longer than yours, but we can perish, and eventually, we do grow old.”
“Are you old, though?” she asked. These were all things she had wondered many times before, but never got around to asking. Now, it seemed as if they had all the time in the world.
“No,” his answer surprised her. “Not even for a human.”
She met his eyes.
“So, you can probably guess what my next question is going to be.”
“32,” he answered. “Exactly as I appear.”
“Huh,” she leaned back. “I expected you to say 292 or something. That's not bad at all.”
“It's the age of majority,” he replied. “Which is probably why my father chose this year to tell me the truth. He thought I could handle everything I knew being a lie easily when I reached majority. Turns out, it's harder the longer you believe a lie.”
“Cole,” she squeezed his hand. “We all make our own path in life.”
“My Enya,” he answered. “So ridiculously positive, even though we're stuck in a God-forsaken place.”
She glanced around. “We could go shopping. I have a bit of room left on my credit card, and I've never shopped in an airport before.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“Why? Are things different here?”
“It's the experience,” she said, and he rolled his eyes but rose to oblige her. At that point, his heart would have given her anything that she wanted. He dreaded spending time in this place. It seemed overly chaotic, tempers were running high, and everywhere he looked felt dirty. The effect on Enya's fragile state was not going to be a good one. 
As the hours ticked by, it was exactly as he feared. They lost their spots on the bench, long since taken after a shopping spree. Despite his better judgment, he let himself be convinced to sit on the floor so she could lie in his lap. He wasn't quite sure that she was sleeping, but she was quiet, still, and her body warmed as she snuggled against him. 
Eventually, an announcement came over the PA, offering to re-book flights for the following days. But by the time he got the front of the line, they only had seats for two days down the road. 
“It'll be fine,” Enya said, barely sitting up when he returned. “We can explore Belgium. Unless you have a time limit?”
“I don't,” he answered, crouching down to meet her eyes. “But I am concerned about you.”
“One last time,” she said, with a smile. “To have an adventure and act normal before you take over the world. What do you say?”
If it was anyone else, he would have smited them. But instead, he leaned forward, kissing her soft lips.
“One last time it is, then,” he said, pulling back. But he worried it would be more than just one last chance for a normal life. Perhaps this would be one last chance at life itself. 
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Chapter 9
She fiddled on her phone as he returned with the luggage they had collected. “There’s a hotel downtown that's pretty cheap. Right off the train station, and then we could be close to all the sights.”
“I shudder at the word ‘cheap,’” he said, crouching down to look at the picture. “And if you don't want to vomit now, I'm sure you will by the time we get in there. There must be something better.”
“Again, room on my credit card,” she answered. “Unless you can conjure up some compulsive magic.”
He flexed his hand, thinking. He really didn't want to use an ounce of the returning magic in case she needed him. At this point, though, he wasn't sure he could convince any innkeeper to even give them a smile. 
“It will be good for you to see how the other half lives.” She smiled.
“I don't like it,” he said. “But then, I haven't liked much since I came here, apart from you. Tell me which way to go.”
“Um.” She glanced at her phone and coughed. “We have to catch the train downtown, I think it connects to the airport. This way, up a flight.”
“Sir, do you need any help?” a porter stopped them, pointed at the bags, and Cole realized it was going to be quite a challenge. Everything was a challenge in this human form, and what frustrated him the most was every one else seemed to be managing quite well. It was as if they spent half their lives pulling roll-away suitcases through airports. Enya not being stable on her feet presented a problem at this moment, but it was more than that. This human form was weak – physically, and emotionally. He never felt so strongly swayed by another being when he was a dragon. He didn't know how to deal with his feelings half the time. Of all the challenges he expected to meet on Earth, this was not one of them.
“I uh...” He looked to Enya.
“It's alright,” she said, reaching for Cole's hand and using his weight to struggle up. “We'll manage. Won't we?”
“Will we now?” He kissed the top of her head. “I guess we will.”
Her sense of direction seemed to have improved since the night of the ball, and she figured out how to buy tickets and board the train. He had one arm wrapped around her waist, and they both pulled a suitcase onto the crowded train. He felt like such a commoner and such a failure as she curled against his chest. The country side of Belgium flew by as they passed the few stops to downtown.
“Have you ever been here before?” he asked her, and she shook her head. 
“No. I've flown at home, but never across the ocean. I've always imagined Europe as a place with great castles from fairy tales. I suppose they are around here somewhere.”
“Pardon, Madame. Est-ce que cette place est occupée?”
“Non,” she answered the stranger without a second thought, waiving her hand as he sat down. Cole raised an eyebrow at her.
“French,” she said. “They speak French in Belgium.”
“Excellent,” he said, leaning his head against the window behind them. “I'm stuck in a country I don't intend to be in for two days, and they speak a language I don't know.”
“They speak Dutch, too,” she replied.
“Oh, that makes things so much better.” He rolled his eyes.
She clung to his waist. “Cole, we only have two days. Let's make it the best two days either of us have ever had. Think back. What was the best day of your life? We'll re-create it.”
He looked down at her eager face, despite her tired eyes, and couldn't help but smile. He didn't want to appear so sentimental, so emotional, but there was only one answer that had truth in its words. There were happy memories with his brothers at home, laughter in his days. Despite being the black sheep and often in trouble, his life hadn't been terrible. But there was nothing that stood out as the best day of his life until he met her. That was a day he would remember, no matter how many days he lived. So, he gave the simplest answer he could. 
“Walking in the park,” he said, and she took it at face value. 
“They have parks here, I think,” she said, as the train chugged along. 
“And you, my dear?” he asked. “What was the happiest day of your life?”
She looked up to meet his eyes and said words that warmed his heart.
“I think that a park would suit me just well. Just walking, just sitting, just being. No stress, no pressure, no school. Just me and you.”
The train signboard announced their next stop and they rose, his arm still around her waist. Looking around, he saw other couples just like them – young, tired, burdened down with baggage and yet happy. No one gave them a second glance; no one even blinked an eye.
Anonymous in a crowd – no one bowing down to him. No one fearing him. It was surprisingly refreshing. 
The hotel was exactly as he feared it was. It wasn't the worst thing he had ever seen. There weren't bugs or dirt. But the room was small and cramped, and he didn't get the feeling of comfort or luxury, Enya sank onto the sheets though, her head happy to be on a soft surface. 
Deciding to put his thoughts aside, he crawled onto the bed over her, smiling devilishly as he kissed her. Her body reacted, arching up to meet his.
“Mmm,” she said, as he lay beside her. “I feel so gross. But that was nice.”
“You're not gross,” he assured her. “That plane shower was quite the thing, wasn't it?”
She chuckled. 
“What's the plan?” she asked. “Short nap and then explore?”
“If you're feeling well enough,” he said, “then I'd love to. But if not, we can do whatever you desire. Do you need some food?”
“I don't know,” she squeezed his hand. “I just need you.”
“Mmm,” he lay his head on her stomach, calmed by her breathing. 
“You don't mind, do you?” she asked, tangling her hands in his hair. He had never felt anything more glorious in his life. “That we're a bit delayed?”
He could barely form words as she scratched his head. He could waste his whole life lying here, having her touch him. 
“No,” he said, as tingles ran up and down his spine. “Not for just two days.”
“What will it be like when you take over?” she asked.
He raised his head. “What do you mean?”
“It won't be some biblical tale of terror, will it? Humans enslaved and a reign of fire?”
He once thought that it would be exactly that. But her shining eyes changed his mind every moment.
“No,” he said. “But even you must agree that there are things on your planet that need fixing and that need a strong leader.”
“Yes,” she said. “There's so much chaos and destruction, and I have often wished for unity.”
“You will have nothing to fear from me,” he promised her. “How could you even think otherwise?”
“I suppose I wonder what my place will be,” she said. “Will I go back to my old life, just healthier? Or do you have other plans?”
“There will be a place for you,” he promised her. His heart was breaking at what he wanted to tell her. But he couldn't. Not yet. He couldn't promise her the whole world, not when he had been so broken. The thought of betrayal outweighed the love he was feeling. “But this is not the time to worry. I thought we were going to spend two days being normal.”
“Oh,” she said. “Is that what we're calling it?”
“Yes,” he snuggled into her flat stomach. Their hands were tangled together as the sunlight streamed in through the window, warming them both up. “What's the most normal thing you can think of, since you obviously don't want to get up.”
“Ordering pizza and watching a movie?” she suggested and he smiled as he rose. 
“Consider it done.” He glanced from the television to the phone. “As soon as you teach me how to do both those things.”
That made her laugh out loud, and she propped herself up on her pillows. 
“Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” she teased him. 
In the end, it was the most normal evening of his life, and the happiest. They didn't leave the hotel room all day, snuggled in each other's arms. They watched hours of stupid TV, making fun of whatever they saw. The pizza was delicious, and after dinner, they made love for an hour – lazily and happily. 
He knew there was a whole world out there with so many things that had to be done. But he was content here and now. 
But in the middle of the night, he got up, sliding slowly away from her arms to gaze out the window. 
The night was clear, and the stars were shining brighter than they were in America. The moon was full and perfectly white over their window. He cracked open the window as quietly as he could and climbed out on the windowsill. 
The air was slightly chilly, and the noise of traffic outside was louder than he liked. But he drew his knees up, blocking both the cold air and hopefully the noise from his sleeping angel as he watched the night sky. 
Somewhere in that mess of stars and planets was Umora. He had lost track of where it was and lost track of where they were. 
And tonight he had lost track of where they were going, he admitted. 
Oh, how his brothers would laugh if they could see him now. He had stormed away in such a huff, in such a fit of anger, to rule this planet. To show them he was better than the fate they left him with. 
They would not praise him for being holed up in a cheap hotel with a weak human girl, with no one bowing or scraping. 
He fiddled with the dirt on the windowsill, tracing a pattern with his nails. 
Was this about them? Was this about showing them what he was worth? Showing his father that he was more than a mongrel orphan child? Or was this about him and reaching his true potential? Or was it just about finding happiness?
Behind him, he heard Enya cough, and he glanced over his shoulder. She shifted in her sleep, but she didn't wake, so he remained on the windowsill. 
What was happiness, really? Was it measured in grand halls with thrones and crowns?
She coughed again, causing him to turn completely this time. She was restless, her body trembling with cold. 
He felt remorse right away, and came off the windowsill, closing the panes behind him. 
She coughed again, and then her breathing grew harsher.
“Enya?” He approached her cautiously. If she was alright, he didn't want to wake her. But she twisted, and he knew she was in pain. Just as he lay a hand on her, she woke with a blood-curdling scream. It startled him, and he jumped as he realized her scream was not terror, but pain. “Enya, what's the matter?”
“I can't!” Her hands flew to her head. “I can't. It hurts. I can't…” 
And then, to his horror, she went completely limp in his arms. 
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Chapter 10
“ENYA!” he screamed in her face. He didn't know what to do. Flexing his palms did barely anything, but he placed his hands on her stomach anyways, trying to help. 
The screams brought knocks on the door, and he threw it open. Cole had never been one for accepting help, but he never needed such help. 
“Monsieur?” said a bleary eyed and confused hotel staff member. 
“Please!” he pleaded, pointed to her limp body. “Please, my…my girlfriend, please. She's sick.” He could barely remember the words in English, but the hotel clerk seemed to understand. He rushed to the bed, and one look at Enya had him rushing to the phone. “What are you doing?” Cole demanded. “What are you doing? Are you calling for him?”
“Monsieur,” he snapped his fingers. “CPR.”
“What?” Cole babbled. He had never felt so helpless or so useless in his life. He was a sovereign prince. He was a dragon lord. But he could fix nothing with this world, it seemed. 
“Here!” the staff member threw the phone to him and immediately went to Enya, compressing her chest. Cole didn't know much, but he knew life was leaving her. 
“Bonjour?” said a voice in his ear, but he couldn't speak. Whatever emergency phone call he was making would not be in time. “Bonjour?”
Silently, he put down the phone, closing his eyes. There was no magic left, but there was something he could always do, no matter what state he was in.
It was his last hope and he was quite sure that they wouldn't come. But he had to try, even if it meant the end of his life.
He closed his eyes, trying to focus his energy away from there. His heart was breaking, and hot tears were running down his face as he focused his mind back to his planet. Back to his brothers. 
Nicholas. Alexander. I am here.
He had spent this whole time guarding his location and his thoughts from them. If they knew he was on Earth, they had no idea where. And he suspected they were doing him a favor by not finding him.
Nicholas, he called again. Nicholas was the middle brother, the one that often took care of him and came to his aid. Alexander was to be King. He was always far too busy to listen to his youngest brother's cries for attention. Find me. 
There was silence in his mind. He could barely feel any life left in Enya, and the hotel clerk was panting in frustration and panic. He could vaguely hear the man screaming at him, begging him to use the phone. But Cole knew this was his only shot.
Brothers, he said. I will lay down my life for her. 
Suddenly, there was a flash of lightning. He felt it in his very soul. He took a step back as he felt a large gush of wind. 
When he opened his eyes, he was only half surprised to find both of his brothers standing there in dragon form. They barely fit in the hotel room, knocking things over. The hotel clerk turned white and slumped against the wall. Alexander, who was the smaller and yet the more regal of the two, snorted, blowing magic in the man's direction. He slumped peacefully to the ground, and Cole recognized the illusion. What little magic dragons had was quite useful. 
The majestic dragons regarded him wordlessly, and he used his mind to hear them. 
Please. She is dying. 
Alexander's yellow eyes looked right into his. If you return, you will be jailed. You cannot escape what you have done. 
Nicholas's thoughts penetrated his mind. She is human, brother. And she is almost gone. She may not survive the jump, yet alone long enough for us to heal her. 
“You must!” Cole practically screamed at them. “You must, please. Please.”
Do you accept the price? Alexander regarded him.
“Yes,” Cole said, and realized he had to do more than that. He sank to his knees, humbling himself. He had never done anything like that. He refused to bow to his father half the time. But this was different. This wasn't about pride or ego. This wasn't about him. “Please. I have no magic, though. You must take me, too.”
The two dragons looked to each other, and for one terrifying, heart stopping moment, Cole wasn't sure they were going to help him. 
His childhood flashed before his eyes – playing in the meadow, laughing through the palace. They had been so innocent and young. And once, they had not been so different. When had it become them versus him? 
He then suddenly realized that he had made it so. He had chosen to distance himself. He had chosen to run. 
They had always been there for him and always tried to protect him. 
Hold on, little brother, he heard Nicholas say as Alexander approached the bed. Cole went to Nicholas, wrapping his arms around the dragon’s long neck. 
Alexander ducked his head, putting it against Enya's now still body. Her life force still beat, but just barely. 
Cole felt the familiar magic swirl around him, and he closed his eyes. 
Please. He didn't think he had ever prayed before. He wasn't exactly sure who he was praying to, but he needed to do something. He had never felt so helpless.
He felt a jolt – a start – and then, the ground became solid again beneath them. 
He felt his own magic rush back and fill him. He was strong, and he was home. 
He opened his eyes, finding them in the royal palace. 
And to his horror, he saw his own guards marching towards him. 
“Nicholas.” His eyes flew to his brother, who had taken human form beside him. He saw such disappointment in his brother's eyes and such sadness. Nicholas had fought his own battles so many times, and yet he had always been there to protect Cole and to make sure he was safe. Now, Cole saw nothing but pain. “Please,” he pleaded. “Please will you protect her? Please.”
“Brother,” Nicholas said. “Give yourself over to them now.”
“Please!” Cole felt hot tears streaming down his face. “Brother, if you will do nothing else for me, please do this.”
It was clearly tearing at Nicholas. But eventually, he placed a hand on Cole's shoulder. 
“It will be done,” he said, and Cole nearly broke down sobbing. 
The guards put handcuffs on his wrists, and looped their arms through his. Just a few months ago, these same guards had protected him as he walked through the streets. Now, they were stone faced, dragging him through the palace. They refused to look him in the eye and refused to speak. Once, they had been friends, allies in mischief and in life. Now, they were his undoing. 
Cole did not try to fight and did not attempt to struggle. He didn't want to do anything to endanger Enya. He needed her to live, even if it meant his life. 
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Chapter 11
Dragging Cole away meant Enya was left with several tall, menacing dragon lords. She was barely coherent, and her vision was blurry. She couldn't even make proper words, and she wasn't sure if they would understand her anyway. 
Her vision practically blacked out as they approached. She couldn't even scream, she could barely tremble. 
“Please,” she managed. “Please.”
And then there was nothing but darkness. 
When Enya awoke, she had no idea where she was. Her thoughts didn't make any sense, nor did the fuzzy feelings in her head. She felt like she couldn't breathe, couldn't move, and couldn't do anything. 
And then everything rushed back into focus.
She was in a room with a very high ceiling and marble columns along the wall. It was a room fit for a king.
That was when she realized where she was. 
She was at the Royal Palace of the dragon lords. Cole had brought her here because she was dying, and he had risked his own life to do so.
Slowly, she sat up, expecting her head to pound and her breathing to become short. 
But to her surprise, there was nothing that pained her or that even made her wince even temporarily. 
Her fingernails had full color, and her eyes were wide open. She felt like she had the most restful sleep of her entire life. 
Was this it? Was she cured? After all this time, after all this chaos, was it as simple as this?
The doors opened, and she jumped in the air. 
In walked a tall, thin man, with reddish-brown hair, and she saw his yellow eyes flash. She knew that this was Cole's brother, Nicholas, whose dragon form had reddish-brown scales. 
She pushed herself back on the bed, and he smirked, putting his hand out. 
“It's alright,” he said in his heavily accented voice. “You won't come to harm under my hand.”
She froze, and he didn't advance, seeing that she was frightened. 
“Do you understand?” he asked.
“Yes,” she replied.
“Good. My English is not–”
“It's alright,” she said, picking at the blankets. “Maybe 10 years of learning, with two years of no practice?”
He raised an eyebrow.
“Yes.”
“I'm a translator back on Earth,” she said. “So, it's my job to know those things.”
“Oh,” he replied. “Is it a good job?”
“I'm a student,” she replied. “So, probably. Is Cole–”
He waived his hand. 
“How are you feeling?”
She recognized the deflecting question right away and chose not to press on. Cole may love her, but she knew from his stories that Nicholas was the muscle, the strength, and the most vicious. Angering him was never a good idea.
“Good,” she answered. “Am I cured?”
“No,” he said. “But it's an improvement.”
“Why am I not?” Had they not promised her that?
Nicholas's face clouded, and she felt like something was horribly wrong. 
“Please can I see Cole?” she asked, and Nicholas sighed. 
“You are summoned before the King as soon as you can stand.” 
“The King?” she said. “Your father?”
A darker cloud passed over his face, and her heart thudded. 
“Isn't the King your father?”
“Our father is dead,” Nicholas said. “My brother, Alexander, is King.”
Enya gripped the blanket, her jaw falling open.
“What? When? But wouldn’t Cole have known?”
“Cole's link to the magical world when he was on Earth was not strong enough to feel the sudden decline of power from the throne. When we came to you, we did not want to distract him.”
“I'm sorry,” she said, and a moment passed between them. She knew that she had to be brave and strong right then. It wasn't just because she was a million miles away from Earth in the presence of dragons who could kill her. It was because her boyfriend had just lost his father, and he would need her to be his rock. 
Nicholas held his head high, although she could see that his eyes were full of emotion. 
“Will you come before the King now?”
“Yes,” she said, finding her legs strong enough to support her, “I will. Do I need to...” She looked down at her clothing and was shocked to find that she was wearing a long, flowing, blue and white gown. “Never mind then.”
“Come with me,” Nicholas said, and she followed him out of the room
The rest of the palace was even more grand than the bedroom she was in. She had a feeling it had been standing for thousands of years. 
Everyone they passed in the hallway was staring at them, mostly with raised eyebrows and some whispers. Nicholas didn't even acknowledge them, and Enya kept her head down. 
The throne room made her gasp when she entered it. It was the most majestic of all, straight out of a movie. There was a raised throne, made of what looked like ivory, and marble columns with ridges carved into them. The ceilings must have been three stories high, painted with murals of dragon history. 
And on the throne, in human form, sat Alexander. To his right, to Enya's surprise, was what looked like a human woman. Tall with shocking red hair and pale skin, the woman had green eyes and perfectly arched eyebrows. This girl was from Earth. There was no doubt about that. 
“Bow,” Nicholas snapped, and Enya dropped to her knees, unsure of how long she was supposed to be down there.
“Rise, “Alexander said, after a moment. “Bring her a chair.”
“I'm alright,” Enya spoke out and he raised an eyebrow. 
“So be it. You may stand. Do you know why you are here?”
“Cole brought me here?” she tried. Alexander's English was slightly better than Nicholas's, although not as good as Cole's. She couldn't tear her eyes from the human woman sitting on the throne beside him. 
“Yes,” Alexander said, accepting that. “But Cole forfeited his rights when he left here. My father's wish was that he be tried for his crimes.”
She knew what he had done, and if she didn't, she could guess. He had alluded so many times to being so terrifying, to killing, and to maiming. 
And yet, somehow, that didn't change who he was. She simply saw him as a sweet, misunderstood creature – one she was in love with. 
“This does not surprise you?” Alexander asked, and she stood her ground. 
“This is your world,” she said. “But there is perhaps a side of Cole that you don't know.”
“Tell me,” Alexander shifted in his seat. “What do you know about my brother that I may have over looked?” 
“That he's kind,” she said. “And considerate. He may seem like he has a tough exterior and that he's focused on power. But I can't tell you the amount of times that he's held my hair while I've thrown up, or made sure that I was alright. The day we left, he went to get my luggage, my things, and even got me breakfast. He put aside his plans for world domination when I had a raging fever, and wouldn't leave my side. He held my hand, he got me water, and he made me feel as good as he could get me with his limited magic. He's soft, he's gentle–”
“And you're in love with him,” Alexander said, dryly. 
“Yes,” she said, in shock, her eyes darting to the redhead. “Surely, you can understand that.”
The two of them exchanged looks, and the redhead smirked, but said nothing. Enya was now even more confused than before, but she knew better than to ask. 
“Can I see him?” she asked Alexander. 
Alexander looked behind her. “Nicholas, can you take her to the prison? Cole is not restricted on visitors. Let her have as long as she needs.”
“What will happen to him?” she asked, a sudden feeling of dread filling her. 
“We have yet to decide,” Alexander replied. “That will be all.”
“What do you mean, you have yet to decide?” Enya asked, but Alexander waived his hand, and it was clear the conversation was over. 
Nicholas took her gently by the elbow, and she jumped. 
“If you'll follow me,” he said, and Enya froze up. 
“What will happen to him?” she repeated, but Nicholas pulled her out of the throne room.
“A word of advice,” he said. “You do not question the word of the King. If Alexander asked you to stand on your head, then you do it.”
“Is that...” Enya tried to put the pieces together. “That is the Queen? His Queen? His wife?”
“Ariel?” Nicholas raised an eyebrow. “Sort of.”
“What do you mean, ‘sort of?’” she asked. “Are they engaged to be married?”
“Ariel has been with my brother for the last 15 years, but it's complicated.”
“Because she is human?” Enya asked. 
“She is stronger than a human,” Nicholas replied. “She is a carapace. A breed of human that can block magic.”
“Why would you want to block magic?” Enya asked, confused. 
“Some dragons and other creatures enjoy being in their human forms and not feeling any sort of pull. Alexander is one of those people.”
“Oh,” she replied. “But isn't being around someone like that dangerous?”
“Yes,” Nicholas said. “But we don't choose what attracts us. However, don't make the mistake of assuming they are in love, because they are not, or so they claim. Neither of them believe in love, but they do believe in using each other for power. And they are happy with it.”
“Do you believe in love?” Enya asked, but Nicholas' face turned dark as they rounded the corner. 
She found herself at the front of a huge, steel door. With one wave, magic flew from Nicholas’s hand causing the door to swing open. 
Inside, there were several rows of what she considered to be cells. One door was open, and the bars were revealed. 
Inside, sitting against the wall, was Cole. 
“Enya!” He scrambled to his feet, his arm out to touch her. She ran towards him, and their hands met. He put a hand to her face, and they hugged each other as best they could. 
“Are you hurt? Are you alright?”
“I'm fine. I'm fine,” she said. “Are you alright?”
“Can you leave us?” Cole looked up to Nicholas who sighed. 
“I guess there's not too much trouble you can get into where you are,” he said. “Just be careful.”
When they were finally alone, Cole kissed her fully on the lips. 
“I missed you,” he said. “Oh goodness, I missed you so much.”
“Cole,” she said. “I think they cured me.”
He put a hand to her face, closing his eyes. She could feel the familiar warmth of magic in her cheeks, and the way it sent shivered down her spine. 
“You're much better,” he said. “But they didn't cure you. However, there's more magic in me than I can give right now, so it's a start.”
“They didn't cure me?” she asked, in confusion. “I thought that they could.”
“It may be that they don't want to do it just yet,” he said. “Perhaps to use it against me.” 
“Oh,” she replied. “That makes sense.”
“Enya, don't worry,” he buried his hands in her hair, pulling her close. “Everything is going to be alright. I'm going to make sure that everything is alright.”
“I know,” she said. “I know that you'll take care of me. No matter what.”
He kissed her again, inhaling her scent and closing her eyes. 
He knew that she trusted him utterly and completely. He didn't want to scare her, but from inside the bars, he wasn't sure he could take care of her at all. He had to trust his brothers to do so. He had to trust that they weren't so mad that they would use an innocent life to get revenge. 




  
    
    
    Evander
    
  




  


Chapter 12
“What do you mean, they won't give you a trial?” Enya asked, confused. She was sitting outside of Cole's cell, their hands linked. He was sitting on the floor as well, and they were as close as they could possibly be with bars in between them. 
“If they gave me a trial,” Cole explained, “then there is no way I can't be found guilty. I lashed out. I did terrible things, Enya. Things that I shouldn't have done. And I know they were wrong, but in the moment...”
“We've all made mistakes,” she tried to reassure him. “We've all had moments we wish we could take back. But what's done is done. However, they can't keep you in here forever.”
“Nor can they keep you here forever, either,” he said. “If they won't cure you, they need to let me out of here. It's hindering my magic, and it’s probably on purpose. If we were free and clear, I could cure you, and we could live happily ever after.”
She turned to him in surprise.
“What?” she asked, in shock. They had never spoken about their future, at least not like this. But in this moment, Cole smiled at her. 
“That is, if you still want me, after all of this. And honestly, my love, I'd understand if you don't.”
“Of course, I want you!” she cried. She wished desperately that the bars weren't there so she could embrace him. “Why would you think that I wouldn't?”
He chuckled. 
“Look around, love. We aren't exactly in an ideal situation here.”
“Oh, Cole,” she shook her head. “I've never been in an ideal situation. Honestly, this is the most stable my life has been in a long time.”
He smirked. “Trust you to put a happy spin on it,” he replied. “Although I don't know when we will move on to the next stage.”
“Maybe there's an angle I can work with your brothers,” she said, leaning her back against the wall beside his cell. 
“I heard about your appeal to Alexander about love,” he replied. “Alexander and Ariel are the most complicated, most ridiculous couple I've ever met, and yet the simplest. Nicholas told you how long they've been together, but they claim to not be in love and to not believe in love. They have mutual benefits in being with each other, and they get along very well. She doesn't judge him, and he loves how simple and easy being with her is. But heaven forbid they label it love.”
“What about Nicholas?” she asked. “Maybe there's some secret love story there.”
Cole furrowed his brow.
“I don't know about Nicholas. He sneaks off a lot and comes back smelling pretty each time, so I suspect there is someone. But whoever it is, there's some sort of epic devotion and protection, because it's been the same way his entire life.” 
“But if there is someone, why wouldn't he tell you?”
“Because Nicholas is dangerous,” Cole said. “And people around him more than anyone else, tend to die.”
Enya didn't say anything to that, squeezing his hand. She knew that life around them could be dangerous, but she had never had it laid out in such plain terms. 
“And people around you?” she asked. 
He laughed. “They tend to live,” he replied. “Because I'm better at everything. But also, because I've always connected with witches due to my increased magic. They love me, so they add an extra layer of protection.”
“Well, good to know,” she said, and he laughed. 
“That's my Enya,” he replied. “But don't try to work on the boys too hard. To be honest, it's best to let them work it out themselves.”
“I know,” she said. “But you underestimate me.” 
“Enya,” he said, as she got up. “What do you have in mind?”
“Trust me,” she said, with a devilish smile. “You know, the same way you are always asking me to trust you.”
“I do trust you,” he squeezed her hand. “But my brothers are crazy.”
“Please,” she replied. “I've met you. They aren't worse. I'll be back soon, I promise.”
She didn't want to leave him; she didn't ever want to leave. But ideas turned in her head as she headed down the grand hall towards the throne room. 
She wasn't exactly sure what her place in this grand palace was. She wasn't a servant, she wasn't a prisoner, and she wasn't nobility. She could come and go as she pleased. After the first few days, no one paid much attention to her. She had access to everything that she needed, and she felt better than she had in months. If she wasn't cured, she was sure they had done some permanent improvements, because she felt amazing. She was eating better than she ever had, and there was no stress. Aside from the fact that her boyfriend was in jail, she was having the time of her life. 
The door to the throne room opened just as she was about to knock. When they were normally in session for whatever reason, there were guards at the door, and there was a flag outside. Today, though, there were no guards, and Ariel was exiting just as she reached for the door. 
“Oh,” Enya said. “Sorry.”
“It's alright,” Ariel said. “They aren't doing anything important, anyway. They are so boring sometimes.”
“Boring?” Enya raised an eyebrow. “I don't find any of this boring.”
“You will, if you do it long enough,” she replied.
“Nicholas told me you've been living here for quiet awhile.”
“I don't live here,” Ariel quirked an eyebrow. “What does he think I am, a live-in wife or something?”
“Oh,” Enya replied. “Sorry, I misunderstood.”
“Nicholas likes to pretend I live here because I'm nice to him,” Ariel smirked. “But I don't spend all my time here. I have a life on Earth, and I'm there half the time.”
“What is it that you do?” Enya asked. 
“I'm a dancer,” Ariel replied. “Mostly ballet.”
“Oh, that makes sense. You look like a dancer.”
“Right,” Ariel replied. “I feel like you want to ask me something.”
“Just about you and Alexander. How did you meet?”
“How did we meet? He came to my show, and he was mesmerized,” Ariel replied. “Most men are.”
“And then you started a relationship?” Enya asked. Ariel shook her head.
“And then we slept together multiple times. Sometimes multiple times a day, until we decided we should probably stay in touch,” Ariel shrugged. “This really isn't a complicated story. The throne is a nice perk, I like being a Queen, but it's only one half of my life.”
“So, it's possible to go back and forth?”
“Yes,” Ariel replied. “And it's difficult for me, because I block their magic if I'm too close to them. Magic can affect me, but only a very powerful amount. Which is, luckily, what the boys have. It won't be forever though.”
“What do you mean?” Enya asked, and Ariel shrugged. 
“People like me get more powerful the older we get. So eventually, I will have to choose whether to stay forever on Earth, or forever here.”
“And which one will you choose?” Enya asked. 
Ariel smirked. 
“Well, I can't be young and pretty and a dancer forever. But eventually, I'll get bored of that fame, and probably end up here if Alexander doesn't get bored with me.”
“Oh,” it made her head spin. It was such a different lifestyle and perspective from what she had in mind. “Wow.”
“You and Cole are serious?” Ariel asked. “You think you're in love and the whole shebang?”
“Perhaps.” Enya replied. “We’ve been through a lot.”
“But you aren't the first girl he's had, if you are thinking that,” Ariel said. “I don't know if you think he's been innocent.”
“I don't think that,” Enya replied. “But I bet I'm the first Earth girl he's brought back.”
“Yes,” Ariel admitted. “Dragon-human relationships are a bit rare. Dragon-witch, dragon-werewolf, dragon-lion – all of those things are much more common than dragons going to Earth and finding some weak human.”
“Except for you and I,” Enya replied. She smirked. 
“Well, I'm not weak,” she said. “I've been alone since I was a child. My parents ditched me, I ended up in foster care, went to Russia to train in ballet, met Alexander, and boom.” 
“I've been through some stuff, too, you know,” Enya replied. “Although to be honest, my biggest fear right now is my parents freaking out.”
“You can call them,” Ariel said. “It's not that complicated.”
“I can call them?” Enya asked. “From up here?”
“Sure. The boys can change anyone's memories, so the people that you care about accept that you're off somewhere and you're fine. It's easier than being a missing person half the time.”
“Oh,” Enya replied. “This seems ridiculously easy. “
“It's not,” Ariel said. “But it is worth it. Anyways, enough idle small talk. I've got things to do.”
“What are you doing?”
“I have a show tonight.” The girl shrugged. “Gotta go.”
Ariel stalked off, leaving Enya in a state of shock. This entire time she was up here, she hadn't thought about her life back home. She missed her parents, but she never could have imagined living a normal life. Or at least, as close to normal as she was used to. 
But could she do that? Travel here was hard, but she had been very sick. She felt stronger than she ever had before. 
Inside the throne room, Nicholas and Alexander were sitting on the thrones. They weren't in any official positions, just quietly talking. 
“Enya?” Alexander noticed her first. “What can we do for you?”
“I just came to talk to you,” she said. “If you had a moment. Oh, you're uh...highness,” she curtsied. When she looked up, she saw Alexander smiling down on her. 
“Thank you,” he said. “But there's no one here right now, so you can speak freely.”
“Brother,” Nicholas protested, but Alexander waived his hand.
“She can speak freely. I am not her king.”
“I wanted to ask for Cole's freedom,” she said. “I wanted to plead for Cole's freedom.”
“Plead for it?” Alexander said, with a raised eyebrow. “I assume you have a case to present to me.”
“I don't really,” she replied. “Aside from the fact that I can control him, I can make him better.”
“Better than what?” Alexander asked. She paused. 
“I...he wouldn't...the things that he did, when he was alone. You have to understand what he went through. The news that he was adopted devastated him.”
“Devastated him?” Alexander replied. “Enya, you have to understand. WE didn't abandon him. We didn't tell him that he wasn't welcome.”
“But you broke everything he believed in,” she said. “How would you feel if you were told your family wasn't your real family?”
“We are his real family,” Nicholas said. “And I admit, Father didn’t treat him the best. But he is gone now.”
“So why don't you let him out?” 
“Because he killed a lot of people!” Alexander burst out. Enya looked at the ground, her eyes blinking back tears. 
“None of us are perfect,” she replied. “Let he who is without sin cast the first stone.” 
There was silence in the throne room. 
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Chapter 13
“Cole.” 
He looked up to see his brother, Nicholas, at dawn the next day. Nicholas was a frequent visitor, and so he didn't move. Nicholas was always the one who had taken care of him. It was the rule in the family. With four boys, originally, they always took care of the ones below them. It was always Cole who had no responsibility; who had no one to watch over. He supposed that contributed to the fact that he was always up to no good. It wasn't his job to take care of anything but his own amusement. 
“What did you bring me?” Cole asked with a smile. He was trying not to think about the reality that his brothers could possibly leave him in there forever. That was the obvious solution, he thought. 
“A key,” Nicholas said, and waived his hand. To Cole's surprise, the door clicked open. 
“I'm free to go?”
“Not quite,” Nicholas replied. “But for the moment, you can wander the palace. More specifically, you need to go see your human.”
“Enya?” Cole asked, in concern. “What's wrong?”
“The magic we flooded her with is wearing off,” Nicholas said. “She's growing sick again.”
Cole got up quickly, panic flooding his face. 
“Why don't you help her then?” he asked. Nicholas remained silent. “Nicholas! Help her!” 
Nicholas paused, trying to put it in less frightening terms. 
“We have, Cole. Several times.”
“So, do it again,” Cole snapped. “Why don't you just cure her? Why are you keeping her in this state?”
Nicholas said nothing, and horror came over Cole. 
“You can't do it, can you?” 
“Not all of us are witch half-breeds,” Nicholas said, trying to have hope. “Alexander and I may be the most powerful dragon lords alive, but you are more than that.”
“So?” Cole asked, half frantic. “Are you going to let me do it? Are you going to let me cure her? Is her cure a condition to my prison sentence?”
“Cole,” Nicholas said, meeting his eyes. “Do you think we are so cruel?”
“So, you'll let me do it? No conditions?”
“No conditions,” Nicholas said. “Let's go.”
Nicholas's haste scared Cole as they hurried down the hallway. Nicholas was not usually panicked. He took things in stride and did what was necessary. It was true, he had anger and emotional issues, and sometimes lashed out. But he never looked panic or scared. 
Cole wanted to transform for the simple reason that he would get there faster. But he had a feeling that he would need every bit of magic he had. 
Nicholas led him to the room where Enya had been housed. Cole was relieved to learn that she was being kept in the royal quarters – the best rooms, the best service. 
But upon entering the room, he saw the familiar demons return. Enya was pacing the room, which she sometimes did when the pain was out of control. She was half doubled over, sweating buckets, and trying not to vomit. 
“Hey, baby,” Cole leapt forward. The hope in her eyes when she saw him was so uplifting that he almost cried. He wrapped her in his arms, pulling her close and kissing the top of her head. “It's OK. It's OK.”
“Cole,” she managed, and a wave of pain took over. 
“Alright. It's OK. Come here.” He pulled her down to the luxurious bed. “You're OK. I need you to stop tensing up, because you know it's harder to accept the magic.”
“But I can't!” She was fighting against him, but he remained calm. Nicholas was taken aback by the way Cole was acting. This was not the reckless, mischievous brother that had caused so many problems. The one that sometimes seemed cruel just for the sake of being cruel. Cole was angry. Cole was a rebel. Cole killed for the sake of killing. 
But in this moment, he was the calmest, sweetest, kindest boyfriend to his weak, sick girlfriend. 
“Ready?” Cole asked, and Enya managed to nod. “Here we go then, my love.”
The magic flooded from his palms, stronger and better than it had on Earth. Cole could feel her body accepting the healing, and he fully intended to surpass the normal point. He didn't just want to just heal her. He wanted to renew every cell in her body so that she was never sick again. 
Cole was the greatest dragon lord when it came to magic. Learning that he was a half breed had been his downfall not too long ago, but currently, he was grateful for it. 
He closed his eyes, pushing the magic from the most inner workings of his body, but he couldn't seem to break the barrier within her to renew the cells. And to his horror, Enya was still in pain. Her fever still burned, and her head was half limp against him. 
“Nicholas,” Cole's eyes flew open. “Nicholas, can you come and help me?”
Nicholas moved forward, placing his hands on the bed. 
“Tell me what to do, brother.”
“It's healing magic,” Cole said. “But you have to give it to me. Can you do a transfer spell?”
“I think so,” Nicholas replied.
“You can do it,” Cole urged him. “You can do it. I know you can.”
“Right.” Nicholas put his hand on his brother's shoulder. 
“Cole?” Enya asked, and he squeezed an arm around her. 
“It's OK, love, just give me a minute.” He was trying to sound hopeful, but his heart was beating a million miles a minute. He couldn't seem to find the perfect position to give her all the magic he had. It was almost as if her body was putting up its own barrier. “Just one minute.”
He felt Nicholas's magic flood into him, and he pushed as much as he could, grasping Enya tight. 
Her cells were highly damaged. He could practically see them in front of his eyes – warped, weak, and fighting for survival. 
“I need more!” he cried to Nicholas, who gritted his teeth and pressed harder. 
“Cole,” Enya said again, and it sounded like she was in even more pain. 
“Just hold on,” Cole said, as he tried again. The magic was starting to flood him in ways he had never experienced. He knew that using high amount of magic was dangerous, and he knew that it could sometimes do terrible, harmful things. 
But in that moment, feeling Enya's limp body against him, he didn't care. He would give up his own life for her. 
He suddenly felt what he could only describe as a pop or bang. It hurt immensely and he felt darkness sparkle in front of his eyes. Nicholas fell back, slumping against the wall. Cole felt blood dipping from his nose, and he wiped it away in haste as he looked down at Enya. 
She was limp in his arms, her eyes closed. And to his horror, her chest was not moving. 
“NO!” Cole screamed. He was loud, the scream coming from the bottom of his lungs. It was such a terrifying cry that people from all over came running into the room. “ENYA! NO!” 
Alexander came sprinting in with Ariel, having been down the hall. Cole's hands were on her chest, trying to push more magic in a frantic attempt to revive her. Nicholas was dazed, his magic blown, and he could barely focus on the scene in front of him. 
“Move!” Ariel moved forward, letting go of Alexander's hand. “Cole, get off her. Alexander, call your medical team.”
“What happened?” Alexander barked, in his own panic. 
“I'm trying to help. I'm trying to help. I’m trying to help,” Cole repeated, but Ariel had no time for his explanation. 
“I said, call your medical team,” Ariel swore as she quickly tied her long, red hair in a knot. “They are more advanced than Earth, and yet they can't get here? Do it, now!”
She pushed a stunned Cole aside, checking Enya's breath. Finding nothing, she placed her hands on Enya’s chest and began CPR immediately. 
Everything on the planet was either magically controlled or mechanically controlled. The simple measures of CPR seemed beyond them, and none of them had any idea what they were doing. 
Ariel continued CPR for almost five, heart-stopping minutes. It was the most chaotic that things had ever been in the palace. Cole was frantic and screaming, Nicholas was trying not to faint, and Alexander was trying to remain in control. 
Eventually, the medical team rushed in. They moved in perfect unison, taking over the moment that Ariel's hands left Enya's body. 
The redhead grabbed for Cole, holding him back as the team worked on her. They rushed her away, and the boys were only a moment or two behind. 
Within an hour, it seemed all was well. They had revived Enya, hooking her up to high tech machines, and making sure that she was awake and conscious. In a place where science and magic went hand in hand, it was the head physician who consulted with them. 
“It should have worked,” Cole said. “It should have worked. I tried to heal her on a cellular level.”
“You did,” the physician said. “But it didn't work. Humans have a different make up than us, Cole, and magic doesn't work on them that way. You can't just change her cells without changing her in a radically different way. Or in this case, killing her. Medical science can intervene, manage the symptoms, and heal the damage done by the rebel cells. But you cannot change them.”
“What are you saying?” Cole asked. “That I can't cure her?”
“No,” the doctor said sadly. “No, you cannot.”
Cole sunk against the wall, his face growing pale. 
“I lied to her,” Cole said, softly. Nicholas turned to him. 
“Little brother.”
“I lied to her,” Cole said. “I promised her. She risked everything for me. She gave up everything for me. I promised her that she would live, that she would be healed, and I lied.”
“You didn't know,” Alexander said softly. “You thought as usual, Cole, that you were invincible and could do anything that you wanted to do.”
“And now?” Cole asked, in a flat voice. “What do I know? If you lock me up for the crimes I committed, she cannot receive my magic which is the best for her. If you try me, I will die, and so will she eventually. If you let me out, I know that your rule will be forever questioned.” 
Alexander said nothing, looking between each of them. 
He had never wished that Finneas was here more than in this moment, and that was something he wished for daily. 
“Cole,” he said. “You will be under house arrest in the palace while Enya recovers,” he said. “You can stay in the medical center with her. You won't be guarded, so I need to have your word and your honor.”
“Of course,” Cole said, and Alexander looked him right in the eye. 
“This is your last chance,” Alexander said. “If you break this parole, I will have no choice. There will be no way to get out of this.” 
“I understand,” Cole said. Alexander had his doubts about the promise, but he knew he had to take the risk. If Cole didn't change, then he would have no choice. It would be life in prison or worse. 
“Good. Go to her then,” he said, and Cole hurried off. Alexander looked at Nicholas and sighed. 
“Any ideas?” he asked. “Otherwise, an innocent girl will end up dying.”
Nicholas sighed. 
“For once, brother, I have nothing to say.” 
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Chapter 14
She had been in the medical center for three days, and she had been enjoying every second of having Cole by her side. Without the need to rush through the cipher, or half way across the world, they were ironically having the most relaxing time of their relationship. Cole brought her things to do, entertained her with stories, or occasionally took her on short walks through the palace to show her things that he had strong memories of. 
She laughed, she smiled, and she seemed to be growing stronger each day. But the fact remained heavy in Cole's heart that he wouldn't be able to heal her like he said. 
“What things did she tell you?” Cole asked. Enya shrugged. 
“That she goes back and forth and lives a normal life. I didn't realize something like that was possible.” 
“Well, Ariel is sleeping with the King,” Cole replied. “But it is possible, of course. Not forever, but for a time.”
“So, would it be possible for me to do something like that?” she asked. “If things settle down?”
“My love, if we find a way to survive this, I would happily give you whatever you want. But to be honest with you, I’m not quite sure how to get out of this.” 
“We'll find a way.” She leaned against his shoulder. “Your brothers are good people, Cole, we'll find a way.”
“You have such faith in them, and you barely know them,” Cole replied. 
“Yes, but they are related to you,” she replied. “So, they are good people.”
“Oh Enya,” he replied. “You are such a romantic.”
“Mmm,” she said. “Until then, we cannot change anything, so why don't you relax?” She closed her eyes. She had been through so much, and somehow, she felt the safest and most calm in her whole life. 
In the throne room, Alexander and Nicholas had locked themselves away with Ariel, scouring records and books. 
“You know how this society is,” Nicholas was saying. “If we can find a way to pardon him by law, then the citizens will accept it. Besides, has he done any worse than any of us when we go to war?”
“The difference is, it was in cold blood,” said Ariel, who seemed undeterred by this. “Unless of course, it wasn't.”
“It was,” Alexander replied, but Ariel shook her head. 
“He went into a war-torn zone to take his temperature, a zone that you have been sending fights to for years. Who’s to say that he wasn't following through with some order, some war. He killed enemies, too, didn't he? Civilian casualties are part of war.” 
“So, let's say for a second he did,” Nicholas replied. “He didn't kill in cold blood. He still committed a crime.”
“Argh,” Ariel put her head down. In her time here, she had become fluent in dragon words as much as English. But sometimes, she was simply frustrated with their stubbornness. “There must be something. Look, I love Cole just as much as the rest of you. But if you're going to follow the rule book to the letter, you're going to lose your brother. “
“And then there's the case of this girl,” Alexander said. “To bring an innocent girl into all of this…”
“As you did to me?” Ariel asked. Alexander raised an eyebrow. 
“You may have been younger than her, my dear, but you were far from innocent. You had seen and experienced the world. This girl has lived five feet from her parents and always been taken care of. It's a different case. “
“Still, she's not here against her will,” Ariel replied. “She thinks she's in love with Cole, and I wager he thinks he's in love with her.”
“Or they actually are,” Nicholas replied, and Ariel rolled her eyes. 
“Whatever,” she said, as she looked down at the book in front of her. Suddenly, her eyes lit up. “Hold on a moment.” 
“Hmm?” Alexander leaned over to look at the book in front of her. “Can you read that?”
“I'm not just a pretty face,” she gave him a smirk. He had a look of pride on his face as she translated the text in her head. When Ariel first arrived, she had stubbornly refused to learn dragon lore. She had struggled with it and gotten frustrated. But now, she was fluent, and even able to take on ancient texts that sometimes confused him. She was growing to be a good partner, his red-headed dancer. “There's some trash here about the savior of an innocent – a trade.”
“A trade?” Alexander asked, confused. 
“A trade: evil for good.” She squinted. “Nicholas, you must have invoked this half a hundred times. You're a rat mongrel sometimes.”
“What?” Nicholas asked with a smile on his face as he leaned over on her other side. “The law of Repentance. I've heard of it before.”
“Your father probably passed it several times without even mentioning it,” she said. “You remember when you saved that drowning girl, and suddenly you didn't have to answer for the fact that you freaked out during a council meeting?” 
“I thought Father was just grateful,” Nicholas said, and Ariel rolled her eyes. 
“It looks like it's an actual thing.” 
“Nicholas had a temper tantrum,” Alexander said. “Cole slaughtered left, right, and center”
“Correct.” Ariel seemed to think. “But Enya isn't going to be cured. He'd have to devote his life to the medicine here, to giving her just the right amount of magic every week. He can't do that if he's in prison or dead.”
“What you're proposing is that he devotes his life to her,” Alexander said. “And it will wipe out the sins he committed. “ 
“Not wipe out,” she said. “A trade. Will your people accept that?” 
“They might be upset, but they couldn't question it if that's the actual rule,” Alexander answered. “Nicholas, do you concur?”
Nicholas ran his hand over his face. 
“You're the king,” he replied. “You don't actually need my opinion to do anything.”
“I don't need your opinion,” Alexander answered. “But it might be nice to have it.” 
“Hmm,” Nicholas answered. “I think they might accept it, but only if there's a grand gesture. Only if he proves that this is forever.”
“You romantic!” Ariel cried. “You are suggesting that he marry her.”
“He has to do something,” Nicholas said. “Or we lose our brother forever.”
“Is it allowed?” Cole asked, and everyone's head shot up. 
“Cole, what are you doing here?” Alexander asked, in surprise “I thought you were with Enya.”
“She's asleep,” Cole said. “So, I thought I'd see what you folks were up to. Which is apparently planning my whole life.” 
“We are trying to save you, brother. We are trying to forgive you,” Alexander replied. 
“I know,” Cole said, leaning against the wall. “But Father wouldn't have wanted this.”
“Father is gone,” Alexander said, raising his chin. “I am King now.”
He had said it before, but Ariel had never heard it with such certainty and such confidence. She smiled at him proudly. 
“Yes,” she touched his arm, briefly. “But it is Cole's choice, remember?” 
“The truth is,” Cole grinned. “I thought marrying her would be nice. Either that or banishing me with her. How wonderful would that be? We'd have this secret life, and you could send us secret money and–”
“Stop!” Nicholas rolled his eyes. “What is it that you want?”
“Let me marry her,” Cole replied. “It'll be the first dragon-human marriage. We'll go down in history.”
Ariel and Alexander exchanged looks.
“You know it won't be easy,” Alexander said. “You think this will be the end of security and the end of judgment, but it will just be the beginning.”
“I've endured worse,” Cole replied. “So long as I've got my family behind me.” 
The princes looked at each other. 
“We're behind you, Cole,” Alexander said. “And I think that you've suffered enough. You'll have to repent, but devoting your life to that girl may be enough to redeem you.”
“Thank you,” he said. “And I know what I did was wrong. But I can't...I mean...”
“Love changes us,” Nicholas said. “There's no one who would deny that.”
“So, help me plan the greatest proposal known to man or dragon,” Cole said. Ariel shook her head. 
“You clearly don't know this girl at all. She doesn't want fireworks and a giant billboard. She just wants you. Do you have a ring?”
“I think I can figure that out,” Cole replied. “Where's that ring that mother left?”
“The sapphire?” Alexander replied. “That weighs more than she does.”
“Perfect,” Cole said. “Let's get it then. This is going to be the greatest disturbance to the palace since you brought this red-head here,” he winked at her. 
Alexander knew that what he was doing was a gamble. Starting off his reign on shaky territory was not the way he had imagined. If he was truthful, he didn't really imagine starting his rule at all. He had always thought he would be the second prince – the one with all of the fun and none of the responsibilities. 
Even now, he felt like he was possibly just a place holder for Finneas, and not really the King. 
But everyday that Finneas did not return was another day that he knew he had to shoulder this burden and do what he thought was best for his kingdom and his family. 
The ring was found, polished, and a new band put on to fit what they thought would be Enya's finger. 
Cole changed his clothes into his formal dress attire, looking like a beautiful Prince. He took Enya's breath away when he walked into the room. 
“What are you looking at?” he teased her, as she sat up in bed. 
“You look mischievous,” she said. “Like you're up to something. What is it?”
“What makes you think that I'm up to something bad?” he asked. 
She gave him a look. 
“Did your brothers make a breakthrough?”
“Yes,” he said, sitting on the edge of her bed. “They did.”
“So?” She looked so hopeful, her eyes sparkling, and her cheeks full of color. She looked much better now that the medical team had helped her, and now that the excess magic had flowed from her body. He could see that she would soon be ready to leave and to live life again. 
“So,” he said. “It turns out, I could devote my life to doing something good, and I might be alright. Repented, even.”
“What are you talking about?” she asked. 
“Well,” he replied. “I couldn't imagine anything better to do with my life than taking care of you, being with you, and living with you.”
“What?” she asked, in shock. “Cole, what are you talking about?”
He pulled out the giant sapphire. “I'm talking about marrying me. If you want.” 
Her jaw fell open as she looked at the ring. 
“Marrying you? Staying here?” 
“Marrying me,” he said. “So, my beautiful, Enya, will you marry me?”
“Yes,” she breathed, and he slipped the ring onto her finger. “Yes, I will marry you.”
“Good,” he replied. “Because with you in my life, I will be the best person I could possibly be.” 
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Chapter 15
When Enya pictured her wedding, she had never pictured something so grandiose. She had wanted a ceremony on Earth – a traditional wedding ceremony. The fact that she had been away from her parents and family for so long had been wiped away with Cole's magic. But she didn't want to continue lying and wiping their minds forever. She wanted them to know that she was safe, happy, and married. She had concocted some story about Cole living in Australia and being a pilot so she didn't have to be in the same place whenever they wanted to visit. It was the closest to his accent and the closest to his true status that she could get without completely lying. 
Her parents and her friends were nothing but happy for her. Enya was thriving – rosy cheeked and happy – and there was no one who thought this wasn't the best thing for her. She was clearly in love, and her wedding in the local church was a dream come true. 
“Thank you for helping me,” Enya glanced to Ariel as she did up the buttons on the back of her dress. “You're so kind.”
“If we're going to be living in the same place,” Ariel replied. “We might as well get to know each other. Besides, I like weddings.”
“You do?” Enya said. 
“Sure. It's just like a show, isn't it?” 
Enya laughed. “You're such a romantic.”
“I try,” Ariel said. “There, all done.” 
“Oh my.” Looking in the mirror, Enya gasped. She felt like a princess in antique lace, with lace sleeves, and a tiara woven into her hair. 
She had to look twice to remind herself that she was, in fact, a princess. Marrying Cole meant that she would be a Dragon Princess, and she would have a life that she thought was only possible in fairy tales. 
“Are you ready?” her father asked, sticking his head into her bridal room. “I think everyone's here. I must have fallen out of step with your friends, because there are a lot of people here I don't recognize.”
“Oh,” she said. “Probably Cole's friends.”
“Right,” he held out his arm. “They all look alike, have you noticed? All tall with pale eyes. Does he belong to a cult?”
“Dad!” she said, rolling her eyes. “Come on.”
“Just kidding,” he said. “But it is time to go. Everyone is here.”
“Right,” Enya said, and took his arm. 
Everything about the wedding looked normal. It was just her best kept secret that her future husband was not human. 
Cole was waiting at the end of the aisle, and Enya's eyes focused on him right away. He looked so handsome and so well put together. Alexander and Nicholas stood behind him in nearly identical suits. Perhaps it was because she was looking for it, but she could see the flash of yellow eyes from her dragon lover. 
She blushed as they walked down the aisle. 
If someone had told her a year ago that this would be her life, she would have laughed. She was supposed to be dead, not happy and married. Dragons had changed her entire life. 
When they reached the end of the aisle, her father placed her hands in his. He lifted her veil, kissed her on the head, and then stepped aside. 
Cole smiled at her, squeezing her hands. 
“Hi,” he said. Enya blushed. 
“Hi,” she replied. “How are you?”
“Oh, you know, I have this thing today,” he said with a smirk. When they returned, they would have a proper dragon wedding, and she was sure that it would be glorious and beautiful. But this, here and now, was the type of wedding she had always dreamed of. 
The priest cleared his throat, and they both turned to him. In yesterday’s rehearsal, the words hadn't felt real. But now, as he spoke, Enya felt them hit her right in the heart. This wasn't just rehearsal. This was real.
Enya felt her heart rate rise, and she squeezed Cole's hand for support. He sent a tiny bit of magic, almost as a question, but she just smiled, and shook her head. She wasn't ill. She was happier than she had ever been. 
No one said a word. Everyone in the congregation could see that they were clearly in love. The way he looked at her, the way she turned to him. She felt so in love and connected. Enya had always felt unsure, alone, and out of step. But it had turned out that was because her soul mate just wasn't on Earth. She had been looking in all the wrong places. 
“Enya,” the priest turned to her, solemnly. Enya trembled, raising her chin. “Will you have this man to be your husband, to live together with him in the covenant of marriage? Will you love him, comfort him, honor, and keep him, in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, be faithful unto him as long as you both shall live?”
“I do,” she said, looking into his yellow eyes that she had come to love so much. He was the most handsome man that she had ever met. 
“Cole,” said the priest, turning his gaze upon the dragon prince. “Will you have this woman to be your wife, to live together with her in the covenant of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor, and keep her, in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, be faithful unto her as long as you both shall live?”
“I will,” he said. They had already been through so much, and in a lot of ways, had already honored those vows. 
“Will all of you witnessing these promises do all in your power to uphold these two persons in their marriage?” The priest turned to the congregation.
“We do,” they chanted. 
The rings were the bit of dragon lore that Cole had worked into their Earth wedding. Alexander passed over two intricately carved golden and platinum rings that were stronger than any metal found on Earth. They were made for their hands and their hands alone. 
“I give you this ring as a symbol of my love, and with all that I am, and all that I have, I honor you, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” Cole whispered, as he slipped the ring over her finger. He had never been timid or afraid, but in this moment, he was overcome with emotion. 
“I give you this ring as a symbol of my love, and with all that I am, and all that I have, I honor you, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” Enya said, putting the ring on his strong hand. 
“Enya and Cole, having witnessed your vows of love to one another, it is my joy to present you to all gathered here as husband and wife. Cole, you may kiss the bride.”
Cole swept her down and kissed her, and Enya felt her heart race. 
Happily-ever afters did exist, and she finally had hers. 
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Chapter 1
“And look at your life. Look at your life through heaven's eyes.” 
She extended her long leg, her body a perfect silhouette, and then launched into the lively dance routine the choreography called for. She didn't even have to think about what she was doing, her muscle memory taking over. Sometimes, Ariel was stunned as to how she did anything at all. She had been dancing for so long that it appeared she absorbed choreography by osmosis, and wasn’t even aware of that she was doing half the time, until the music started. 
Normally, she danced as a strict ballerina, usually prima donna, leading the pack with her rebellious moves. Ariel had been a ballerina since she was nine years old. On stage, she was the uniform ballerina, with her fiery red hair pulled into a bun, her tutu always in perfect condition, and her face serene. She had even taken more gigs in musicals lately, enjoying the difference between the musical world and the strict world of ballet. Off stage, she was rebellious, her cleavage exposed, her green eyes sparkling, and her long fingers tracing flirtatious lines on men's chests. Ariel could have been a model, a high-end escort, an executive – basically, anything that she wanted. She loved dancing, but she also knew that she couldn't do it forever. Luckily, she already had another plan for her life. 
When the production of Prince of Egypt took its final bow, Ariel was quick to head backstage to her dressing room. She didn't mind leaving in her makeup, but she certainly didn't want to leave on the conservative costumes that they made her wear. She was much happier to change into a high-low skirt and tube top. She let down her hair, curls falling around her shoulders, and glanced in the mirror. Her milky white shoulders were well toned, and her long legs now had shoes that laced up to her knees. She was a goddess, on or off stage. 
“You're in a rush,” her dressing room mate, Tara, said to her as she sauntered back in. “Hot date?”
“Sure,” Ariel replied. “You could look at it like that. Two days off, I'm going to use it well.”
Tara wiggled her eyebrows. 
“Who is it?”
“None of your business,” Ariel replied, although she smiled. 
“Is it that Alexander bloke?” Tara asked. 
“Maybe,” Ariel replied casually, as she slipped her jewelry back on. 
“You better be careful,” Tara said. “People might think you're serious about him, the way things have been going.”
“We're not serious,” Ariel replied. “We just have an understanding.”
“Right,” Tara said. “An understanding.”
“See you on Wednesday,” Ariel picked up her bag that cost more than a week's salary, and sauntered out the door into the lobby. 
The man in question was waiting for her in the lobby with a well-tailored suit on his back, and a smile on his face. 
The first time she had laid eyes on Alexander, she had been stunned. He was one of the most handsome men she had ever seen. Lean muscles and a handsome face, with well-defined features – he had caught her eye from the moment he walked into a room. But what really attracted her was the flash of yellow she saw in his eyes, especially when he was angry. She loved it when he was angry, his head held high and his face regal. He looked like a king, and that was because he was one. Alexander was King of the Dragon Lords, far away on the planet of Umora. 
It wasn't long into their torrid, steamy affair that she had figured it out. But Ariel herself wasn't an ordinary human either. She was a carapace, the reverse of a supernatural creature. With her mere presence alone, Ariel could suck the supernatural powers from the world around her. Everyone was reduced to human while Ariel was around. Some of them didn't like it; some of them thought that she and her kind were too dangerous to live. But Alexander loved the burden of being a dragon shifter taken away from him. He loved kissing her and feeling the supernatural senses melt to nothing – feeling nothing but her hands and her lips. She didn't believe in love, and he didn't either. However, they were of mutual benefit to each other. He was addicted to the feeling she gave him, and they got along well. 
But when she was 18 years old, almost 19, he had repaid the favor she paid him nightly. Ariel's British work visa had run out where she was dancing. He had British citizenship by way of magic and had married her in a civil ceremony. It had been nothing but functional, and they didn't talk about it with anyone. Their marriage was of no consequence; he was sure that he'd enjoy her company either way. On Earth, he escorted her to fancy events, took her home from shows, and reveled in her arms. On Umora, she served as his queen when she pleased, sitting beside him on the throne, enjoying a life of luxury.
She had no family, left in foster care as a toddler, but she loved his family. He had two younger brothers, Nicholas and Cole. Her secret brothers-in-law were mischievous princes, but they were each finding their way in life since their father had died. Cole had married a human, and Nicholas was happy with his position as regent. Ariel loved her life as queen as much as her life as a dancer. She didn't judge anyone; she came and went as she pleased, and she took no sides in any conflict. Ariel had always looked out for herself. 
Late at night, however, she also knew that the weight of the crown was driving into Alexander's very soul. He hadn't ever anticipated the throne. There had been an older brother, Peter, who had always hated what he was. Peter, at least the story that Ariel heard, walked around with a dark cloud over him. One day, he disappeared in the blink of magic, into the darkness that dragons go when their souls can not go on. No one had ever returned from there, and so the throne went to Alexander. 
“Hi,” she said, standing up on her tip toe to kiss him. She was tall, but he was taller. “How was that?”
“You were ravishing, as always,” he replied, enjoying the kiss. “I'm glad I got to see it. A bit different from your usual programming.”
“Not sure I'll stick with it,” she said. “But it was something different. Did I look hot?”
“You looked beautiful,” he was always classy, always thinking about his words before he spoke. English did not come easily to him, although Ariel was completely fluent in the dragon tongue by now. 
“Oh, wasn't trying for that,” she teased him. “Are we going right away?”
“We can, if you want,” he said. “Although, if you want dinner, I won't object to another hour or two away.”
“Mm,” she said, as they headed towards the door. The plan was to return to Umora tonight and to stay with him for the next two days while the theater was closed. Alexander looked tired today, and she could see that he could use a break. She hated to bring up the topic she wanted to discuss, but it had been weighing on her mind all night. “Or we could stay tonight and head to City Hall in the morning.”
“City Hall?” he said, his mind turning. He sighed. “Ariel, we are not getting a divorce. I don't know why you keep asking. It's not as if I keep you under lock and key. Is there someone else you're desperate to marry?”
“No,” she insisted. “But being married, even in secret, does not vibe with my style.”
“Your style,” he rolled his eyes. “I just…it’s of no consequence to you, aside from some paperwork. If you don't want to come back with me, it's nothing.”
“I do,” she said. “But that's not the point.”
“Ariel,” he sighed, running a hand over his face. “Can we talk about this later?”
 
She saw his eyes flash, and she stopped walking. 
“What is it?”
“It's nothing,” he answered, but she knew him better than that. They had been together for 11 years, on and off, and she could read him better than a book. 
“Obviously, it is,” she said, and bumped gently against him.
“That's the thing, it's not,” he said. “Someone, before I left, told me there was a rumor circulating in town that Peter had returned.”
She stopped. 
“What? But you said that's not possible.”
“Of course it's not possible,” he said. “But it got to me. The feeling I had when someone said that–”
“Would you want him to come back?” she asked. “Even now? It's been years, hasn't it? And you've got the Kingdom set up to your rule.”
 
“I…” he shook his head. “I don't know. It just stunned me. That's all.”
Ariel squeezed his hand. 
“So, let's go out,” she said. “Paint the town red. Just don't get so plastered that you forget how to magic us back. We don't have to think about any of this now.”
“That's your solution to everything,” he said, although he looked slightly less pale. “You are serious, though? About the divorce?”
Alexander came from a place where there was no divorce, not even suggestion of such a thing. Dragons married for life, even if they didn't mate for life. He couldn't even fathom the very idea of having a second or third wife. He had known what it meant when he married her, and while their marriage was open, he had no intention of signing papers, even if it was just on Earth.
“I am,” she said. “And it's not the first time we've talked about it. Don't act so surprised.”
“We can talk about it,” he said, at last. “But I don't–”
“I know,” Ariel said. “We come from very different worlds. I've long since accepted this.” 
“Well, at least there's that,” he loved being on Earth. The busy streets, especially in the dark, were memorizing. The cars whizzed by, people spoke on their phones, and the world seemed simpler and easier. “We can go out for a few drinks if you want. We should celebrate your success, in any case. You stole the show.”
“I was in the chorus!” she protested. “That's the problem with musical theater. It doesn't matter if you were a prima donna in the ballet company; you are in the chorus of the theater unless you can dance and act.”
“You can't dance ballet forever,” he said, and she shrugged. 
“I know,” she replied. “And I know I'm already older than most of the dancers out there. Musical theater is a last-ditch effort. Maybe I should learn to act; it can't be that hard.”
“I could waive my hand,” he said, indicating his magic. “One director will lead to another, and they will all be convinced you're a rising star in that regard.”
“No,” she said. “I was a prima ballerina on my own, and if this is my path, I'll figure it out.”
“My independent queen,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “So many people would take that offer and never look back.”
“So many of them are weak,” Ariel answered. “Are you actually hungry?”
“No,” he said, as he scoured the landscape. 
“Right, it's not Wednesday, is it?” she said it off hand, but Alexander caught it anyway, squeezing her hand. It was the other thing he hid – his issues with food. He was almost afraid of his dragon form and of the impulses that came with it. Dragons ate other creatures relentlessly, gouging sometimes. Cole was particularly bad for it, as he was never satisfied. But Alexander liked to be in control of everything: his words, his clothes, his situation, and his food. He ate once a week on Wednesdays. Wednesdays were the days Ariel returned to the theater, and Tuesday nights were when he pulled her closest, pushing the dragon hunger away. “Drinks it is then,” she said, taking his hand. “Come on. For one night, you're not the king. You're just mine.” 
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Chapter 2 
When Ariel awoke, she knew it was barely dawn. She was surprised it was dawn, frankly. Sometimes, Alexander didn't even wait for the sunrise to get up, showering and dressing and looking like he hadn't just done unspeakable things to her until it was nearly morning. The few times she had gotten him drunk enough to throw up, unused to how humans tolerated alcohol, he even threw up neatly and cleanly, returning to bed without a spot of noise. 
He had been drunk last night, she knew that. He had touched her more, reaching for her in the middle of the night like she was a teddy bear. Their father hadn't been kind to them, lashing out physically when they weren't in compliance with what he wanted. None of the princes were easy to trust, to hug, or to touch, unless their inhibitions were lowered. Cole, the youngest brother, had received the lesser of the troubles, and Ariel supposed that's why he had a happy marriage right now. 
 
This morning, though, Alexander showed no signs of trauma, his suit back on, his hair perfectly styled. 
“Are you awake?” he asked. “We should go.”
“Ugh,” she swung her arm out. “Go ahead and do it.”
“Ariel,” he smirked. “Do you really want to arrive in the throne room without any clothes on?”
“Do you want me to?” she rolled over, a grin on her face. “Why are you going straight to the throne room? You don't need to work this early.”
“I do,” he said. “So as adorable as you look, can you get dressed?”
“Bah,” she groaned, crawling out of bed. But she had the night go her way, so she supposed she should let him set the schedule this morning. She made sure he got an eyeful as she found her clothes, struggling to put them on and make herself presentable. “Are you doing throne duty or something?”
“No,” he answered. “Not that I know of.”
“Oh, my goodness,” she shook her head. “If we weren't married, could I turn up in the throne room whenever I want?”
“If we weren't married,” he was quick to answer. “You would not be in the throne room.”
“What?” that answer stopped her. “At all?” 
“You aren't a dragon, Ariel,” he responded. 
“But no one knows we are married now!” she protested. It scared her, because that was her back up plan. She knew she couldn't dance forever, and she didn't know how to do anything else. Sitting beside Alexander and living a life of luxury suited her; she knew he was addicted to her. But this was the first time she realized she might lose everything she had come to know. 
“I know,” he said calmly. She sank on the bed, trying to reconcile. 
“So, do you not want to go?” she said. He held out his hand. 
“I gave my word. And you know that I don't go back on my word.”
She took it wordlessly, putting her other hand on her purse. 
“Go on then,” she said, having made this trip half a hundred times. 
It took a huge amount of magic to bring her back to his world. Each time it got harder. He had to constantly fight to overturn her carapace abilities, and even as the dragon king, he could only do it about once a week. She knew one day, as she got stronger and older, she would be stuck in one destination or the other. 
She hadn't thought about which one that would be yet. But whichever it was, she hadn't considered that a divorce would cut him out of her life. She wondered if a normal marriage was easier or harder.
Alexander grunted as he forced the magic through her. He was one of the only ones who could do it. She felt the hard marble floor rush up under her, and she landed with a grunt. 
“I'm sorry,” he said, as soon as his head was clear. “That was more difficult than I imagined.”
“No kidding,” she looked around at her surroundings. They were in one of the private rooms off the throne room, an entrance chamber that had a history of hundreds of years. It always felt so odd to her, to be here in a place where Alexander's blood had run a thousand years, if not more. She belonged to nowhere – had no home, no place where she could see her family or walk in their footsteps. But he knew nothing but memories and family life. “Let's just stay here. It's quiet.”
“In another life, perhaps,” he said, getting up and then pulling her along. “I’m going to make sure my brothers haven't burned the place down while I was gone. I assume you'd like to go to your room and freshen up?”
“I can do that,” she said. “But Alexander, I do want to talk about...you know, what I mentioned, while I'm here.”
He sighed. “It is a big deal for you, isn't it?”
“It is,” she said, although she didn't want to push the topic. “I feel like a fraud, Alexander.”
He understood that, as he understood everything about her. It was an odd position to be in, and not one he could speak to anyone about. She thought that their relationship would sustain if their marriage did not, but he couldn’t bring himself to do that. 
“We will find some time to speak about it. I promise,” he said before walking away. 
Ariel checked her reflection in the mirror on the wall and decided that she looked presentable enough to wander through the palace. All she needed when she came here was her purse; everything else was kept for her. It was the closest thing to having a home that she could ever imagine. 
The palace was bustling with activity as it always was. The dragon lords were the top of the hierarchy here, controlling an entire planet of various types of shifters. It had been surprisingly easy to swallow when she first found out about their existence and her place in it all. 
Being a wife didn't suit her though, even if Alexander claimed freedom. She liked being a queen, and she wouldn't trade that for anything, but she still felt an obligation to him that weighed heavily on her soul. She wasn't in love with him; they didn't believe in love. So, what was she doing?
“Precious!” she heard Nicholas' voice and turned around with a smile. He had always loved her, from the moment they first met. Nicholas had been in a rage, and Ariel had simply shrugged and smiled. Her lack of judgment in a world full of it had made him her loyal servant. The middle brother had always been emotional and difficult to control. But Ariel had never found him to be anything but charming. She was kind to him, giving him her undivided attention and complimenting his bad boy ways. In return, he made sure his sister-in-law was never wronged or so much as unhappy. “You're here!”
“Of course,” she said. “It's Monday morning, isn't it? I'm always here then.” Even saying that made her clench her jaw. Not only was she at Alexander's side, she had a routine with him. 
“Yes,” he wrapped her up in a hug. “But sometimes, you come on Sunday nights. You didn't come last night.”
She switched to the dragon tongue so that his words wouldn't be so stilted. 
“No, your brother and I had a bit of a party,” she replied, with a smile. “What's new and exciting?”
“Same old, same old,” he answered with a shrug. As they walked through the palace, people bowed to him and possibly to her. He took no notice, for it had been happening all his life. She smiled, however, enjoying the attention. “Cole and Enya are on Earth until tonight, I think.”
Cole's human wife, Enya, was his perfect match. Innocent to his mischief, weak to his strong, he had devoted his whole life to loving her, protecting her, and fueling her otherwise dying body with healing magic a few times a week. He couldn't cure her. The magic couldn't change the defects in the cells, but he could heal the damage it did whenever she felt ill. They were happy being married, devoted to each other, and living a double life between here and Earth. She was in school, studying to be a translator, and he happily took her down whenever she had class. 
“So, no little brother to watch over? I have you all to myself?” she teased. 
“You do,” he grinned. “What trouble do you want to get up to?”
“Hmm. I'll have to think on that,” she replied. “To be honest, I was actually hoping for a relaxing few days off.”
“Boring,” he answered, and she shrugged. 
“Or we could burn the palace down. I think that's what Alexander was going to investigate”
“You are queen, my dear,” he said. “You can do whatever you wish, and I, as a loyal prince, will have to follow.”
“Yes,” she said, surveying the ballroom. It was her favorite place, especially when it was empty. She loved to take over the marble floors, dancing through routines she only dreamed of trying. The fact that it was currently empty was tempting. 
Nicholas picked up on it, laying a hand on her shoulder. 
“I'll be back,” he said, wanting to take care of some business. 
She hardly noticed he was gone, the music already playing in her head. Ariel bent down to take off her shoes, imagining her first few choreographed steps all the way to a grand finale. 
She spun, she leapt, she threw her arms out and pushed her body through the motions. She knew that she shouldn't be dancing without stretching first, but she couldn't help it in such a beautiful room. 
She was so wrapped up in the music in her head that she didn't notice when a man suddenly stepped in front of her. They collided full on, and Ariel went flying backwards. 
She rolled as she had been taught to do, but it wasn't without a few swear words. 
“What the heck?” she said, as she sat up. “What is wrong with you?”
She said it in English, but the man standing in front of her looking equally startled was clearly a dragon. He had the same tall build and the same yellow eyes that flashed with emotion. 
“Hello?” she repeated, in dragon lore. “Who are you? You're not supposed to be in here.”
He raised his chin. 
“Are you authorized to be in the hall of the royals?” he asked. 
“Yes,” she replied, standing up. She didn't like being talked down to. “I don't know what rock you've been living under, but I am Ariel, and I sit on the dragon queen's throne.”
The man's face changed. 
“Beside who?”
“Beside Alexander, dragon king? Who do you think?”
“Alexander is king?” he asked, in shock. “Father is dead?”
Chills went down her spine as he spoke. 
“Who are you?” she asked, her voice losing emotion. Her stomach knew the answer before he even responded. She could see the resemblance now, although she wanted to deny it. 
“I am Peter,” he replied. “And if Father is dead, then I am king of the dragons.”




  
    
    
    Evander
    
  




  


Chapter 3
“You're dead,” Ariel said, staring right at him. She didn't know what else to say, aside from the fact that it was clearly a lie. He was standing right in front of her, and she could feel her carapace effects sucking the magic out of him. He didn't seem to notice though as he looked around. 
“Where are my brothers?” he asked, and she quirked a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. 
“You used to live here. I'm sure you can find them,” she said.
“Find my brothers,” he repeated. 
“Um, no, you don't give orders to me,” she answered. He glared at her, and she tensed. He may be a dragon lord, but she had control over his magic. Either one of them could do significant damage to the other if they wanted. Ariel didn't let people hurt her; she didn't let people take control of her. It was a wall she had built from a young age, and it wasn't about to fall just because someone had startled her. “Find them yourself.”
She was still trying to figure out how it was possible that he was standing there. Peter had disappeared into the Other – the black magic that dragon souls were absorbed into when they died. The key word there was died, as in didn't come back into their bodies. Their bodies were wrapped in magic as their souls fluttered onwards. Reforming was not something that she had heard of. Given the way Alexander talked about it, she was sure reforming was not something that he expected either.
They could have stood there forever, facing off. But she was saved by the fact that Nicholas marched back into the room. He was about to say something casual to her, his mind elsewhere. However, when he saw who she was with, his jaw dropped. 
“Peter?” he asked, verifying that he was the man who he said he was. “What…how…why–”
“Nicholas,” Peter’s face was only half an ounce softer as he regarded his middle brother. “You are well.”
“I am stunned,” Nicholas replied, turning to Ariel. “Get Alexander.”
“No problem,” she said, and Peter scoffed. 
“You take orders from a prince, but not a king?”
“I take requests from a friend,” she said, “who did not abandon the world because it was too much to handle.”
And with that, she turned on her heel, moving quickly through the palace. 
She was right to assume that Alexander was in the throne room. Even the night away had caused work to build up. The second she stepped in, she could see the change in his face. He could sense her better than the others, because he was always reaching out, always hoping for the feeling of numbness she could give him.
 
In this moment, though, the numbness came with the lingering hangover he had acquired the night before. He winced slightly as she burst in, and everyone turned to her. 
She didn't care what he was in the middle of, though. 
“Alexander, you have to come with me right now,” she said it in English so that the entire throne room wouldn't know she was barking orders at him. She didn't bow to him, something that always annoyed him. For as much as this girl was a wonderful addition to his life, she was also infuriating at times. She had no cares about ceremony, protocol, or respect. Ariel did as she wanted when she wanted it, and he could never get her to do otherwise. 
Today, however, he recognized the urgency, and his brow furrowed. 
“I'm sorry?” he asked. 
“I said now,” there was no uncertainty in her voice, and he rose. 
“What is it?”
“Just come,” she said, holding out her hand. He took it, leaving everyone whispering in shock. 
“Ariel, the palace better actually be on fire–” 
“What would you prefer?” she asked, as they hustled down the hall. “A fire, or your oldest brother suddenly reappearing in the ballroom?”
He almost tripped over his own feet. 
“What?” he asked, his eyes widening. “Have you lost your mind?”
“I would say yes, but Nicholas verified that he was actually there, so,” she shrugged, “he's probably got a better explanation as to what happened.”
“Oh goodness.” Alexander said, and picked up the pace. 
Sure enough, standing in the ballroom, looking just as shocked as everyone else, was Peter. 
Alexander dropped to his knees, grabbing Nicholas's wrist and pulling him down as well. 
“My king,” he said. 
Ariel's jaw fell open. 
“No,” she said. “You are king, Alexander. Peter abandoned you.”
“Ariel,” Alexander turned and his tone was harsh. “Peter is king. He has always been king, and I have always been holding his place.”
His eyes were ablaze at her disrespect.
“Excuse me?” she said. “He abandoned you! He disappeared because the world hurt his feelings. He ran when things got hard. Because I'm totally sure he's the first generation to ever find things hard around here,” she glared at Peter. “You were the one who–”
“Ariel, you will bow or you will leave this room,” Alexander said. 
The choice to her was easy. She spun on her heel and stalked out, heading to the rooms that were designated as hers. 
Normally, they were a beautiful, happy place where she could relax. Today, she was seething in anger. 
If Peter was king, then she was unseated as queen. Princesses here had no power. That was clear from her sister-in-law's life. Enya had luxury, but no one listened if she had something to say. A princess’ life would not suit her.
Unseated, unloved, and unhappy in her marriage. Ariel felt like her very world was falling apart before her eyes. And the worst part, there was nothing she could do about it. Alexander had made it clear whose side he was taking. 
She threw herself on the large bed, tucking her knees up under her chin as she tried to think through the situation.
As far as she understood, it was impossible for dragons to return from the Other. When they went there, it was because they were dead. So either he hadn't been truly dead, or he lied. 
But going to the Other wasn't an option for the half-dead, or wanted-to-be-dead, was it? 
Eventually, she dropped her knees, curiosity getting the better of her. Pouting like a child was not going to answer her questions. And in addition, Alexander relied on her, perhaps more often than he should, in order to be responsible and level headed around the palace. She didn't get caught up in emotion like this often. But then, it often didn't feel like her whole world was falling apart. 
She slunk out of her room, only to run smack into Cole. 
“Oh, my goodness,” she said. “If I run into one more of you boys, I'm going to lose it.” 
“What are you going on about?” Cole asked, the mischievous grin on his face. “My big brother giving you trouble?”
“Technically true,” she replied. “Although not the brother you expect. If you haven't heard yet, you better come with me. Where's your wife?”
“She's lying down,” Cole replied. “If I haven't heard what?”
“If you've been diagnosed with a heart condition or something, you better let me know now.” 
“What?” he asked, confused. Ariel shook her head, dragging him through the hallways. Cole was the troublemaker of the bunch, and a year ago, he had almost destroyed everything. He was actually half dragon, half witch – a fact his father had kept secret until he was of the age of majority. Cole had lashed out, nearly destroying Earth. It was only Enya's kindness that had saved him. Ariel knew he was dangerous; she knew all of them were, but she saw Cole more as a mischievous child than a dangerous war criminal. And luckily for him, his brothers eventually saw the same thing. “Did you buy me a present?”
“Well,” she said, as she rounded the corner to the ballroom. They were still there, which didn't surprise her. It was a shock, after all. “That depends on whether you like Peter or not.”
“My king!”
“Not you too,” Ariel rolled her eyes as she leaned against the door. Alexander looked less annoyed at her presence and lack of bowing. As she assumed, it was because he needed her to do things. 
“Ariel, this palace needs to be on lock down. No one in or out until we work through this. Can you shut down the throne room and alert the guards?”
“I guess,” she replied. She wasn't thrilled about it, but she didn't see any other options before abandoning them, which isn't what she was prepared to do. They were still the closest thing she had to family. 
“I will see you tonight,” he said, and she shrugged, trying to pretend it didn't matter. 
There wasn't anyone who questioned her authority as she shut down the various rooms and departments. They respected her word as second only to the king. She didn't reveal to them that the fact had possibly changed. 
When Alexander came into the room they shared that night, he looked pale and drawn. Collapsing on the bed beside her where she was reading, he turned towards her. 
“What a day,” he said. 
“No kidding,” she rolled over to face him. “Are you going to fill me in? Or just leave me in the dark?”
“I did not mean to,” he sighed. “I did not mean to snap at you, nor did I mean to disrespect you. You have to understand, Ariel, I didn't know what to do.” He grasped her hand and she let him. He looked so disheartened and exhausted, she couldn't help but offer him comfort. “I spent my whole rule...most of my life, if I admit it, hoping for him to return. I convinced myself it was impossible, illogical, and yet I wanted it. I wanted it more than I wanted my own life.”
“How is it possible?” she asked. “You told me that the Other was a mystical place, where dragons go to die. So, wasn't he dead?”
“There is…” Alexander took a breath, looking up to the ceiling 
“You can do it in the dragon lore if it's easier,” she said. “I can take it. I'm smart.”
It may have been easier for him to say the words, but the explanation itself did not come any easier. 
“Dragons have such control of their life force, and the life force of others. It is possible in very rare circumstances to close your eyes and simply slip away. Most of the time, they do die. The subconscious is very powerful. But it appears there is a part of Peter – a small part of Peter – that did want to live. And so, he has returned. Unfortunately, he doesn't know what part of that it is, because he is still as depressed as he ever was. He hates what we are, and he can't see through that black haze. In addition, he's missed a lot of what's happened. Bringing him up to speed will be a task upon itself.”
“But is that the intention?” she asked. “To bring him up to speed and then have him take over the throne?”
“I don't know,” Alexander replied. “I don't know. But for the moment, it's business as normal.”
“It still makes me a princess, not a queen,” she said, and he sighed. 
“Can we put all discussions on hold for a few weeks? Until I sort things out?”
She sat up, watching him. “No,” she said. “But I won't push so hard for the next few days, at least.”
He looked up at her, his eyes half lidded. “Are you so unhappy, my dear?”
“I'm just not being true to myself, she said. “And don't you know what that is like? Lying to yourself? Being something you're not?”
“Yes,” he said, at last. “Yes, I do know what that is like.”
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Chapter 4
“Something is wrong.” Ariel's head shot up sometime around dawn. She was upset, first and foremost, that she was awake for a second day at dawn. But she was more upset by the sudden blast of magic that she absorbed, enough to wake her from a deep sleep. “Alexander!”
“Mmm?” he grunted, rolling over. Sleeping shirtless, his smooth, muscular frame would be likened to a Greek god if they were in a story book. Ariel had thought he was gorgeous when they first met, and he hadn't aged a day. It wasn't a lack of physical attraction that had her changing her mind. “Darling?”
“There's magic.” She closed her eyes, trying to focus. “Someone is being super careless, it's dark magic.”
He sat up right away, shifting back so that she wouldn't be so distracted by his own magic.
 
“How dark? What kind?”
“I don't know?” she asked, turning back to him. “It makes me feel bad though.”
“Is it Other magic?” he asked her. 
“Maybe?” she had only been around one dragon who had died, and that was his father. When Cole had lost his temper after finding out he was adopted, his killings had been far from the palace. He had spared them the horrors which might have caused her to feel Other magic so close. She tried to remember the feeling that she had when the old king had finally passed. “I think so.”
Alexander swore, throwing off the covers and grabbed her wrist. 
“Ariel, come with me, now.”
“What? Why?” she asked. She hadn't been sleeping naked, but it was only because the palace was cold. She wasn't exactly decent as he tried to yank her out of the room. “What are you doing?”
 
“You need to stop Peter,” he said, as they headed down the hall. Peter had never moved into the king's chambers, so they didn't lose their room when he arrived. She had only been in the king's chamber twice, both when he was dying. It was grand, more grand than any of the princes' rooms. 
In the center of the large canopy bed, dark magic swirled around Peter. His eyes were closed, his breathing regular, and to Ariel, it didn't even look like he was awake. 
Alexander threw her forward, and she read his mind, mostly by habit. She placed her hand on his bicep, and Peter's eyes flew open. 
“No!” he managed to yell as Alexander grabbed his other side, and Ariel gritted her teeth. 
“Could you not?” she said. “Two princes in one go is a bit hard.”
“Peter, you have to stay with me,” Alexander begged his brother, lifting his hands. “Please, please stay. Don't go again.”
Peter's eyes rolled towards his brother, and they were locked in a silent war. Ariel pushed harder, trying to force the black magic out of him. 
“Please,” Alexander said. “Please. Don't leave me here to do this. I can't do this.”
Ariel pushed again, and it was enough. Peter grunted, rolling over and he half barked at her. 
“Stop, you devil woman!” he bellowed at her. She raised her hands in the air as Cole and Nicholas rushed in. 
“Hey, look, I don't care if you vanish forever,” she said. “It would benefit me if you just headed back where you came from. But Alexander has problems with that, so–”
“And you do his bidding, because you are his obedient wife.”
Ariel paled. 
“I'm not–”
“Don't lie to me,” he said, with a sneer. “One of the benefits of the Other is that you can see the world you left behind, watch over your loved ones. And I saw my brother marry you, for reasons I cannot comprehend.” 
Ariel was now stunned into silence. She looked up to Alexander, who looked equally shocked at the admission. 
“I'm sorry?” Nicholas asked, taking a step forward. “Did I hear that right?”
“Oh, my apologies,” Peter said, although it was clear that he wasn't. “Did you want to keep that a secret? Why, exactly? Are you embarrassed by her? Or you didn't want her to know that by law, she would own half this kingdom if I didn't return?”
“What?” This was a shock to Ariel. 
“That's the rights of the queen,” Peter replied. “Most queens are compliant and pass the whole kingdom to their children. But a carapace queen? She might want to take it over.”
“You're married?” Cole was quick to speak up. “We're siblings?” 
“I own half the kingdom?” She turned to Alexander, shocked. 
“As the highest-ranking female, you do, yes,” he admitted. 
“Oh,” she said. They held each other’s gaze in silence. Her hands were off Peter, but she was quick enough to feel the magic swirl around him again. “Oh, no you don't.”
“Why don't you mind your own business?” Peter snarled at her, but she was not easily frightened. 
“Apparently, it is my business, since I own half the kingdom, along with you,” she said, staring him down. “Quit it, or I'll remove your magic forever.”
“You can't do that!” he spat at her. 
“Can’t I?” she raised an eyebrow. “I'm the most powerful carapace you've ever met, and I know that. Want to take your chances? You'll never even attempt to make it to the Other again.” 
Peter eventually fell quiet, and Alexander removed her hands. 
“He'll try again,” she said. “I've seen suicidal before. If he's determined, he'll find a way.”
Alexander sighed, turning to Nicholas. Nicholas was normally his muscle, his body guard, and the one that would wrestle out someone who wasn’t compliant. But this was their brother, and their king. 
“The prison walls will block it out,” Nicholas said, softly. “Will you go willingly, Peter?”
Peter looked up, and he looked absolutely defeated. 
“Alexander…”
“Please,” Alexander replied. “Please, do not leave me so soon.”
The two brothers spent a moment facing off. But eventually, Peter sighed. 
“Fine,” he replied. Nicholas moved forward to escort him, but Peter shook him off. 
“Cole,” Alexander said, “go with him.” 
“But,” Cole grinned, “I want to know all about my new sister-in-law.”
“Go,” Alexander repeated, and Cole slunk off. 
Once they were alone in the room, Ariel sighed. 
“Why wouldn't you tell me?”
“Honestly?” he said. “Because I didn't think that you would care. I know you, Ariel, and you put on such a tough front. But inside, you're a good person. You aren't with me because you care about your share of this kingdom.”
“What happens if we divorce?” she asked. 
“I would not be allowed to marry again, nor shift that power elsewhere. Any power of a queen would have to wait until I died.”
“Even in Peter got married? Or if Cole and Enya took the throne?” 
“Correct” he said and she sighed, rubbing her face. 
“Alexander, why did you marry me then? Was it just your addiction to feeling human?”
“To not feeling alone,” he said, and she sank onto the bed. “There are no ramifications to you. You can still go.”
“I'm not feeling wronged,” she answered. “It just changes things. Especially if your brother is king, not you. He's about to go off the deep end, so technically, I am the sane voice of this kingdom, aren't I?”
“Yes,” he answered. “We have always recognized our female monarchs.”
“I wish you didn't,” she said. “It just makes the whole world a thousand times worse. Why can't you be 
a patriarchal society like everyone else?”
He smirked. 
“You don't like our...what do they call it on Earth?”
“Feminism,” she said. “Which normally, I subscribe to. But in this case, I really wish that you were more archaic.” 
“This is a mess,” he said, covering his face. “I spent so long wishing he was back. But now that I see how unhappy he is, I'm not sure that my needs outweigh his.”
“Also not the way you deal with it on Earth,” Ariel said. “If someone is suicidal, you get them proper help. I mean, throwing them in lock down, that's temporary but–”
“Wait,” he said. “What do you do on Earth?”
“For depression?” She asked. “Proper drugs, therapy, and getting them away from the thing that bothers them.”
“The thing that causes the depression?” he asked, and she shrugged. 
“Sure, you could put it that way.”
“Such as this palace. The magic. These memories. Being a dragon.”
“Sure,” she said hesitantly, not liking where he was going with this. 
“You have to be back on Wednesday, right?” he asked. 
“Oh, my goodness, Alexander,” she buried her face in her hands. “We are not bringing Peter with us to Earth. No. No way.”
“What if I went with you?” he asked. 
“How would that make it better?” she asked. “We certainly wouldn't live the wild life we normally do if he was with us.”
“But we would get to live a normal life,” he said. “Which you talk about from time to time. How can we know if this marriage works? We're never together to just be.”
“I can't believe you,” she said. “What do you mean, ‘works?’ We weren't married for love, Alexander!”
“Please,” he said. “If for no other reason than to save my brother.”
He looked so dejected, so exhausted, and her heart went out to him. He was right. She wasn't a bad person, and she did care about him. They had been together most of her adult life; she didn't know a life without him in the background, and she didn't have any reason to want him to suffer. 
“What's your plan?” she asked. “I don't even have an apartment, Alexander. I've been living out of hotels when we're on tour.”
“I assume said hotel has more than one room to be rented?” he said. “Or perhaps a suite where Peter will not be alone?”
“He'll stick out like a sore thumb,” she said “He doesn't have any English.”
“We can work around that,” Alexander said, and she sighed. 
“Fine. He can't access much magic on Earth, and I can take care of the rest. But he's not to interfere with my performance. I'm not going to lose my job on top of the kingdom.”
“Why would you lose the…right,” he said, standing up. “Thank you, Ariel. You must think me a weak-hearted fool.”
“I don't think you're weak,” she said, giving him a hug. She was surprised to find that he was trembling under her grasp. “I don't judge you. Remember that,” she said, looking into his eyes. “It’s time to get some food soon, hmm?”
“When this is over,” he said, leaning his head against her shoulder for a moment. “I'm going to go talk to him.”
“I'll be in our room,” she said. “It's not as if I can leave on my own.”
“No,” he said. “But you might want to explain to your brothers-in-law that you'll love them all the same, no matter what happens.”
“Them,” Ariel gave him a grin. “I will always love. They're my family. You're my family, too, Alexander. Even if–”
“I know,” he squeezed her hand once more before leaving. His head was spinning, and his heart felt heavy. Heavy lies the head that wears the crown, his thoughts screamed at him. The person who wrote that quote had no idea how hard it really was. 
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Chapter 5
“Go where?” Peter looked up at his brother in confusion. They were still standing outside of the cells. It turned out that Alexander could not take the sight of Peter standing there, looking at him as if he was a criminal. 
“We're going with Ariel to Earth for awhile. This is not the environment you need to ease your way back into the world.”
“Am I your prisoner, then?” Peter asked, with a raised eyebrow. 
“No, of course not,” Alexander said. “Give us two weeks. If you are still unhappy with the world, then I will let you do as you wish.”
“You'll let me return to the Other?” Peter asked. 
“If that's what you want,” Alexander replied. “But Brother, you returned. It couldn't have been because you didn't want to. Something in you kept you alive enough to return.”
 
Peter had no answer to that, but he didn't disagree. 
“Good,” Alexander said. “Ariel needs to return soon anyways, so we were thinking of leaving as soon as you were ready.”
“No time like the present,” Peter said, although he said it without enthusiasm. “What about the issues here at the palace that should be dealt with?”
“Nicholas has been in charge before while I've been away. It will be nothing new. Earth will be calm, relaxing, and you can focus on yourself.”
“Exciting,” Peter said, without much enthusiasm “I also know I won't be able to use magic there.”
“No,” Alexander admitted, “you won't. But I will be there for you, Brother, until you make a choice.” 
“If this is what it takes,” Peter replied, “for you to let me be free, then so be it.”
“Thank you,” Alexander said. “Earth will be relaxing and boring. You'll have plenty of time to regain what was lost.”
Ariel leaned on the doorway, watching them. Frankly, she wasn't one for emotional family reunions. But she had also never seen Alexander so emotional, so torn down. She didn't realize this would affect him so much. 
“Let's hurry up before I'm late,” she said, clearing her throat. “You know I hate rushing into the theater.”
“How do we do this?” Peter asked. Alexander led them just outside of the prison where the magic wasn't blocked. “I've never taken the magic to Earth. Not even when we were boys.”
“I can do it,” Alexander reached his hand out. Ariel took one, and Peter the other. 
“Can you do this with all three of us?” Ariel raised an eyebrow at him, and he met her eyes. 
“Are you challenging me?” he asked. 
She shrugged. “Look, if you could convince them not to dock me for not showing up, the two of you can go by yourselves,” she teased. She said it in English, not because she was afraid of Peter's opinion, but because she didn't want him to worry about anything else. She felt sorry for him, even if she was angry about him for abandoning Alexander.
“Perhaps a show would do him good,” Alexander said, as the magic began to swirl. 
Transporting himself and Ariel was hard enough, but pulling his brother along was a little more difficult. Still, as crown prince, he should have been able to do it, even if he used up his store of magic for the week. 
When they got to Earth, however, Alexander dropped to his knees, panting as the color left his face. Before Ariel could get to him, Peter placed a hand on his shoulder, crouching down. He said a few words, low enough that Ariel couldn't understand. What she did see, though, was an older brother comforting a younger brother. 
She was used to Alexander being drained, and it was only a few moments before he rose. She recognized that he had taken her to the back alley beside the hotel they were staying at, so nobody noticed. His distressed brother, however, distracted him from the roar of the city.
She gave them a moment, and eventually, he recovered his strength, rising. He brushed past Ariel without saying a word. Peter was behind her, and she turned to him, keeping her voice low. 
“That's normal,” she said to him quietly. “Especially if he hasn't eaten.”
“Still?” Peter asked, and she raised an eyebrow. 
“Has he always had problems with control?”
“Since we were children,” Peter answered curtly. 
“Oh,” Ariel said, as they caught up to Alexander. “Just goes to show you that you never really know who you married.”
The check-in to the hotel was easy. Her colleagues that were out and about greeted her like she had been on a weekend trip and not on another planet. She held her head high as they checked into their suite where her bags had been transferred to. 
“So, this is it?” Ariel said to Alexander. “Your brother works through his depression, and you and I figure out whether we can take being married?”
He gave her a soft smile, closing the door behind him as he took her in his arms. Kissing her delicately, he sent the familiar shivers down her spine. 
“And relax,” he said. “Recover.”
“Recover,” she said, giving him another quick kiss. “Means eating something. It's Wednesday, so you need to find something to feed on. Getting away from me is a start so that your dragon hunger can take over.”
“I'll take Peter with me then,” Alexander said. “You can get ready for the show.”
“And everything will be fine,” Ariel assured him. “You want comp tickets for the show?”
“Ah, leave them at the desk,” he said. “I don't know if we'll use them, but–” 
“The best kind of audience,” she smirked at him. “The kind that doesn't show up.”
He kissed her again, and then left her to get ready. Ariel always enjoyed the downtime before a show. She was rarely quiet and alone, but this was her time to shift her mind into the proper state. She stretched, arching her hips and reaching her leg up to the ceiling. Catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror with red hair and green eyes, she wondered if her parents had a sense of humor in naming her Ariel. 
She rarely wondered about them, but occasionally a thought popped into her mind. She hated them for abandoning her, for dropping her on the doorstep of a foster agency like she was a sack of bread. Why did they do it? Did she do something so terrible in her childhood? Were they just irresponsible people? 
Eventually, she shook the thoughts out of her head, showered, and then headed to the theater next door. 
She paused in the lobby to check on whether she could have room service delivered by the time she got back. She thought Alexander would need some relaxing, and strawberries and champagne seemed like a good idea. 
While she was waiting for the ridiculously slow clerk, she took a glance around the lobby. It was a beautiful place – high class, with crown molding and gilded leaves on the wall. It was nice, and it was a nice place for Peter to relax. 
There was an attractive man standing near the restaurant, and her eyes drifted over to him. Tall and lean, he reminded her a bit of Alexander with his well-sculpted cheekbones and dark colored hair. They had an open marriage; she wasn't above looking at or even approaching other men. 
The closer she looked though, the more she thought he looked like a dragon. There was just something about the way he was standing; the way his eyes were downcast, and the way his arms were folded. Even when they were in their human form, dragons just looked a certain way. She had been around them long enough to know when they were simply standing there. 
“It's all set, Miss,” said the clerk, and Ariel turned back for a moment, smiling. 
“Thank you,” she said, and turned to the dragon. But the man was gone. 
Her brow furrowed as she searched the lobby. But there was no sign of him anywhere. dragons couldn't vanish into a puff of smoke; they had to go somewhere. But the spot where he was standing was empty, and the lobby wasn't crowded. Wherever he went, it had to have been fast. 
She shook her head, wondering if she had been imagining things. After all, it was just hours ago that she had been in the palace, surrounded by dragons. They hadn't exactly had a relaxing time since she had left. Perhaps her eyes were just playing tricks on her. 
As she walked to the theater though, she realized that it was more than just her eyes that were playing tricks on her. She could feel magic everywhere, only it felt odd. It was tainted by the Other. She was sure of it. After all, she had spent so much time absorbing it from Peter, she couldn't miss it. 
Normally, when Ariel was on Earth, she didn't feel magic too often. Occasionally, here or there, she would absorb something normally left over. Dragons and other shifters didn't come too often. There was magic everywhere though – in the air, in the trees, and from the sky. It wasn't enough to turn her head or even make her raise an eyebrow. 
Something was certainty going on. 
The show wasn't something that she had to put a lot of brain power into. Frankly, she was thinking that musical theater wasn't for her. It wasn't as artistic or as beautiful as the ballet she normally performed, and she was used to being the star of the show. Today, however, she was glad that she wasn't in charge of leading the show. She kept thinking that she saw a flash of yellow eyes in the audience, in the lobby, in the dressing room. 
By the time the show was over, her heart was pounding, and her head was spinning. 
She picked up her cell phone from her dressing room counter, dialing Alexander. 
“Hello?” his voice sounded muffled, and she crossed her arms. 
“Are you eating?” she said. She didn't really care if he was ripping the head off one of her colleagues, as long as he was eating. 
“Not at the moment,” he replied. “But I have. What's the problem?”
She sighed. 
“I think I'm going crazy,” she said. “Everywhere I go, I think I'm seeing dragons, feeling dragons.”
“What?” he said. “Everywhere where?”
“In the hotel lobby. In the theater. At least six or seven times.”
“Well...” he paused. “You may be just used to the palace.”
“That's what I thought, too,” she said. “But I feel the magic. I can't be imagining that, too, can I?”
“No,” he said. “What can I do?”
“I feel like a stupid clingy girlfriend,” she said. “And I know the hotel is right next door. But can you come and walk me back?”
He had never heard her ask for this kind of help for her. Ariel was brave and strong. She didn't like holding his hand. She didn't even express that she had missed him when they were apart. If she was asking for help, then he wasn't going to turn her down. 
“I'll be right there,” he said. “Where are you?”
“In my dressing room,” she said, which alerted him even more. She would normally wait for him in the lobby, but she clearly didn't feel safe. 
“See you soon,” he said, hanging up. She leaned against the mirror, closing her eyes. 
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Chapter 6
“I would have thought better of you than to marry a dancer,” Peter said as they entered the theater.
Alexander raised an eyebrow. 
“But you know she's a carapace,” he said. “And possibly the most powerful one we've ever met. A carapace-dragon alliance is something that has long been sought after.”
“Was that before or after our father ordered the slaughter of them because of how dangerous they were?”
Alexander evaded the question. “They aren't dangerous,” he said. “As long as they are on your side.” 
“I hear they can be addicting,” Peter said, giving him a sideways glance. “Have you ever heard that?”
Alexander evaded the question as well, leading him through the maze of underground hallways that took them to her dressing room. 
He was surprised when Ariel saw him in the hallway and threw her arms around him. He hugged her back. “Darling?” he asked. 
“I'm going crazy. I need to sleep,” she said. “Sorry, I thought I was tougher than this. You dragons mess with my head.”
“It's alright,” he chuckled, running a hand through her hair. “It's fine. Grab your bag and we’ll walk back.” 
“Thanks,” she said, locking her dressing room door behind her as they began to walk. She was still in her stage makeup, and he could see the weariness in her face. Alexander was looking forward to a nice, relaxing night. Peter seemed at least quieter and less self-destructive than he was twenty-four hours ago. Alexander even had plans for a romantic evening, and he was about to ask Ariel what she thought when she suddenly she stopped dead on the sidewalk. 
“Darling?” he asked. She was staring straight ahead across the sidewalk. In front of their hotel was the very man she had seen in the lobby earlier today. 
“There,” she said, trying not to be obvious. “Is that not a dragon?”
Both of the boys looked across the street, and Peter turned pale. 
“You're not crazy,” Alexander said, looking closer. 
“If I'm not crazy, why do you two look so stunned?” 
“Because that is a dragon,” Alexander finally managed. “His name it Otto.”
“Good?” Ariel replied, but Alexander wasn't done speaking. 
“He's dead,” Alexander finished. “Otto has been dead for two years. I personally saw him vanish into the Other. He worked in the palace as my father's aide-de-camp.”
“He was with me,” Peter said. “In the Other.”
“Didn't you just get finished telling me that Peter coming back was some sort of miracle?” Ariel asked. “How are there two of them now?”
“Three,” Peter said, and both their heads swiveled towards his pointing hand. 
Wandering down the street looking confused was what Ariel recognized as a female dragon. Her neck was longer, her eyes the telltale yellow, and she looked recently changed. 
“Do you recognize that one, too?” she asked her husband, who slipped an arm around her. 
“No,” he said. “But I'll hazard a guess to say that you can feel the Other magic off her, too.”
Ariel closed her eyes for a moment. “I think so. It's not an exact science, you know.”
“We have to get inside the hotel,” Alexander said. “Did you see a back entrance?”
“Probably that way,” Ariel pointed along a side street. “Why are there so many here?”
Alexander glanced to Peter who raised his head a bit. 
“Because they are gravitating towards their king,” he said. “It's built into them. It's how we control our subjects a bit easier than human monarchs. It's built into their magic to rely on us, to seek us out when lost.”
“So much for free will,” Ariel said. “Come with me.” 
“I'm not going to ask how you know how to get into a hotel the back way,” Peter said, speaking up as she snuck them around the worker's entrance. “No doubt questionable motives.”
She glared at him. “People recognize me for my work, jerk,” she said. His brow only furrowed because the word didn't translate. “Why are we running, by the way?”
“Less questions, more hiding,” Alexander said, and her heart skipped a beat. 
“I've never known you to be afraid.”
“I'm not afraid,” he answered. “I'm confused, and we need to figure this out before they get to Peter.”
Peter snorted. 
“Are you afraid they will drag me back to the Other?” he asked, as the elevator door opened, and they were able to let themselves into their suite. 
“That would be difficult here on Earth with a carapace,” Alexander answered. “So good luck to you, brother. What I want to know is why are there dragons – dragons whom I know died – suddenly wandering the streets?”
“Maybe the Other failed,” Ariel sank onto the bed. “Maybe it needs to be rebooted.”
She said it in English, and it drove Alexander crazy that she could switch languages so fast. He translated as best he could, looking to his brother. 
“You have no idea why you are back, do you?” he asked. 
Peter remained silent, and Alexander repeated the question.
“Peter. Were you pulled back?” he asked. “Did you want to be there?”
“You know that I wanted to be there,” Peter replied. “You know that I'd prefer to be there rather than anywhere else.”
“So you didn't have a choice,” Alexander said. “You didn't possibly have a part of yourself that wanted to be back, with us? With me?”
Peter remained silent, and Alexander ran a hand over his face. 
“What are the reasons that the Other could fail?” he asked. 
Peter shifted, glaring at Ariel. “Isn't that obvious?”
“One carapace cannot pull down the magic of the Other,” he scoffed. 
“What makes you think she's the only one?” Peter said. 
“Because Father took care of the rest.”
“Sorry, your Father did what?” Ariel asked, raising an eyebrow. Peter smirked. 
“For being married as long as you two have, you'd think you know everything about each other. Our father ordered the slaughter of all carapaces because he was afraid.” 
“It's not like that,” Alexander quickly turned to her. “There were a few who were dangerous, who were using their power for the wrong reasons.”
“And slaughtering them wasn't using your power for the wrong reasons?” she said. “Look, Alexander, you know I don't judge you, and I certainty don't judge what your family does. That's not your fault. You've been good to me. But is it possible that's why I'm a screwed up foster kid?”
“It's possible,” he admitted, and she got up, shaking her head. 
“Whatever,” she was clearly not alright with the history that was being presented to her. He could see the emotion brewing under her skin. “So, if you're blaming carapaces, Peter,” she said, “are you thinking they missed a few? Because I’m still here?”
“I'm thinking,” he answered, “that unless my memory serves me incorrectly, it's been thirty years since the slaughter of the carapaces was ordered. An anniversary is a perfect time to get revenge. If you were missed, how many others were missed?”
“What is the big deal, anyway?” she asked. “So the wall between living and dead falls? Shouldn't you rejoice that all your dead friends are back? Your father would be back, wouldn't he? That should delight you.”
“Except that means everyone is,” Alexander said. “Including the ones who were executed for their evil intentions. Every magical creature when they die goes to the Other. Hundreds of years of history.”
“Why would they be here?” she asked. 
“They can be anywhere,” Alexander shrugged. “If Peter got his magic back, then anyone could have.” 
“This is ridiculously dramatic,” she buried her head in her hands. “I'm going to get some air.” 
“Ariel,” Alexander reached out for her. “Now is not the best–”
“Do not give me orders,” she snapped at him, with more anger than he expected. She charged out of the room, leaving the boys in silence. 
“Thank you,” Alexander said angrily to Peter, who simply raised an eyebrow. 
“How have you kept all of that from her?”
“Because Ariel doesn't care,” Alexander replied. “She has never judged my history, my quirks, my position in life. The marriage that we have is not based on love.”
“But it is based on trust,” Peter replied. “And even if you did not marry for love, you cannot be married so long and not come to care about each other. We see it all the time in nobly arranged marriages. Our parents were married out of an arrangement, and look how father wept when mother died.”
“And because of that, you must make sure she knows everything?” Alexander snapped at him. “She already wants to divorce me, Peter. I don't need any help.”
“Why does she want to divorce you? A very human notion, by the way.”
“Because marriage doesn't fit her style?” Alexander asked. He laughed. 
“A wonderful queen you've cursed us to,” he said. “You're addicted to her.”
“I'm not,” he said, and Peter shook his head. 
“You don't eat, Alexander. You don't like being a dragon any more than I do. I chose to give up my life, but you've found other coping methods. Tell me the truth. Without her at your side to help you through your rule, your life, what would you do? Would you do exactly the same as I did?”
“I don't know,” Alexander sighed, his shoulders sinking. “I don't know.”
“Well, that's good,” Peter answered. “I'm glad I left you in charge then.”
“You didn't leave me in charge,” Alexander answered. “I had no choice, I had to take up the throne.” 
“You could have dodged,” Peter said. “Started a new life with your human lady love here. The husband of a dancer sounds significantly less stressful than a king.”
“Just stop talking,” Alexander said. “Every time you talk, you cause more trouble.” 
“So, what would you like me to do?” Peter asked. “I'm your prisoner here. You are blocking the majority of my magic.”
“You have enough magic to call Nicholas,” Alexander replied. “So perhaps you can call and tell him the world is ending?” 
“I'll use those exact words,” Peter replied. “But we should get back, don't you think?”
“We get back and you'll kill yourself,” Alexander said. “It's not that easy.”
“So, I am your prisoner,” Peter grinned, knowing he was driving Alexander crazy. 
“Is it a crime that I want to keep my older brother alive?” his voice practically broken. “Is it?”
 
Peter fell silent, and Alexander turned to the window, wanting to get away from Peter at that moment. Looking out onto the street, he watched the people go by. 
Everyone seemed so calm, walking by, talking on their cell phones, laughing. It was a simpler life and a simpler world. They only had one form and one state of mind to worry about. They didn't have to transform; they didn't have to eat like carnivorous animals. They didn't have to deal with yellow eyes, changing shapes, or ruling an entire planet. 
Peter was right, although he could barely bring himself to admit it. If it weren't for Ariel, he wasn't sure that he would have made it through. It had been a hard few years, that was for sure. Her calming touch. Her relaxing gaze. If she wanted to be out of his life, he wasn't sure what he would do. He needed her; he wanted her. It sure sounded like being in love when he thought about it. But love was for the stupid; love was for fools, for those who were weak. Nobles married for status, for advantage, and she was his social climb, at least in his head. 
But perhaps, it was more than that. 
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Chapter 7
Ariel had chosen to go for a walk. She didn't know the area well, but she had been here before, so she knew it well enough to head towards downtown. They were only a few streets away, and she wanted to at least find a Starbucks. Although she liked to party, she didn't usually do it on show nights. She wasn't old by the world's standards, but her age was coming into question among other dancers. Dancers had a very short career lifespan, and she had no doubt that she would eventually have to find another career. 
She had thought that the other part of her life was going to end in luxury, being queen. But now, she had no idea. 
Ordering the largest, most complicated drink that she could, she handed over an obscene amount of money for it. She didn't really care if they charged her a thousand dollars at this point. She just wanted caffeine and sugar and her world to stop spinning. She was looking forward to sitting at the table and losing herself in mindless phone reading for awhile. 
So, she wasn't too happy when someone tapped her on the shoulder. 
“Excuse me, Miss?”
“I'm not signing autographs right now,” she didn't even look up. This sometimes happened when she wasn't far from the theater. People who had just seen the show often thought that they could interrupt what she was doing. 
“Not even for very special friends?”
“Not for anyone,” she was one step away from yelling. She desperately wanted to watch some mindless YouTube videos, perhaps something about people running into tables or chairs – something to make her laugh. 
“Not even for family?”
“What the actual idiot,” she looked up and her heart nearly stopped. Standing across from her was a boy about her age, with strikingly similar features to her. There was the flaming red hair and piercing green eyes that she saw strain back at her in the mirror every day. Even the build was the same: tall and slim, with a few freckles across the nose. 
“Are you sure?” the boy quirked a smile, and she saw the same twist of the smile that she had. 
“Who are you?” she asked, tensing. 
“I'm your cousin,” he replied. 
She grabbed her stuff, jumping up. 
“Get away from me,” she said. Her hand was clenched her coffee tightly, and she grabbed her purse, heading back to the sidewalk. To her dismay, the boy followed her. “Are you deaf or something? Get away from me.”
“So quick to distrust,” he said. “Your eyes don't deceive you though.” 
“So, we look similar. That doesn't mean anything,” she said. 
He smirked. “You want to go find a dragon, and I'll show you that we can do the same thing?”
“All the carapaces are dead,” Ariel replied, “as I just found out.”
“That part is true,” the boy said. “Officially, most of them are dead. But there are a few, like you, who survived for various reasons.”
“I survived because I'm strong,” Ariel said. “The carapaces abandoned me. I don't know why they did, but they did. And I'm alive now because it was the dragons – not the carapaces – who looked out for me.” 
“Is that what you think?” the boy said. “You didn't stop to consider that the carapaces saved you by hiding you away?”
“Hiding me? Abandoning me on a door step, you mean?”
“Oh, no,” the boy said. “You, Ariel, you were special. You were hidden away because you were our last and best hope. The rest of us ran. We hid. Some of us survived. But we had to make sure the dragons didn't know anything about your survival, because you would be the greatest threat in the world to them.”
“News flash: the dragons know about me,” she said. “And they are reasonably fond of me. Most days.”
“But they don't know who you are,” he said. Ariel growled, stepping towards the boy. 
“Talk fast,” she said. “Otherwise, don't think the dragons haven't taught me to break your neck.”
“Whoa,” he put up his hands. “You really don't know how to deal with family, do you?”
“I don't like liars,” she said. “And I don't like people who ambush me. So, you better have an amazing reason for interrupting me. I don't care that my family ditched me, and I don't care whether they lived or died,” she said. “What is this secret that you can't help but tell me? And how do you know I won't run right back and tell Alexander?”
“You mean your husband?” he asked. “The man who basically handed you the keys to the kingdom? I can't wait for you to tell him.”
This boy knew everything, and it was scaring her. There were things that she had kept secret from his own brothers, like their marriage, and yet suddenly, this boy who looked like her knew things that he shouldn't. 
“Tell him what?” she asked. “Talk fast, because I promise you he will come looking for me if I'm gone too long.”
“Protective much?” he asked. 
“With everything going on, there's nothing weird about it,” she said. “He's here, and we're together, Talk fast or you'll probably get your face broken in.”
“Feisty,” he grinned. “It must be the red hair. You're a very special carapace. One would say you’re a crossbreed.”
“Of what?”
“Of two of the most powerful carapace families,” he replied. “The Campbells and the Reignas.”
“Carapaces don't intermarry between family lines,” she said. “I may not know much about them, but I know that. The families hate each other. It's why they never got anything done, even though they had the great power to do so.”
“Well, they can now,” the boy said. “You were hidden because you were a love child of the heirs to the Campbell and Regina lines. They knew that it would make you incredibly powerful, and that the dragons would want you dead. But they didn't know that the dragons would want them all dead. And there's something odd about a slaughter like that that brings people together.”
“It's been thirty years!” Ariel protested. 
“The numbers were few,” he said. “But now they are many. And so, it's time.”
“Time for what?”
“We've brought down the Other,” he said. “And so now we have back carapaces who had been gone quite awhile. Imagine what we can do next. We can bring down the whole kingdom. We can bring down the dragons.”
“You can't get up there without a dragon!” she said. “We don't have magic of our own.”
“But you have a dragon.” He raised his eyebrows. “You have a dragon who will do your bidding anytime. In fact, I do believe the word addicted is used to describe his relationship with you.” 
Ariel moved forward, slamming her hand into his nose. She was fast, and he wasn't expecting it. He hollered out, his hands going to cover his face. 
“Are you kidding me?” he asked. “We're family.”
“You're not my family,” she said. “Don't you dare come near me again.”
“Really?” he said. “You don't want to know your parents? Your parents who gave up everything to take care of you? You want to have no idea?”
She didn't answer, turning on her heel and storming away. Her mind was spinning. She couldn't think; she could barely breathe. 
This was too much. In one evening, she had gone from not caring about her family to finding out they were dead, and then finding out they were alive and cared about her. 
She couldn't even begin to think about what all of this meant. It felt like everyone in her life the past week had been lying to her. No one had been telling her the truth, for various reasons. She didn't know who to trust. She didn't know herself; she didn't know where she stood in the world right now. 
Her cell phone rang, and she saw that it was Alexander, but she didn't answer it. She didn't know what to say to him. She didn't even know if she could go back and face him tonight. 
She circled around the block and stopped short of standing in front of the Starbucks. To her surprise, the boy was still there. She had broken his nose, and he had gone in to get some napkins. He was standing outside of Starbucks, finishing a phone call. She ducked behind the wall, waiting until he hung up the phone. He began walking down the sidewalk with a sense of purpose, heading somewhere. 
She only took half a moment to decide to follow him. Whether he was telling the truth or not was a question in her mind; although he did seem to know an awful lot. 
He went down the sidewalk in the opposite direction from there, and she was careful to hide in doorways and be absorbed in her phone so he didn't look back and see her.
She wasn't sure how far they walked. It wasn't too far, but she was wearing impractical high heels and her feet soon ached as they made their way into a park. 
Her high heels sunk into the grass, and she hissed in annoyance, thinking about how much they had cost. 
Eventually, he stopped. It almost appeared like he stopped in a clearing in the middle of nowhere, randomly, because he seemed to wander around for a bit before standing in between two trees. She ducked behind a bigger cluster of trees as he looked up at the moon. 
And then she heard a crunch of leaves, and a voice addressed him. 
“What happened to you?”
“Ariel has an arm on her,” he said, his voice sounding slightly nasally. She couldn't help but smirk a little bit in pride. Alexander had taught her how to defend herself early on, and his skills had paid off. “She seemed a little shocked, to say the least.”
“She would be,” the voice said. “The dragons lied to her for years to keep her all to themselves. If they had their way, she would probably never know the truth.”
“But now she knows,” he said. “And she's made it clear it was only a marriage of convenience, so who knows whether she's willing to take that convenience a little bit further?”
“Maybe,” said the voice. Ariel recognized it as male now that it was a bit louder. “Give her time. No Regina makes decisions quickly.”
“She's half Campbell, too,” the boy said, proudly. Ariel wondered how old he was. – 18 or 19, maybe, too young to be tied up in all this. If he hadn't said the words to her that he did, she would think him just some schoolboy, wandering through town. “Don't forget.”
“I have never forgotten what she is,” the male voice said proudly. “She's my daughter.”
Ariel gasped, covering her mouth quickly. But it was inefficient, for at the same moment, her cell phone went off. She cursed, trying to silence it. But it was far too late. 
Both of them approached her, and she decided it would be an idiot move to run. They could probably grab her faster than she could pull her heels out of the mud. 
A tiny part of her, though, wanted to see her father's face – a face she had wondered about her whole life. 
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Chapter 8
Perhaps it was because he looked exactly how she had imagined him to look. Perhaps it was because she was so curious or so confused. Either way, she stayed grounded while he looked upon her. 
“Hello, daughter,” he said. “We meet at last.” 
He was tall and strong, with hair that might once have been red. Now, it was a silvery grey. He had lines around his eyes, and she saw the same sparkle in his eyes that she sometimes got when she was incredibly happy. He had probably been imagining this moment for years. 
“How do I know you're telling the truth?” Ariel asked. She was already planning her escape, although it wasn't a very good one. She planned to dart passed them in the dark and assumed that the forest would cover her. She just needed to get her shoes off, which she was trying to do subtly. “How do I know that any of you are telling the truth?”
 
“Alright, you have a right to doubt,” he said. “After all, we weren't sure it was you for many years. Here,” he put his hand on a tree, “there's magic in trees, right? Nature has magic?”
“A little bit,” she said. “But not enough to do any damage to anything.”
“I don't want to do any damage,” the man said. “I just want to prove my point. Here, put your hand on the tree, but don't suck anything out.”
“Mmm,” she winced. “It's not easy to contain.”
“You can do it,” he smiled. “I believe in you. Place your hand on the tree.”
She obliged only because it put her in a better position to take off her shoes. She leaned forward, subtly slipping off her left heel. She felt the magic in her palms, and then she felt it slink away. She looked up to him, in shock. 
“That's how fast you can do it when you are trained,” he said. “We can teach you how to hone your skills.”
“I know how to use my skills,” she said, but he raised an eyebrow. 
“But you are three times more powerful than I am, and you cannot do that as fast,” he said. “And I'm sure it would be of your benefit to learn how to work faster, wouldn't it?”
“No,” she said dully. 
“Really? When your brother-in-law was cursed last year, you wouldn't have given anything to suck that painful magic out of him a bit faster?”
Ariel's eyes darted upwards. “How did you know about that?”
“I have my ways,” he said. “And my spies.”
“But you couldn't have gotten into the kingdom.”
“No,” he nodded. “You're right. But you and Alexander are quite free with your speech when you are here.”
“Argh,” she growled. Her hands trembled, and she wanted to smash both their faces against the tree. “What do you want from me?”
“Nothing right now,” he said. “Just think about it, Ariel. Nothing more.”
“Think about what?”
“Joining us,” he said. “Joining your family. Specifically, in going against those who did us wrong.”
“I will never abandon…” she started but he raised an eyebrow. 
“Are you sure?” he answered. “Because I know you've been wanting to make a break for them for a long time. You don't like being married, is that true?” she didn't answer, and he continued to look down upon her. “Although I wish I could have been there at your wedding, under different circumstances, of course. Perhaps not to a dragon lord.”
“My wedding?” she asked, in shock. 
“To give you away,” he said. “A privilege I've been denied.”
“You were denied everything when you abandoned me!” she cried. 
“For your own safety,” he said. “I assure you.”
“Safety?” She laughed. “Do you think it was safe that I grew up in foster homes with nine other kids in two bed rooms? With foster parents who only wanted the money the agency gave? With foster mothers who kicked me out for the simple reason that I was beautiful? You don't know what safety is. I was left to starve, to freeze, and to die. I lived on the streets. I lived in hostels until I found dance. And when the dance world threatened to abandon me, too, it was dragons who saved me.”
“And yet they control you,” he said. “They keep you in a cage, and you do not like cages, do you? No, your mother didn't like cages either.”
She froze. 
“Where's my mother?”
Even though she never knew her mother, she had always wondered who she was and what she was like. She wished that the wondering had gone away as a teenager or as an adult, but a girl never stops wanting her mother. 
His face softened. 
“She has not returned to us yet.”
“From the Other?” Ariel asked. 
“Yes. But we have faith that she will. She will find a different world – a united world. One where she and I will not be apart.” 
“I want to leave,” Ariel said, and to her surprise, he stepped aside, waving his arms. 
“By all means. We will never keep you prisoner nor tie you down. You are free to come and go; there are no conditions on our offer, Ariel. Or our love.” 
She turned and ran as fast as she could. The forest was dark, and she wasn't sure which direction she had come from. They weren't following her, however, and her phone's GPS eventually got her back onto the sidewalk. Bending over, she tried to catch her breath. 
It would have been better if she knew he was lying. If he had been nasty or hurtful, she could have dismissed this experience and never thought about it again. 
But he had been kind and caring, with a smile on his face. That was what made it worse. And he was speaking with grief over her mother, which was something she had never expected. 
But then again, she wasn't quite sure what to expect because she hadn't exactly pictured this moment. Any time she had pictured her parents, she had seen them in a normal situation – a Christmas morning or a birthday party, or a big breakfast. 
This was life changing, and she didn't do well with total chaos. Her life had been the same in a lot of ways since she was a child: alone, fending for herself, no one looking out for her needs except her. The fact that this kind man was telling her these things made her brain flip on edge. She didn't really know what to make of it. 
She eventually found her way back to the hotel, her lips firmly shut as she got into the elevator. Her mind was spinning too fast to speak, and she was grateful to find the hotel room mostly empty as she walked in. 
She thought that perhaps Alexander had gone out with Peter to eat or to clear their heads. If Peter was anything like the others, it wouldn't be out of character for them to get a drink in the bar. 
She was ready to sink on the bed, hoping to lose herself in mindless TV. But then she heard a noise of distress from the bathroom and remained on her feet, her legs stopping her mid fall. 
“Alexander?” she asked, taking a cautious step towards the bathroom. All her senses were on high alert, especially after this evening. She felt the familiar magic of her husband flood the room, getting sucked into her veins as she pushed open the bathroom door. 
Alexander had both hands on the porcelain white sink, his jacket discarded on the ground as he heaved. His taut stomach contracted, and sweat poured down his face as he took a deep breath, waiving his hand. 
“Ariel. No!”
“Sweet Goodness, will you never get over your pride?” she said as she went to him, wrapping her hands around his waist. “I've seen you throw up before.”
It alarmed her that he was practically trembling, his eyes fighting for consciousness. She knew better than to ask questions when someone was in this state. She held him close until he was still, his body simply reacting to the rejection. She felt nothing but his own magic in him, but she wondered if he had been cursed just the same. Dragons were strong, even on Earth beside carapaces. They shouldn't be catching stomach bugs and throwing up in hotel sinks. 
“Alright?” she said after a moment, and he managed to nod. She guided him back to the bed, handing him a chilled, over-priced bottle of water from the mini bar. “Just sit quietly for a moment.”
He smirked softly, even as he half gagged on the water. 
“I'm not a child, Ariel.”
“Really? Because I leave for two seconds and come back to you making messes in the bathroom,” she said, trying to make him smile. “That's better. What's happening?”
“I don't know,” he said. “It came on suddenly. I've never had anything like that before.”
“Lovely,” she said. “Where's Peter?”
“He's safe,” Alexander said. “In his room, and I told him I'd know in an instant if he tried something ridiculous. He's fine for now. I came back here and it struck me like a thunder bolt.”
“Is it possible...” Her brain whirled. “I mean, you're not quite human if I'm not around, but you have a lot less magic. And if I am around, you're basically locked in human form, save for a bit of magic. Could you have picked up something?”
“A human virus?” he asked. “I don't think so. I...maybe? Goodness,” he closed his eyes, leaning forward. “Ariel?”
He looked so pitiful that she forgot their earlier scrap and what had taken place in the woods. She crawled up on the bed beside him. He was never one for being touched unless he wasn't quite in his right mind. But now, he wanted nothing but her hands on his. 
“You're not cursed,” she said. “I feel nothing in you except for your own magic.”
“This would happen just now,” he said, trying to breathe as another wave of nausea hit him. “What did you get up to?”
“Oh,” she paused. She had never lied to him before, and had never kept a secret. Between them, there was no judgment or secrets. They had always known each other inside and out. But it appeared that he had changed that policy by not telling her that half the kingdom was hers. Until she knew exactly what these people who claimed to be her family wanted, she decided silence was the best policy. “I just went for a walk to clear my head.”
“I am sorry, Ariel,” he said. “I never meant to hurt you. I'm sorry if you felt like I deceived you.”
“Alexander, it's your kingdom,” she said, softly. “You have no need to tell me anything if you didn't want to.”
“Those weren't our vows,” he said, sinking into the pillows. She had so much to protest in that sentence. Where did their vows come into this, exactly? Neither of them had taken them seriously; they were just a means to an end. Or so she had thought. 
He closed his eyes, and she said nothing, laying her head beside him. What had transpired tonight was a conversation for a different time – the morning perhaps. Tonight, she needed him to feel better, because she certainly didn't know how to handle any of this by herself.
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Chapter 9
Ariel had her alarm set as a default on her phone, because she was one of those people who could sleep forever if she didn't. Even though she was far out of her teenage years, she felt like she hadn't gotten a good night sleep in years. But usually, when her alarm went off, Alexander was already out of bed and off to start his day. The fact that he was still shirtless beside her startled her. 
She only had to take one look at him to see that he wasn't well. His color was poor, and his jaw was clenched, his eyes screwed shut against the light that was coming in. 
She rolled over, laying a head on his shoulder. 
“Hi,” she said softly. 
“I vomited in the shower,” he said as a greeting. “It's clean now, but I apologize.”
“You know nothing of romance, husband,” she said, sitting up. “I was thinking last night, it isn't because you went too long without eating, is it? I know we had a rough week.”
“No,” he rolled over, not even looking at her. “If anything, it's the opposite. Peter's appetite was hesitant, and I thought if I pushed through the wall...”
“I see,” she said. “So you gorged.”
“No,” he said. “But I didn't feel in top form after it.”
“Mmm,” she felt pity for him, and she was surprised to realize how worried she was. “It's alright, you know, to be down once in a while.”
“Not when you are king,” he grunted. 
“But you're not king,” she pointed out, and they fell into silence. 
They had never had a moment like this before, when they were in bed and not asleep or locked in throws of passion. They didn't cuddle; they didn't simply enjoy time touching and being lost in each other’s eyes. She lay half on top of him, feeling the heat coming off his body and feeling him wince in pain a few times. His body had tensed and then untensed, and she knew he was suffering in stubborn silence. 
“Can you...” He eventually rolled over to face her. “Can you go and see Peter? Make sure that he's alright?” 
“You think he might be ill, too?”
“No, but there's always a chance he might be hanging himself by the curtain cord,” Alexander said, and she sighed. 
“Sure,” she said, pulling herself off him. “Do you want anything in the mean time?”
“Death,” he replied, and she rolled her eyes. 
“I think I've heard of this disease before. It's called the flu,” she said. He had heard the term before and was able to give her a look that told her he was not impressed. 
 
She pulled her hair into a pony tail and found fresh clothes in her suitcase, although she noted that she would have to take her clothes down to the front desk to get them laundered.
Peter had a connecting door, but she went through the hallway, knocking on his outer door. 
It took a moment or two, but Peter pulled it open. Shirtless with tousled hair, he looked a lot like his brother, the sleep still in his eyes. Apparently, even the dragon king needed a day to sleep in. 
“Just checking whether or not you're dead” she said, switching to dragon lore. 
He raised an eyebrow, looking down at himself. 
“Clearly not,” he replied. 
“Okay,” she turned to go, but he grabbed her shoulder. 
“Where is my brother?”
“Alexander doesn't feel well,” she said. “So, I'm checking.”
Peter stepped into the hallway just as a maid came out of the room. She gasped at the sight of the tall, well-muscled man, looking like a male model in the morning light. 
“Woah,” Ariel said. “Peter, you're in human form. Clothes are required. I know no one walks around the palace like that.”
“Take me to my brother.”
Ariel simply raised an eyebrow at the command. She would have left him standing there, but she didn't want to scandalize the maid any further. So instead, she pushed past him, going through the connecting door. 
She noted that Peter's room was spotless, not that he had any things. But he didn't appear to have even slept in the bed or touched the room at all. 
She pulled open the bolted door. Alexander sat up with a start, having fallen back asleep. 
“Alexander?” Peter barreled through. “Is it Earth? Is it this carapace? What happened?”
“Excuse me,” Ariel leaned against the door, mildly annoyed. “I've been with your brother for eleven years; I highly doubt I'm just making him sick now.”
“Eleven years?” Peter raised an eyebrow. “You put up with this for eleven years?” 
“Peter,” Alexander ran a hand over his face. “Can I help you with something? Because if not, I'd prefer you just leave me to wallow in my misery.” He gagged then, leaning over. Ariel made a small noise of sympathy, but Peter lurched forward, grabbing his hand. 
For a moment, Ariel saw more than two feuding brothers. She saw the boys as they must have been as children – the older taking care of the younger. 
Once, they had been nothing but young children, not worrying about the throne or anything but each other. 
“You need jackoroot,” Peter said, and Ariel's face screwed up in confusion. She had never heard that word before, and she had been speaking dragon lore for years. “It'll stop the pain.”
“I doubt...on Earth...” Alexander said. 
Peter scrambled up. “I can find someone. Your carapace can help me.”
“My wife?” Alexander raised an eyebrow. “It's fine, Peter, really.”
“No,” he said, looking his younger brother up and down. “It's always helped before.”
“Before?” Ariel stepped forward. “This has happened to you before?”
Alexander gripped the covers.
“When I was younger. I wasn't the strongest child. It was before my dragon transformation. It's not uncommon for a dragon body to cure childhood illnesses.”
 
“You weren't a strong child?” she said in shock. “You're the strongest person I know.”
That made a smile flit across his face. He glanced to her, but it was interrupted by another dry heave. 
“Jackoroot,” she said, pulling out her phone. “I'm sure we can figure this out. Here,” she went to the TV remote, flipping it on. “Whenever I'm sick, staring mindless at the TV always helps.”
She was prepared to find him some stupid house hunting show when the TV powered on. She was not prepared for ‘Breaking News’ to be splashed across the screen. 
“What the heck?” she said, as the news clips played. 
“Late last night, this video surfaced in the downtown area. When digitally enhanced, it appears to be a strange creature landing in the middle of the park. Some seem to speculate that it's a dragon...”
“PETER!” Ariel didn't even need to squint at it. “That's why your bed is made.”
Alexander buried his face in his hands. “Tell me this is not you,” he said, without looking. 
“What is the problem?” Peter asked. “Last night, I was restless, and instead of jumping out the window, I went for a flight.”
“Peter, Earth people do not KNOW about Dragons,” Alexander said. “We agreed to keep it a secret.”
“I thought you would have fixed that,” Peter said, “seeing as you were so progressive about everything else.” 
“I–” Alexander scrambled for the bathroom again, and Ariel sighed. 
“Alright. Peter, you and I are going to look for this mysterious Jackoroot, while Alexander throws up everything he's eaten in the past three years. Go get some clothes.” 
“You do not give me orders,” he snapped at her. 
“I'm sorry, I thought 50% of the kingdom was mine?” she said. He had nothing to say to that and stormed back into the other room. 
Left alone by the TV stand, she saw that her phone was flashing. She picked it up, wondering whether there was a new tabloid article about her. 
Instead, she found a text from an unknown number. 
Would you like to see where you spent the first 2 years of your life? Meet me in the park at 4. 
Her hand froze over the message, reading it again and again. She didn't know who it was from, but she assumed it was from her father. She had no idea how he got her number, but that was the least of her concern. 
She was concerned about how much she did want to see what he was talking about. What was it like? Where did they live?
She was always told that she was bounced through the foster care system her whole life. But maybe there was more to the story. She knew that she needed to know, even if she didn't want to. There was no ignoring this text message. 
Maybe. What do you want from me?
Her hands were shaking as she typed away. Her entire world suddenly existed within the cell phone screen. 
Your dragon is wreaking havoc on this planet. Last night was just a taste. Control it. 
She bit her lip, shoving her phone into her pocket as Peter came back into the room. What did that even mean? Peter had simply gone for a walk around. Irresponsible as it was, he hadn't exactly burned the city down. He had simply stretched his wings and wandered the park. In addition, she didn't control the dragons, even if she liked to think she did.
But if the carapaces didn't want them walking around, maybe they knew something she didn't? She wasn't going to make any harsh judgments, at least not until she found out more. 
“Where do we find Jackoroot?” Peter asked. “I'll send you and–”
“Queen,” Ariel fixed him with a stare. “I'm not your minion.”
“There was a body found in the park near where the alleged Dragon sighting was...”
Both of their heads whipped up to the TV to watch as the story continued to unfold. Ariel couldn't believe her eyes as they changed to a shot of police tape. 
“Peter!” she said in horror. “What else did you do besides walking about last night?”
“I...” he seemed confused as he watched the television. They had screens in the palace, but this was different. His eyes flicked back and forth between the screen and Alexander, who had stumbled out of the bathroom. “I don't remember.”
“Argh,” Ariel put her hands to her face. “You have to remember killing someone.”
“No,” Alexander spoke up. “You know that things are blurry when we are dragons.”
“Blurry, not forgotten,” she cried. “Why would you kill?”
“Ariel, we don't know that he killed–”
“Right, it's just a conveniently located body,” she said. “You just fed, didn't you?”
“No,” Peter said. “We did not go out last night.” 
“What?” she said, and Alexander looked like a guilty child. “You told me you fed.”
“I couldn't.”
“Because you felt sick?” she asked, but he shook his head. 
“No. Because I couldn't.”
“Alexander!” she knew what issues were plaguing him. Finding animals, ripping their throats out, the hunt, the chase, it wasn't easy on him. But his lack of appetite was dangerous, because it could lead to blood lust. In Alexander's case, it usually just led to a weakening of his body. In other dragons, it could lead to a feeding frenzy. Alexander had trained himself to be in control of his appetite at all times. But Peter was not used to such conditions. “I can't deal with you two.”
She slipped on her shoes, trying not to throw them at his head. 
“Peter?” she asked, at last. “Are you coming?”
“Yes,” he replied. “But only to keep you in line. You do not yell–”
“Just stop talking,” she snapped. “Just stop. I'll find this herb or whatever it is. I'll make Alexander stop puking, and then if the two of you can stop wreaking havoc, I have a show tonight.”
She couldn't wait to get to the park at four o'clock Her curiosity was getting the best of her, it was true. But more than that, she wanted to get away from the dragons. 
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Chapter 10
“If I just Google pictures of herbs, will you recognize it?” she asked as they got onto the street. Peter looked at her like she had grown a third head. 
“I would appreciate it if you spoke dragon to me,” he said, looking her right in the eye.
“I am speaking. There isn't a word that translates to that!” She fumed. 
“I would have expected Alexander's queen to have a better grasp of the dragon tongue,” he replied. She wanted to smack him across his angular face. 
“I do have a perfect grasp of dragon lore,” she replied. “But even if I didn't, I have no obligation to you or your people to learn it.”
“You are the queen!” he roared at her. They weren't three feet from the hotel and they were already fighting. 
“Why? Because my husband knew that marrying me was mutually convenient? That was all it was, Peter, a mutual convenience. I didn't marry him to become queen, and he certainly didn't marry me to make me one. And perhaps if you hadn’t run away, this wouldn't be so hard in the first place.”
He practically breathed fire out of his ears, which would have been a sight to see. Instead, he glared at her so hard she took a step backwards. 
“I did not run away,” he said, “as you are from your obligations now. You choose to leave your husband instead of dealing with his body, which is sick!”
“I have no obligations to you or your people,” she repeated. She hurled her phone at him, not caring. “Figure it out yourself, or let Alexander throw up until his stomach falls out. I don't care!”
Ariel stormed off, seeing red. How dare he act like this was her responsibility or her job? She didn't ask for any of it, and she certainly wasn't made aware of any the day they had said their vows. 
Although if she looked back over the years, she did see more and more that Alexander had been laying responsibility on her. She had dealt with Enya when Cole brought her back from Earth. She had sat on the throne beside Alexander, and she had occasionally even held throne duty on her own while he was busy. They bowed to her wherever she walked, and she had taken advantage of the fact that they would do whatever she said on more than one occasion.
For all intents and purposes, she was the queen. He had been treating her like the queen, slowly but surely luring her into the role. She didn't want that for her life. She was a dancer, a carefree spirit, and she didn't believe in such rigid systems of government. Yet, here she was, wearing a crown on her head and letting herself be lured in. 
She knew that without her phone, she would get anxious and lose track of time. Since she travelled so much when she was on Earth, her phone was her life line to her friends. But she didn't care as she wandered the city. Peter could keep her phone; Alexander could keep her crown. How did she manage to get lured into this? How had she not noticed when he said these things and let her react this way? 
It was as if he had tricked her. He had shown her a life she thought she wanted, and she hadn't noticed because of all the shiny distractions. The worse part of it now was that she wasn't even queen to a king. He was merely a Prince, second best. And Ariel didn't do second best. 
She was angry at Peter for all of this. How dare he be so cowardly and so weak as to disappear and leave this all up to his brother? 
She was angry at Cole for bringing Enya into all of this. Unlike Ariel, Enya was small and weak, and she would need Cole the rest of her life. There was no escape, not if she wanted to live. 
She was angry at Nicholas for being a prince in a position that could never be questioned. He was often light and carefree, coming and going as he chose. He had no weight on his shoulders, nor a crown to dictate his moves. That was the position she wanted to be in. 
By the time 4 p.m. rolled in, she was more than ready to go to the park. Her phone wasn't in her hand, so she couldn't tell if they had cancelled, or if plans had changed. 
Whatever police investigation had been going on with Peter's slaughter had cleared up. The tape was gone, but no one was venturing into the park. No one save her father, standing in the middle of it. 
Ariel lingered at the entrance, watching him. He was looking up at the sky as if it had all the answers to life's problems. Where had he been all these years? What had he been doing aside from abandoning her? She knew that she wouldn't be able to speak a polite word, not after this morning. So instead, she didn't say anything, choosing instead to stand beside him. 
“Have you ever looked at the clouds and been jealous of them?” he asked her after a quiet moment. Ariel raised an eyebrow. 
“That's an odd thing to say,” she replied. 
“Well, if you think about it, clouds can be anything that they want. One moment they could be fluffy, and the next, sleek. There's no one to tell them what to do or what to be like. No one who says they can't be one thing or another. It's an odd thought, but I've always had it.”
She could have had so many biting remarks to that comment. She was used to being sarcastic and feeling nothing. But what he said struck a chord with her. 
“Oh,” she said, looking up. “I never realized. I guess you're right.”
“You must have thought it, flying through the sky on your dragons,” he said, and then turned to her. “Or did they never allow you to even think for yourself?”
Ariel said nothing, biting her lip. He smiled, gently. 
“Come with me. I promised you something, didn't I?”
“You promised me something in return for controlling Peter,” she replied. “Instead, I threw my phone at him and stormed off.”
“Ah,” his eyes twinkled. “And did you speak to him about the killing? About his presence?”
“Of course, I…” she paused. “I did, actually, when I saw it on the news. It wasn't intentional; I just couldn't believe how stupid he was being.”
“You accidentally matched our intentions?” His eyes sparkled. “I believe that you and I, Ariel, have more in common than you think.”
“Argh,” she shook her head, not wanting to realize any of this. “Just take me. Show me what you mean.”
“Very well,” he replied. “But only if you promise to have an open mind.”
“My mind is wide open,” she answered. “At least, until 6 p.m., and then I have work.”
“Yes, my glorious ballerina,” he said. “And what do your dragons think of that?”
“That's how Alexander and I met, so I doubt he minds.”
“Really?” he said. “He doesn't ever stop you from your craft?”
“He...” she bit her tongue as they walked. “He wishes I'd spend more time in the kingdom. But that is because he's addicted to me and the way I make him feel.”
“Is it?” her father asked. “Or does he just wish to control Your Grace?”
“What do you have to show me?” she asked again, not having patience for such heavy thoughts. 
They didn't have to walk far to get to a nondescript, brown apartment building. There were hundreds like it in the city. Ariel had even lived in one in her early days as a dancer. She didn't think that it was anything to comment on. But her father clearly had other ideas as he led her inside. 
“Not to be rude,” she said, looking around at the peeling paint and the hallway that could have used a cleaning months ago. “But if you are trying to impress me or make me feel closer to a carapace family of some kind, this isn't working.”
“You were young,” he said. “I don't think you would remember.”
“You don't think I would remember what?” she asked as he put a key in a lock on the first floor and pushed open the door. 
Inside was a one bed room apartment. It looked like it hadn't been lived in for years. There was over-turned furniture and debris everywhere. Ariel was sure that she saw a rat scuttling across the floor. 
She was about to say something biting when she noticed a faded picture still hanging on the wall. 
She recognized the shock of red hair the same as hers, even though the photo was of a child. There was her father, looking impossibly young, holding her. And beside him, a woman with the same eyes as she stood smiling at the camera. This woman could only be her mother. 
She reached up to touch the photo, her finger streaking through a layer of dust as she did. 
“This is where your mother and I spent the first two years of your life,” he said. “We were in hiding.”
“In hiding?” she asked, sounding almost robotic. 
“You are the descendant of two clans, mixed carapace blood. And that is not allowed.”
“Why?” she asked. “Are they racist?”
“No. The clans know that mixed carapace blood would result in a carapace much more powerful than either clan’s leader. And when the mixed-blood child is the child of the heirs to both clans, things get much more complicated.”
She processed the words quickly. “You and my mother?”
“Were each the equal heirs to our clans. We weren't supposed to fall in love, but we spent so much time together with our parents in negotiations to keep the peace. She was my soul mate; it was inevitable. When we found out she was pregnant, we ran away from that life, afraid that they would kill you.” He paused, seemingly lost in his own memory for a brief moment. “For two years, this was our sanctuary; this was our paradise. We raised you as best we could, acting like we were like any other family and any other parents.”
“But…” Ariel's stomach dropped. She felt like this story had a terrible end. 
“But we weren't,” her father said. “Eventually, they caught us. It was us who were stupid, staying in one place. But we were so content in our happiness; we had set up a little home. We tried to run, but the clans were wild. They were determined to destroy what threatened them.”
“Me,” Ariel said. “I threatened them.”
“Yes. So, we put you in hiding and put you in care where no one would know your name or what you were. We thought that you'd be safe, and you'd come back to us some day, but then the slaughter of carapaces began, thanks to the dragons. Your mother was a victim of that slaughter.” He smiled, tears in his eyes. “But it taught us a lesson we would never forget. It taught us that we are stronger united than divided. Those that were left banded together, and we went in search of you.”
“And you found me,” she said. “Under a dragon's paw.”
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Chapter 11
“We feared for you for so long,” her father said. “I thought that he was hurting you, that you were his prisoner. I was relieved to see that you had at least a little bit of freedom.”
“You think I don't have freedom?” Ariel raised an eyebrow. “I have all the freedom. I come and go as I please. There is no issue with that.” 
“Ariel, please,” he smiled. “It's my job to be worried about you. And dragons are dangerous.”
“They aren't dangerous.”
“Today, somebody walked through the park without realizing this would be their last sunrise,” he pointed out to her. “But because of a dragon, it was.”
She sucked in a breath, having nothing to say to that. She stared at the picture of her mother a bit longer, her heart hammering. She wasn't sure how to feel. She also wasn't sure whether she believed him or not. There had been so many people in her life who had misguided her and broken her trust. 
But it honestly seemed like she had no reason not to trust him. The photographic evidence was in her face. She had no reason to believe he was lying. 
“What was she like?” she asked, at last.
“Your mother?” He smiled. “Feisty. Strong. A believer in a better future. I see her so much in you. She held her chin high like you do. And she laughed like you do.”
“How do you know how I laugh?” she asked. 
“We have been watching you, just to make sure you are safe,” he said. “Just to make sure the dragons don't overcome you.”
“Look,” she said, at last, “I don't know what you want me to do.”
“I want revenge,” he replied. “Revenge for your mother. Revenge for our kind. Peter has killed before on a whim, just hours ago. He will do it again. The dragon world must be stopped. They must not return to Earth. They should lose their kingdom, as we did ours.”
“That's a tall order,” Ariel replied, sternly. 
“There are enough of us in numbers to crush the dragon lords if we could get into their kingdom. With the princes dead, the rule would fall ultimately to you. You are their queen, as you are ours.”
Ariel stopped even breathing at those words.
“You have the same rule as the dragons,” she realized. “A 50-50 monarchy. My mother is dead–”
“So, the kingdom is yours,” he said. “To share with me. And when I am gone, you will inherit my part as well. Two kingdoms – two separate rules – under your control.”
She said nothing to that, again reaching to the painting. The clock was ticking; she had to get to the theater. At that moment, all she wanted to do was dance. Dance was her solace – her comfort. She needed to let the music guide her. 
“Can I take this?” she asked. It embodied her every dream. A family photograph was the simplest thing to most people, and yet it was something she always dreamed of. 
“Of course,” he said. “I will meet with you tomorrow to discuss this further. You would have had 100 family photographs, an album full, had it not been for the dragon lords. Including the one you are married to.”
She could hear no more of this. It felt like her ears were bleeding. Her heart certainly was. She took the photograph from the frame, tucking it in her pocket. 
“Yes,” she heard herself saying, as she backed away from the room. “I'll meet you.”
She didn't establish a meeting place, because she knew he would get in touch with her. 
The theater was always her job, but today it was her solace. When she arrived, she threw herself into her work, her heart beating in time with the music that pumped into the stage. She cried real tears during the sad scenes, and laughed until her chest hurt during the happy ones. She was desperate to feel something that wasn't the confusing emptiness she had felt today. 
Her family. Her dreams. Her hopes. They couldn't all be dead because of this mass slaughter? It couldn't have been taken away just because the dragons felt threatened?
She had known about the slaughter, but she didn't care about the facts back then. It hadn't occurred to her that her family had wanted her. 
“Did you see this?” one of the girls said to her at intermission. She was waiving a phone at Ariel, a news article pulled up. “At the park, just across the street?”
“The strange creature and the body?” Ariel asked. “Yeah, that's old news.”
“No, not that,” the girl replied. “That was this morning. There were three more bodies found in the park just an hour ago. And another video of the same creature. What is going on? This place is scary.”
“What?” said another girl, coming over. Soon, the entire stage-right area was filled with babbling, frightened ballerinas. Ariel backed away, pale against the wall. They were afraid of the unknown, of what lurked outside the gates. 
But she knew what creatures swarmed in the blackness and what killed in the dark of night. 
She could barely make it through the second half of the show, her mind whirling. What was she going to do? Who was she going to choose? 
She supposed she could have stayed in a different hotel, or perhaps chosen a different room. But her purse was back in the hotel room, and hopefully her phone as well. If she was going to get some space to think, she at least wanted her things. 
Her head was swirling as she rode the elevator to the top floor where they were staying. She had always known dragons were dangerous, and she didn't care. They had a reasonable moral compass, and she always thought it was comforting to be protected by the most dangerous creatures that walked both planets. 
Except they weren't protecting her. They were the reason she was in the foster system; they were the reason her life had been harsh. The school of hard knocks didn't offer a degree that could match the heartache she had gone through.
She was hoping that the room was going to be empty when she came in. It would save her the awkwardness of explaining why she was storming out. But as soon as she put the key in the lock, Alexander pulled it open. 
They had fought before. One of them storming out was nothing new. They were such different people that it was just something they had come to accept over the years. However, this time was different. She froze when he pulled open the door, and she took a half step back. 
His face was clouded in confusion. 
“What's the matter?” he asked. He looked a bit better, but certainly not top form. At another time, she could had expressed concern. But this time, all she wanted was her things. 
“You killed my mother,” she fixed him with a harsh stare. “And you knew about it, too.”
From the way his shoulders deflated, she knew was was right. He went three shades of pale as she brushed past him. 
“Where's my phone?” she demanded, picking up the things she had left on the bedside table. “Alexander?”
“Here. Peter had no idea what to do with it, although he did advise me to leave you,” Alexander handed it over gently.
“That's it? You have nothing to say about the fact that you knew?”
“I did know,” he said, softly. “But not right away. Not for years.”
“That makes it better?” she spat at him. 
“No,” he admitted. “But by the time I found out that it was one of us, you and I were already deep into our relationship. And you looked me in the eye and said that you didn't care.”
“Because I didn't know the truth!” she said. “I thought they abandoned me. I thought they left me! But it was you and your dragons! You've been lying to me this whole time! And now it's come crashing down, Alexander, and haven't you made the mistake? Because I am your queen now, you can't undo that.”
“I had no intention of lying to you,” he gritted his teeth, and she half wondered if he was going to throw up again. She found that she didn't really care. “I didn't. It just happened.”
“Well, me leaving can just happen, too,” she said, making sure she had the last of her things. “Don't call me, don't come looking for me, and don't just appear out of nowhere. Do you understand me?”
“Ariel!” He caught her arm tightly. Their eyes locked, and she saw what she recognized as desperation. The hunger was setting in again, the lust for blood that ruled him. For eleven years, he didn't have to exhibit as much control as he normally did, because he had her. She could dull his pain; she could make his lust disappear. She was his addiction. “I need you.”
“Deal with it.” She ripped away from him, making sure the door slammed behind her. 
Once she was out in the hallway, she realized that she had no idea where she wanted to go. The theater was across the street, and it would be wildly inconvenient to stay anywhere else. 
Anger filled her again. Why should she be inconvenienced by him? Staying across the street from the theater was a rare occurrence, and she certainly didn't want to be taking taxis simply because her husband and brother-in-law were murderers? 
She shook herself as she thought that. What kind of world was she living in?
She got herself a new room, checking in right above Alexander, which did not impress her. She splurged, going over and above her per diem to get herself the biggest suite possible. She didn't need him to feel like a princess. 
Her phone was blowing up with the news alerts of Peter's victims He clearly couldn't control himself, and despite the fact that he hated being a dragon, he was shifting at every opportunity. She knew Alexander was going to have trouble with his own lust with Peter constantly eating, but she didn't care. 
This was unforgivable and unfixable. They had made a broken relationship work for too long, and she couldn't do it any longer. She was done with dragons. 
As soon as she got upstairs, she pulled out her phone again, texting the number her father had texted from. 
I want to hear more. 
She was sick of the burden, sick of the responsibilities, and sick of Alexander's addiction and his needs. She was even sick of her phone beeping with alerts about Peter's victims. 
Tell me where to meet you, her father texted back, and she sent her room number. 
Bring them all. I want to know anyone who knew her. I want to know what I missed. 
There was only a millisecond before the reply came. 
You are truly a carapace. You are truly my daughter. 
She put down her phone, staring out of the window into the dark night. She wasn't sure how she felt about that statement. But she supposed she had time to find out. Alexander could deal with his brother's drama by himself. She was going to find out about her family, and he could deal with his own.
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Chapter 12
When she had asked her father to bring the people who knew her mother, she didn't expect it to be a crowd, especially at midnight. But it wasn't long before there were twelve people in her huge hotel room, sipping wine, and spreading out pictures while telling stories. 
Most of them had red hair and green eyes – features that had always made her feel like a black sheep. They were carapaces from both sides of the family, and they couldn't stop talking to her, smiling, and enjoying her presence. 
“Here,” said one that she didn't know quite yet. He handed over a bundle of photos that were held together with an elastic band. “Your mother and I grew up together. I'm her second cousin, but we were neighbors. She liked to perform, just like you.”
“She liked to dance?” Ariel asked, shocked as she flipped through the pictures. She found pictures of her mother looking much younger than in the first picture she had seen, in a tap dance outfit. She recognized the shoes as tap shoes, and she smiled. “Oh my, those are old leggings.”
“She performed mostly in community circuits, but she did a pageant. She was pretty like you.”
“Yes,” Ariel was almost speechless, looking at a photo that she could have sworn was her. “What else did she like?”
“Oh, she was a pretty calm, easy going person. But she knew what she stood for and what she wanted.” He glanced up at her father. “And I wish we could have all respected her for that.”
“I'm sorry.” Ariel sat on the couch, feeling shaky. “It's just so odd. I never imagined her...any of you like this. I tried to not think about it, because that made it worse.”
“We thought about you,” her father said. “Frequently. We made sure that you were hidden, but it turned out you were so well hidden that we couldn't even find you.”
“When did you find me?” she asked.
“Your fame,” he smiled. “Your dance fame was helpful. But when we saw that you were walking with a dragon, we pulled back until we thought it was safe.”
“Was it safe when you finally did?” she asked. 
“No,” he said. “But a second dragon surrounding you made it necessary. The situation changed with the fact that it was Peter.”
“Who is killing half the city because he's hungry,” Ariel sighed. “He just doesn't know what he's doing again. He was basically dead.”
“Does that make it better?” her father asked, and she sighed. 
“No,” she said. “But the dragons...they aren't always in control when there is blood lust involved.”
“Or when they are threatened,” he said, and she put her head in her hands. She never got a wedding ring, but she felt like she was wearing one. It was like a phantom on her left hand, something that had bound her for years. 
And these people surrounding her were so much like her – the same eyes, the same hair, the same body type. 
“What is that you want me to do?” she asked. 
“The kingdom is half yours. If the king is gone, the kingdom is all yours.”
“It's not that easy,” she said. “Even if something happened to Peter, there's Alexander and Nicholas to be king, and then Cole is married. It's a strong line, and I'm not going to kill them.”
“You do not have to kill them,” her father said. “But you do have to stop them.”
“How?” she said. “When they want something, they take it. When they decide that something is going to be done, it will be done.”
“And that doesn't bother you?” he asked. “Think about the behavior you just described. Those are not rulers. They are tyrants. Every time they come to Earth, someone dies. Sometimes it's one of us. Sometimes it's innocent people. But if there's enough of us, including your extreme power, we can start to close vortexes where they cannot enter this world.”
“Can't enter?” she said. “How?”
“A ring of carapaces this powerful in one place at the right time can suck so much magic from the Earth that they could never land there when they try to transport. There are only certain places that they can transport to. Have you noticed?”
“Now that I've think about it, yes,” she realized. “He's never said anything to me, but we do only land in certain places.”
“Because the dragons are restricted. We can make sure that those places are taken away from them, one by one.”
“Oh,” she said. “I... maybe would be alright with that. Maybe. But the kingdom...that is not mine to take.”
“They took ours,” her father said. 
“Alvin,” someone said, and her father turned. She realized that she didn't even know his name until this moment. What else didn't she know about him? How much had she missed?
“The other dragon is back,” he said, and Ariel felt Peter's magic from above. “Should we turn on the news and see who he's killed this time?”
“I don't think every time he goes he...” Ariel said as they turned on the TV. Sure enough, before she said another word, there was another news story, and another body. “Goodness, Peter.”
All eyes turned to Ariel. 
“Do you still think that they are worthy of redemption?”
She bit her lip. She knew what Peter was going through; she had watched Alexander go through it for years. Alexander was good at control now, but Peter barely knew his own mind at this point. He was out of control. 
“Ariel, if we don't stop them, if we don't let them know that what they did was not okay, they will try again. We may be able to shut down their transport spots, but they have friends in high places who are always ready to answer their call. They took our kingdom, but you can exert your power over their decisions, even here. You can manipulate the throne for our advantage, make the Council a council that makes decisions for our benefit. And if you don't, how many more people will die?”
She said nothing, feeling the photographs in her hands. She also felt the dragon magic below, bouncing off and reaching for her. 
The news blared on about another person who had died and her head spun with the lies Alexander told her. 
“I'll do it,” she said. “I will close their vortexes.”
“Let's arrange then,” Alvin said, unfolding a map from his pocket. “There are a few around this city that are well used: here, here, and here.”
Her eyes glazed as she listed to the plan, feeling like her world was falling out from under her. But she was with her family – her family that she had always dreamed of. And no more innocent blood would be on her hands. 
The carapaces agreed to meet the next day immediately after her show. The best time to close the vortexes was when the moon was full, at midnight, high in the sky. She wasn't sure what it entailed, but she figured that it couldn't be that complicated. From how they had made it sound, it was just a bunch of carapaces pushing their power into the ground. 
When they left, they left the photographs for her scattered in the room. She sat on the bed, going through each one of them. The still images held so many clues, so many memories to why she was the way she was. Was her mother rigorous in dancing, or was she more of a hobbyist? Did she dream of the big stages, or was she happy the way she was?
Did she also dread and love the moment right before the curtain went up? Did her parents want her as a child, or were they virtuous and accepted the responsibility that was put on them? There were so many questions and so few answers. 
She picked up her phone in the middle of the night, staring at the blank screen. She half expected Alexander to text her, to beg her, but it was silent. 
She wished for Cole right now more than ever. Her youngest brother-in-law knew everything about magic, and he could be impartial. He could verify for her what they were saying. Except, of course, he probably wouldn't if he knew what they were going to use it for. 
She had never been around other carapaces before, though, so she had no idea what they were capable of, especially when they were together. 
She went through the pictures again, mesmerized by them. It was like someone had documented her mother's last fifteen years, picture after picture. 
 
What had Alexander been thinking when he killed her? Had he been thinking? Had he been aware?
A bleep came on her phone, and she grabbed it. It wasn't a text message, though, but an email from her dance company. 
Benefits, said the subject line. 
She scrolled through it, her lip quivering. It was stupid, because it was an email about medical benefits. But there was a section about spousal benefits. And at the top, it listed her as married. 
She had put that on her employment forms only because her medical benefits were cheaper if she was married. It was easy enough to find a marriage certificate, and she got a huge discount. And then she had forgotten about it because she didn't get sick often. She probably could leave it, even if she never saw Alexander again. But it would be a lie, and it would pain her every time she saw the forms.
She hadn't realized that her status affected her emotional state. She didn't tell anyone else, and she thought she didn't care. But she did identify as married.
She couldn't have blood on her hands, though. Blood that Alexander chose to cause was one thing, but blood that she could stop was different.
To distract herself, she pulled out her laptop, searching various dances and pageants. She was looking for some other clues about her mother's life, but she realized she didn't even know her name. 
She could have texted her father, but it was late. And the truth was, she didn't need to know right that moment. Her father was in her life now; he could tell her what she wanted to know. She wasn't alone anymore; she didn't have to do everything by herself. 
She went to the window before she went to bed, staring out over the city skyline. Her view was mostly of the parking lot below, and despite the late hour, she saw movement in the lot. 
It was her husband, clinging to a lamp post like his life depended on it. 
She didn't move. She didn't tap on the glass or open the window and call out to him. Whatever was plaguing Alexander was clearly not getting better. He shouldn't be on Earth. He should be back in the Kingdom where the medical technology was much more advanced. 
Dragon or human form didn't matter to them, but humans were weaker and more subject to illness. If he knew what was good for him, she thought, he would go. But he wouldn't go, because Alexander had always put family before himself. He rarely thought about what he was going through, even, apparently, if it was killing him. He threw up once in the parking lot and then seemed to recover enough to head inside. Just before he did, however, he cast his eyes upwards. 
She met his gaze, but didn't move. Something silent passed between them, and she was struck by a feeling of grief. This was going to be the end. 
She told herself somewhere deep down that he'd approve. She was putting her family first for the very first time in her life. 
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Chapter 13
“How do we do this?” Ariel asked when they got to the hotspot the next night. She was tired and still in theater makeup. She had thrown on sweatpants and a hoodie, feeling overwhelmed by the night already. There were so many carapaces around, forming a circle on a spot of pavement that didn't look that special. She did recognize it as a place that she and Alexander had landed in more than once. 
“Do you know how to push your magic?” Alvin asked. 
“Yes,” she said. “Although, if you need anything more complicated, you're going to have to explain it to me.”
“That's all,” he said. “Once you pause, you'll feel the magic in the ground. I need you to push your magic back in sync with the rest of us. Once we push that much carapace magic into the ground, it should neutralize it for good.”
“Right,” she said, and then looked around. “Do we have to hold hands?”
Alvin laughed. 
“It helps to sync our power.”
“Feels culty,” Ariel said, but she complied. However, when everyone starting humming, it made her raise an eyebrow. She assumed it was something about the magic, but it felt like she was about to enter a Disney movie about a witch’s coven. Alvin nudged her and indicated that she should close her eyes. 
She did, and it was then that she felt the vortex. She knew how to push her magic, but she felt almost knocked over by the carapaces around her. They were sucking magic out of the ground faster than she was even capable of. 
In her head, she could see the path from the dragon kingdom – the dizzy feeling, the shining light. She could almost see landing here, the ground rushing up towards her. She remembered the first time that Alexander took her up. It was from this very spot. She felt like a princess from the moment he took her hand, and it wasn't due to the crown she would eventually get. It was the way he spoke to her. The way he listened. The way he held doors and bowed to her out of respect. 
She felt her head swirl, and then suddenly, she felt something she had almost never felt before. A lack of magic. 
“That's it,” her father said. “It's closed. It's done.”
“That seems so…simple,” she replied. “If it was this easy, why didn't you do it before?” 
“Because we couldn't do it without you,” he answered. “You are the strongest – the link and the key. Now that we have you, we can do anything. And you know what that's like, don't you, achieving your dreams?”
She said nothing to that, feeling like her soul was too bare. So instead, she turned the topic to a question that had been blazing in her mind since last night. 
“You said that my mother danced mostly in community theater,” she said. “Did she go on tour?”
“Oh, yes,” he replied. “She toured with the community theater, just like you.”
“What?” Ariel asked, her face contorted. “Community theaters don't tour.”
“Uh...” Alvin paused. “Why not?”
“Because community theaters are unpaid,” Ariel replied. “They don't have connections generally, outside the town that they are in.”
“Oh,” he shrugged. “I must have used the wrong word. She got paid sometimes. She was never famous like you.”
“So, a regional theater?” Ariel asked, and he nodded. 
“That's it. My apologies. It's been a while since I had to understand the world you live in.”
“What was her name?” Ariel asked. 
“Marina,” he answered. “My beautiful Marina.”
“Marina,” she repeated. “That's not what I expected. But then, none of this is what I expected.”
“How was your show today?” he asked, and she shrugged. 
“It was alright. I'm feeling a bit distracted.”
“That's understandable,” he said. “You must be tired. I'll walk you back to your hotel.”
“Oh,” she paused. “That would be nice. I never had my father walk me home.”
“Do you have a home, Ariel?”
“The palace,” she answered, before she realized what she said. “That's the only place where I am consistently. Other than that, it's usually just wherever we tour. Permanent hotels. I used to have an apartment, but I gave it up a while ago.”
“It must be hard,” he said, “to have no home.”
“I never...” She thought it over. “It never bothered me.”
But now that he was talking about it, she realized it did bother her. She didn't miss the apartment that she gave up, but she had a hard time coming to terms with the fact that she would probably never see the palace again. It was basically the only home she had known, and she loved how grand it was. It was far grander than she would ever be able to afford on Earth. 
“Perhaps you can visit my home someday,” he said. “It's only three hours from here, in the country side.”
“The country side?” she said. “I would have expected you to have a condo in the city.”
He chuckled. “But then–”
“Nothing is what I expected,” she finished. “I guess I'm getting predictable with what I say.”
“I'm happy for you to be predictable,” he said. “To learn anything about you. I spent so long, Ariel, wondering about you.”
Once she was back in her hotel room, she found her mind too restless to sleep. She felt the dragon magic below her, but it was weaker than normal. She paused in her texting, listening with her body. She could almost feel Alexander moving around. 
There were no deaths today, and she wondered if Peter simply wasn't hungry or whether he was getting better. It concerned her, though, that the magic felt weaker. She could feel both of them, but not as strong as the day before. 
Shaking her head, she went back to her phone. They weren't going to be her concern too much longer. 
‘Marina Campbell,’ she typed into the phone. She expected to find other photos, or maybe some news articles. Her father had not told her much, even though he said he would. 
To her surprise, there was nothing that came up that matched what she was looking for. The pictures that came up in Google were not the pictures of her mother, and none of the articles were about a dancer or a pageant.
She deleted Campbell, and typed in ‘Regina,’ which she thought was her father's last name. But it was completely possible that she got them mixed up. 
There was nothing for Marina Regina either. 
Confused, she went back to the photographs, thumbing through them until she found the one she was looking for. 
There was her mother, looking gourgeous with a pagent queen’s sash on. If Ariel squinted, she could see that it said ‘Miss Victory.’
"What pagent is this?" she asked herself, turning on her phone to see if she could find a magnifier app. The light in the hotel room wasn't the best, but she hunched over, trying to angle it under the hotel lamp. 
‘1992,’ she found at last. 
It was enough for Google, and she put in the details that she could, looking for a ‘Miss Victory 1992.’ It turned up a thousand different things, but none of them were relevant. 
She suddenly felt a surge of magic and sat up straight. Her heart started pounding, and she closed her eyes, trying to focus. 
Cole, she identified at last. Cole was here. 
Cole was like a little brother to her – mischievous but sweet. His human wife, Ariel realized, probably needed to be here this week. She had lost track of the days through this whole adventure. Enya would have no idea about what was happening. In addition, Ariel knew that Enya had no other choice. Being married to a dragon was pretty much the only way that she could survive. Ariel running downstairs and telling Enya everything about her history would only result in the girl being ridden with guilt. 
Still, she didn't want to stay away. This may be the last time that she ever saw Cole, and she wanted to at least lay eyes on him. 
She grabbed her purse out of habit and took the stairs one floor down. She had planned to linger in the stairway, to see if they were out in the hall. 
Cole's voice echoed as soon as she opened the door. 
"The friggin Bloor Street vortex was closed," Cole said. "Closed! Do you know how long it's been since a vortex was closed? God forbid I need to get Enya somewhere fast. That is the closest one to a hospital."
Ariel put her hand over her mouth, leaning against the wall. She hadn't thought of that, even when she was looking up and staring at the bright hospital lights as she had waited for the rest of the shields to arrive. 
There was a low mummer of voices, and she strained to hear what was being said. It was harder when they were speaking dragon lore, her brain worked over time. 
"Of course he's getting better," Cole said, his voice angry. "His magic is so supressed here. He could get over anything if he has enough time. But you look like road kill. You need to get back."
"I will," Alexander said, and she could hear the hoareness in her voice. "When he is mentally ready to take the throne."
"Where is she?" Cole asked, and she was tempted to burst through the door. 
But then her phone buzzed. She dug it out of her purse, turning on the screen. 
We can close another two vortexes at dawn. The sun and the moon align, said the text. Will you meet us?
Her hands trembled as she answered it. 
Yes, she said, drifting away from the door. She cast one last gaze into the hallway, looking at Cole. She wished she could give him a hug and say goodbye to him. But if she did that, it would re-establish contact, and it would be difficult all over again. How long before all of them are closed?
Not long, her father said. This city has the most. There are only one or two on other continents. That is perhaps why you keep landing back here. 
The dragons need to get out safely, she texted back. They should have the option to leave peacefully. 
Promise me you won't contract the dragons, he texted back. You must stay away, or they will posion your mind again. You must make a clean break. 
He had been saying this in some form, and she didn't want to lie. She was done lying. Done hiding from people. Done pretneding. 
I won't, she texted back. She listened one last time to their voices and then closed the door behind her. 
But then her phone beeped, and she had to switch screens. 
Ariel? said Enya's text. It confirmed that she was back. What's going on?
Ariel bit her lip. She promised that she wouldn't talk to the dragons. But Enya was not a dragon, even if she was dragon princess. 
Enya, you have to get out of here, Ariel texted back, trying not to cry. You have to get them all to leave. 
What? Enya replied right away. Why?
Just trust me, Ariel said. One last time. 
Are you upstairs? Hold on. I'm coming. 
No. Ariel knew this was it. She had her purse. She didn't need anything else. Goodbye, Enya. 
She didn't go back to her room. She thumped down the stairs, half panting from the exertion. She couldn't see her; she couldn't say goodbye. 
Father? she texted. Come and get me. Let's do this now. 
No more goodbyes. No more lies. No more deception. She was ready to close them all. 
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Chapter 14
She stopped dancing, stopped turning up for work, and stopped thinking about anything but closing the vortexes. She didn't care that she was put on probation and then eventually fired. Every time they closed a vortex, she learned more about her family – more about the history that she had missed. It was chaotic and sort of like being on tour with her dance team. But instead of performers, she was on tour with carapaces who were making the world safe from dragons. They had such a rigorous schedule that she didn't have much time to think or talk. She listened to the stories, she nodded, and she tried to come to terms with the person she was becoming. 
She only missed Alexander when she woke up in the morning and reached for him. She spent so many months out of the year without him, and yet, now she longed for him at her side. 
She hadn't realized how much he made up her identity and her confidence. Knowing that she secretly had a husband on the side who was king and could bring her a life of luxury whenever she asked for it was something that fueled her daily. She held her head high. She didn't have to listen to what anyone said about her. She didn't care if the cliques giggled by themselves, and she didn't care if the boys paid attention to someone else. She was free to do what she wanted, knowing there was always someone who cared for her. 
She had been acting like a wife despite fighting against it. 
It was one lonely morning before dawn when the thoughts got the best of her. She sat up in her bed, reaching for her phone. She wanted a distraction – anything to show her mind another path.
While scrolling through her recent searches, she found her mother's name. She had never finished that search to find more about her mother online. The carapaces had told her endless stories, but stories weren't as good as the digital trail she might be able to find. Maybe her mother would have an interview – a video somewhere – where she could hear her voice. 
Ariel researched both names, but nothing came up. Frustrated, she pulled the pictures from her suitcase and put her phone over the pageant one. She wasn't very good at a Google image search, but it might be a better shot than what she was doing. There were so many Marina Campbells and Marina Reginas; she needed a better answer. 
Eventually after playing around with it, she found copies of the image that matched the picture. 
Except, it wasn't her mother's face on the image. There was someone else who won Miss Victory in 1992, with the exact same dress, sash, and background. 
Ariel froze, feeling chills go down her spine. This couldn't be right. 
She found another picture, the one with tap shoes, and Google image searched that as well. It was the same thing. An image that almost matched, except for the face. They had doctored them. 
She didn't move for a solid moment, her mind whirling. Why would they have doctored them? Why would they have lied to her? 
Eventually, her fingers spoke for her. She found herself texting Cole, praying that he was still on Earth. Cole had always been her ally, even when he was detained for war crimes in the kingdom. She had never judged him or his actions. She now prayed that he wouldn't judge her as well. 
Have you gone back? 
She waited for what felt like an eternity. The fact that there was no answer as the minutes ticked by made her hope that maybe, just maybe, they had gone back. Maybe this nightmare was over, and she could move on with her life. They knew she was closing vortexes; they wouldn't linger. 
Call me, came the simple response. 
She knew that she shouldn't. She knew she was risking it all if she did – her future with the carapaces, her family. Except for the fact that she didn't know what was real right now. 
He answered on the first ring. 
“Where are you?” he asked, urgency in his voice. 
“Does it matter?” she said, curling her legs up underneath her. “You know we're closing the vortexes. Why are you lingering?”
“Ariel, where are you?” he said, urgently. “Are you still in the city?”
“No,” she said. “We moved a lot. We're closing the vortexes in some strange rear order. First Berlin, and then Hong Kong, and then we went to–”
“Dublin,” he replied. 
“How did you know?” she asked. 
“Didn't you know?” he asked. “You're tracking us.”
“What?” she replied. “No, there's an order that we're supposed to do it in. A mystic order, they said.”
“The only order that you're doing it in is getting a mass of carapaces as close to Alexander as possible,” Cole answered. “You're killing him, and he won't leave until Peter can take command.”
“Killing him?” she choked. She hadn't expected that answer. 
“Alexander has been with you for so long, you've slowly been depleting him of power. A normal carapace wouldn't be able to do that, but you are special. And the combination of you and your carapace family – if that's what they want to call themselves – it will kill him. He's stubborn. He won't leave without Peter's mind intact. We keep moving, but you keep tracking us.”
“No,” she said. “I didn't know.”
Cole was silent on the other end. 
“What else didn't you know, Ariel? You're my sister, you've been my sister before he even married you. I knew from the minute I saw you that you were special. And now you're going to kill my brother.”
She put a hand to her mouth, tears falling down her face. 
“Why didn't you tell me? Why didn't you stop us?”
“For any one of us to get that close to a ring of carapaces is dangerous. I wouldn't risk losing my power for the sake of Enya. Peter is king, and Alexander is his regent. We can't get near enough to you, or they will take us out. I had no idea if your phone was being monitored.”
“I've never heard you afraid before, Cole,” her voice trembled. “Tell me you aren't afraid.”
“Everyone is afraid of something,” he answered. 
“They gave me pictures,” she said. “But the pictures don't match the story. The pictures don't match the name. I don't know what to do or what to believe anymore.”
“So, come back to us,” Cole said, softly. “We're in the Grand Hotel in the center of town. I'll text you the room number.”
“I don't know what is real anymore,” she was surprised to find herself blubbering like a child. “Cole, I can't.”
“They won't cast you out for seeing your husband one last time,” Cole said. “Because either you come and save his life, and their opinion does not matter, or you come to say goodbye to him. If you can't get the carapaces out of the city so we can take the vortex, we will be trapped here.”
“But we aren't even done closing the–”
“They are lying to you, Ariel,” Cole said. “You are done. There is one more in this city, and then we will be trapped here forever.”
“Cole,” she hollowed, losing control. “I can't lose everything again.”
“You won't,” he promised her. “But you should come soon.”
Tears flooded her vision as he hung up. Her head pounded with tears she needed to shed, her body wracked with sobs. 
There had to be an explanation for why the pictures were faked. Was Cole telling the truth, or was he luring her in? Was her father trying to save her from a more horrible truth? Was he even her father? What was happening?
She sat on the bed for an hour, unable to breathe for her tears. She wanted to be held, to lay her head on a shoulder and be protected. 
Only one person had ever made her feel safe, and that was Alexander. 
If this was her last chance to see him, she couldn't waste it. She couldn't let him die knowing they were at odds. They had been so different their whole relationship, but they had never meant to hurt each other. 
Finding her way to the Grand Hotel wasn't hard. It was the tallest hotel, gleaming in the center of the city. Its golden color reminded her of a dragon's eyes, glinting in the sunlight. 
She looked like a mess in the elevator mirror, her eyes red and her hair pulled every which way. Her posture was slumped, her body tired. She felt like she was walking underwater, as if every movement was difficult. 
Cole opened the door, wrapping his arms around her. 
“Hello, darling,” he said, as if she wasn't responsible for the mass destruction and chaos in their lives. 
“Hi, Cole,” she said, softly. “Just take me to him.”
“No song and dance required,” Cole said, pulling on her arm. 
Nothing prepared her for the sight of Alexander on the bed. He had lost at least twenty pounds and now resembled a skeleton. His eyes were closed, his face covered in a thin layer of sweat. His hands were gripped in pain, and his chest was barely moving. 
Enya was at his bedside, a cold cloth on his head. Peter stood by the window and looked like he wanted to bite her when she walked in the room. Cole held his arm out as if to calm Peter. 
“She's waving a white flag, brother. She gets to see her husband one last time. After all, family is everything.”
“She is not–”
“She is his wife and your queen,” Cole's eyes bore into his brother. “And so it shall be, as the old ways dictate.”
Ariel's heart almost broke at Cole's words. Even now, they were loyal to their family. And she was family now, just as she had been family for years. 
She squeezed Alexander's hand and his eyes opened. They were yellow, but it wasn't the healthy dragon yellow. She knew that he was dying. 
“I'm sorry,” she said. “I'm sorry. I don't know what to believe.”
“My darling,” he managed. “You have no reason to be sorry. You were loyal to your family.”
“I don't even know if they are my family,” she said. “I don't know what is real. My mother wasn't a dancer, or a pageant queen.”
Alexander's brow furrowed at that. He coughed, but struggled up onto his elbows, resisting his brother's help.
“No,” he said. “Your mother was a nurse.”
Ariel froze. “A nurse?” she said. 
“Yes.” Alexander looked at Cole who found the voice to continue. 
“Your mother was a first responder, tending to the injuries of the Regina carapaces who attempted to close a vortex when we were transporting. Your father was in the mess, just outside the apartment that they lived in. She ran out. Her death wasn’t intentional, but Alexander did kill her, if that's what you're after.”
“It was an accident?” Ariel asked, in shock. 
“As much as an accident as defending yourself can be,” Cole said. “The Regina carapaces did not want peace. They were murdering dragons who came to Earth. We retaliated, and because we are dragons, it turned into a slaughter. Our father thought they were better off dead. He ordered us to continue the slaughter, and we did. It was war, Ariel. There was no attempt at negotiation.”
“That's not what they told me,” Ariel said, looking back to her dying husband. 
“They knew they were killing Alexander,” Cole said. “That's why they kept wanting to meet in your hotel room. In the beginning they wanted to concentrate their energy onto him.”
“How do I know this is real?” she asked, her hands shaking. 
“Here,” Cole said, handing over his phone.
‘Marina Campball only victim of fiery explosion,’ said the article. 
She had been spelling the name wrong in her searches. And there, on the front of the article, was the face she had come to know so well. 
Other news articles showed the same thing: various wordings of the same story with different pictures of the same woman.
“It's almost sundown,” Cole said. “I don't know if they can close that vortex without you. But if they can, we will be trapped here forever.”
Ariel looked between them and the phone again and again. But within moments, she knew what was right. Her mother had saved lives. She wasn't a dancer; she wasn't a pageant queen, but she had a good heart. And Ariel was going to make her proud.
“You won't be,” she said, rising up. “I never wanted to be queen, but I am their queen. They cannot deny it any more than you can. Pack your things. We're all going home tonight.”
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Chapter 15
She chose to use every bit of her acting training to approach the vortex site. Her heart was pounding, but she was trying to keep her poker face. Cole had made it clear to her that they needed to get back home, away from the carapaces and soon. She didn't want to know what the consequences of waiting too long were. 
“Are you ready, Ariel?” Alvin appeared ahead of the rest of the pack. “We are excited to close this one. This is a big one.”
“It's also the last one,” Ariel said, and Alvin froze. “Which you neglected to tell me. You didn't tell me that you were trapping them.”
Alvin went pale. 
“You said that they would know,” she continued. “When would they know? When it was too late?”
Alvin said nothing, and she pulled out the photographs. 
 
“This isn't my mother,” she said. 
“That is your mother. Do you not see her face? It's–”
“That is her face,” Ariel said. “This is not her body or her job. I'm not an idiot, Alvin. It started with the touring community theater, which is not a thing. “
“I can explain,” Alvin said. 
“My husband explained to me already,” Ariel said, “that she was a nurse, and that she was killed in an accident. Google confirms this, which is the same thing I used for an image search. You lied to me.”
“We had to,” he said at last. “We had very little time to close the vortexes, and your brother-in-law was moving fast in his murders. We needed you to understand and relate.”
“My brother-in-law has been in a hazy hell for the past few years,” she replied. “And I'm sure that you would be, too, given what he's been through. You wanted to kill them. They wanted to kill you. I’m sick of it.”
“Carapaces have always been enemies of the dragons.”
“What are we, robots programmed that way?” Ariel snapped. “We can make our own choices. This age-old feud is ridiculous”
“They killed your mother!” Alvin cried.
“Yes, they did,” she said. “Two wrongs don't make a right. When Alexander took the throne, he stopped the carapace slaughter. The sins of the father are not to be revisited on the son.”
“Ariel, we are your family!” Alvin said. “You are my daughter.”
“And you gave me up,” she said. “You didn't have to. You didn't. This is a newsflash to you, but mixed-race relationships are frowned on in many places in the world. People find ways to make it work. And if the carapaces are all united now, it wouldn't have been that hard for you two to figure out. But you chose another path in life. You chose to sit on your thrones, and then, dear God, you give me trash for choosing to sit on another throne.”
“That is not your throne! They are not your family!”
“They were there for me,” she said. “They did not judge me for what I was. They did not leave me on my own. They knew it was a difficult relationship – a mixed relationship – and they didn't run for the hills.”
“Because your husband is addicted to you.”
“Because my husband saved me!” she screamed. “And I will do the same for him. You may be my blood family, but I've had enough of this.”
She was surprised to find tears running down her face. Her body was reacting to the loss, the grief of what could have been overtaking her. It would have been better if she never met them and never saw what she could have had. 
But it had taught her a valuable lesson at least. She had thought she was indifferent to her marriage – indifferent to her husband and her in laws.
She wasn't. She loved him. She wasn't sure that they would ever be a fairy tale couple, but she didn't want to be without him. She didn't want to divorce him. She didn't want to be apart from him anymore. 
“We can't do this without you,” Alvin said. “We aren't strong enough. You, Ariel, you are strong enough. You are the missing link.”
“I'm also your queen,” she said, raising her chin. “You and the dragons aren't so different. You have to listen to your queen, and when you die, Alvin, all the carapaces will be mine. What makes you think I won't side with the dragons and get rid of them all?”
“You wouldn't dare,” he said. “You're no better than they are!”
“Wouldn't I?” she raised an eyebrow. “Queens have done worse to end wars, and this war ends here, do you understand?”
“Your mother wouldn't have wanted this,” Alvin said in a last-ditch attempt. But Ariel knew exactly what her mother would have wanted, and she didn't need to be a nurse to understand her. 
 
“She wanted no more slaughter, and no more death. She wanted everyone to stop killing each other. She risked her own life to save people. That's what she wanted.”
Alvin said nothing to that, and Ariel knew she had won. She looked around at the redheads around her, staring at her with stunned faces. 
Two days ago, she thought she'd never see her dragon family again. But it was her blood family she would now break ties with. 
“This vortex will stay open forever,” she said. “And if I can find a way to open the rest of them again, I will.”
“If you bring your husband back here, he won't survive,” Alvin said. “Not around us. In his kingdom around you, your powers are suppressed enough. But his time on Earth is done. And I understand there are very few who will bring you back here.”
“So be it,” Ariel said, raising her chin high. “I couldn't dance forever. I've known that for a long time. And if I never have to dance Prince of Egypt again, that's fine. I'm not a princess anyways. I'm a queen twice over.”
Alvin softened slightly. “Good for you, Ariel. Many of us wander through life not really knowing who we are. You're one of the rare few.”
Her heart broke, and she lowered her head. “Just leave it open,” she said, turning away. It was time to go home. No one moved, and she didn't turn back. “Just go.”
“Goodbye, daughter,” Alvin said, and she sighed. 
“Goodbye, father.”
She waited half an hour after they had cleared out to make sure that the carapace magic was gone. Finally, she sent the text indicating the all clear. When the dragons arrived, she knew they were against the wire. 
“You can't come back,” she said to Alexander as she slipped an arm around his waist. “I'm sorry. It's as simple as them being too powerful when they hang out together.”
“I know,” he said, weakly. “Eleven years, Ariel, and I never thought it would end like this.”
“End?” she replied. “Why would it end?”
His face reflected surprise.
“I can no longer transport you,” he replied. “And I cannot ask my brothers to take the risk.”
“Cole,” Ariel spun around. “Do you love me?”
Cole smirked. “Of course, I love you. I have to come back anyway, all the time. Enya and I won't mind the company, would we?”
“Cole, you can't,” Alexander said. “She is my wife. My responsibility.”
“If you feel so strongly,” Ariel said. “Then we'll stay in the kingdom.”
“What?” Alexander asked, in shock. “You'll give up your life here?”
“If you would have asked me six months ago, I would have told you that you were nuts and pushed the divorce papers on you. But having you away from me and seeing you like that made me realize that I've been taking you for granted. I don't want to be apart from you, Alexander. I don't want our marriage to end.”
He grasped her hand, leaning slightly into her. 
“I never wanted that, my dear. I knew what I was saying all those years ago.”
“I think I did, too,” she said. “But it scared me. All I wanted was a home and a family, and it's been staring me in the face this whole time.”
“Shall we go home then?” he said, and she nodded. 
“Yes,” she replied. “Now, sit before you fall.”
It took Cole and Peter concentrating and Ariel trying to suppress her magic to get them home. She never thought she'd have been so relieved to land in the ante chamber of the throne room. Nicholas happened to enter just as they emerged. 
“Where have you been?” he asked, looking frustrated. “Building a new kingdom?”
“You could say that,” Ariel said as she snaked an arm around Alexander's waist. Back home, he was already regaining color. “We're back now, anyway.”
“Good,” Nicholas said. “Because I've been holding down the fort, and there's so much to do. Alexander–”
“I will take it,” Peter said, grabbing the scrolls Nicholas gave him. “I am king. You will report to me.”
“About bloody time,” Nicholas said. “Cole, I need your help. Let's go.”
“All’s well that ends well,” Ariel said to Alexander in English, as the rest of them left the room. He smiled, kissing her on the cheek. 
“You might forget English if you spend enough time here,” he said. 
“Dragon lore sounds prettier anyway,” she replied. “I'm content, Alexander. What I spent my whole life searching for is right here. I just needed to realize it.”
“I will do anything I can to keep you happy,” he said, and she shrugged. 
“You do make me happy,” she said. “Heck, if I was getting all sappy, I'd say I love you.”
“Oh, my dear,” he said. “I have loved you since the moment I first saw you dance. I knew you were strong; I knew you were different. That’s why I had no hesitation marrying you. I knew that whatever happened, you would find a way, because you've had to find a way your whole life.”
She leaned into him, taking comfort in his arms. 
It wouldn't be an easy future ahead of them. But she was determined that, whatever happened, they would get through it together as husband and wife.
***THE END***
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Chapter 1
“Peter!”
Peter sat up with a start, his heart hammering his chest. He was tense, on guard, looking for threats. 
The fact that he had no idea where he was for half a moment threw him off.
His leg hurt from the sudden jerk against the four-post bed. His head throbbed from lack of sleep. This wasn't the way Other was supposed to be. Other was supposed to be heaven – a place free of pain, stress, and responsibilities. 
But Peter, the dragon shifter king, was not in the Other anymore. He had closed his eyes one day, many years ago, unable to deal with the pressures of life on the throne. He had been the crown prince, his father's greatest pride, when he simply decided to fade in the Other – to die, for all intents and purposes. He was depressed; he could barely breathe through his depression. But he had been pulled back from that magical world a few months ago, finding his father dead and the crown on his head. He wasn't the only one who had returned from the Other. It appeared that the veil had basically fallen, and there were many others who were thought dead walking their streets, flying the skies, and returning to all the worlds of the universe. It wasn't just the innocent either. Those who had been executed for crimes were starting to show their faces again. 
It was a very different world than he had left, and being king was almost the least of his worries. 
“Peter,” Alexander said, again. Alexander was his Irish twin, just eleven months his junior. Up until Peter's return, Alexander had been running the kingdom under a complicated rule. He had done a good job, despite the fact that inheriting the throne had never been in his life plans. And now, as Peter waded through the heavy soup of his mind, Alexander guided him as best he could. “You're supposed to appear on the throne in five minutes.” 
“Oh,” Peter ran his hand over his face, trying to get his bearings. “You can do it.”
“I am not king,” Alexander said, taking a stance. It wasn't that he disapproved or questioned his king, his brother. It was that he felt that he should not be taking duties that were meant for the king. When Peter was gone, it was a duty he did with heavy shoulders Now, he felt that his job was to act as heir and regent when he could. 
“I am fully aware of that,” Peter replied, gritting his teeth. There had been mornings when he screamed at him; mornings when he simply didn't answer; mornings when he felt like he couldn't understand a word that anyone said. “What do I need to know?”
Alexander sighed. He had tried to go over this last night, but Peter didn't want to listen. 
“There are various citizens here to plead for mercy, or cases to be resolved. In addition, Ariel has brought us documents from her last trip to Earth that show multiple cases of returnees from the Other.”
“Brother,” Peter said. “You know I disagree with your carapace wife risking someone else in returning to Earth.”
Alexander's wife, a marriage of convenience that had turn solid, was a carapace, which meant she could block the magic from the various magical creatures around her. carapaces were considered dangerous, and were once slaughtered by dragons for their own safety. Having spent eleven years around Ariel, the most powerful carapace ever born, and then surrounded by malicious carapaces on their last visit to Earth, meant that Alexander's magical defenses had been lowered permanently. He was too unwell to transport her to Earth, where her powers were even stronger. Their youngest brother, Cole, had a human wife who needed regular medical treatments and maintained a life on Earth. Cole was strong, cheeky, and happy to transport his feisty sister in law when needed. 
Alexander didn't really want to have this fight again. “Well, you'll have to look at what she has.”
“Are you prepared to interpret?” Peter snapped at him. 
“I…” Alexander thought of his full schedule. Not long after Peter had disappeared, he and his brothers had learned English quite well. Ariel also spoke dragon lore almost fluently, and Cole's wife, Enya, was learning. But Peter seemed to be refusing to learn, even though it was now part of his job to review cases from Earth. Dead dragons turning up in all parts of the universe were still his responsibility. “I can't, today, Peter.”
“Huh,” Peter grunted, indicating that Alexander should go so he could dress. Alexander sighed, closing the door behind him. 
“Ah, that's the sigh of the man who's acting as king without any of the benefits,” his wife, Ariel met him in the hallway with her sister in law, Enya. They won't the only people on Umora who were from Earth, but they were the only ones in the palace. So, despite being radically different people, they could often be seen speaking together on a variety of terms. “What is he doing this time?”
“It's not what he's doing,” Alexander said, choosing his words carefully. “It's mostly what he isn't doing.”
“Ah,” Ariel said, smiling. “Learning English, remembering the eight times we've told him about the history in the past few years, or just flat out refusing to sit on the throne?”
“It's not that he's refusing to sit,” Alexander said. “It's mostly that I think he's overwhelmed by everything. Being king is not easy on a good day. Being king when you are missing half your information and language is an insurmountable task.”
“I might be able to help,” Enya said. She was still unsure in her time in Umora, and her dragon lore was broken at best, so she rarely spoke up. Alexander turned kindly to her, raising an eyebrow.
“Anything would be welcome,” he said. Enya was half a foot smaller than Ariel, and although both girls were thin, Enya's came from a lack of health. She was smart though, despite her body's limitations, and studied translation, already in her third year at school. Alexander suspected that dragon lore was difficult for her because her brain had several other languages bouncing around. 
“Since I've married Cole, I've learned so much of the hidden magic world on Earth. There was a girl I met in the hospital named Yvette. The second she saw Cole, she knew what he was. Turns out, she is working with the people who have returned from the Other, teaching them culture, language, everything, in exchange for their magical ability to convince the hospitals to give her free health care.”
Alexander processed all of that in silence. 
“Really?” he managed. “That is quite interesting.”
“She seemed good at what she did,” Enya said, “because she moved right in on Cole like a used car sales man.”
“What?” Alexander asked, and Ariel laughed, rapidly translating for him. Enya tried to follow the words, trying to remember them for later. It frustrated her that the language was hard for her. “Do you know how to contact her?”
“Maybe,” Enya replied. “She took a few pictures of Cole and I, and her hospital bracelet dangled in a shot or two. I might be able to find her last name.”
“Do so, please,” Alexander said. “Perhaps she'll be of use to us. Peter may not respect what we are asking, but I am at the end of my rope. It does not sit well with me that I am behind the scenes while he should be making the choices.”
“Most people would just hit him and be angry,” Ariel pointed out, even though she knew that her husband was not like that. “But good on you for being dignified.” 
“Eleven years and this surprises you?” Alexander teased her. She rolled her eyes good naturedly.
“Come on, Enya,” she said. “Let's go find these pictures.”
“Please report back to me as soon as you can,” Alexander called after them, as they headed down the long, marble hallways. The palace was so grand, so spectacular, and yet he felt his bride commanded it with an equal amount of regal presence 
“Those two are on a mission,” Nicholas came up beside Alexander, startling him. Alexander jumped, not impressed with his brother's sneaky ways. 
“Every time,” he said. “It's as if your feet don't even touch the ground.”
“Well, we are dragons,” Nicholas replied, and Alexander rolled his eyes. 
“You are in human form right now; did you know that?” 
“Am I?” Nicholas grinned, patting himself down. “What a surprise. What did you send the girls off to do?”
“Hopefully, help Peter,” Alexander replied. “Where have you been?”
“Nowhere,” Nicholas replied. The third oldest brother, he had once enjoyed the privilege of being the heir to the throne. He took it lightly, grinning his way through his regency. He often vanished for days at a time, working hard before he left to make sure no one could claim he wasn't doing his part.
 Alexander would find an entire day's chores done before done when they were teenagers, and wonder what was motivating his brother. These days, he was often too exhausted to even wonder. 
“Well, you're here now,” Alexander replied. “Peter has throne duty, and I have other things to attend to. Can you be there to translate for him, if he needs?”
“I can,” Nicholas replied, with a shrug. “Although he really should make an effort to learn a different language once in a while. It's not that's difficult.”
“Where is Cole?” Alexander asked, and Nicholas shrugged.
“I just got back,” he said. “If you have questions, you need to ask them yourself. Now, if you'll excuse me, I can't exactly enter the throne room looking like this, can I?” he asked, pointing to his traveling clothes. 
“Nicholas,” Alexander caught his arm. “Have you heard any word of Father, possibly returning?”
“No,” Nicholas said. “But anything is possible, isn't it? Although if he does return, what do we do? Dethrone Peter and go back to the way things were?”
“Things have changed,” Alexander said. “And Peter and Father will have to accept it. We no longer stay away from Earth except for a slaughter. We no longer consider ourselves alone in this world, superior to everyone else. We are modern; our partnerships have changed.”
“But we are still dragon lords,” Nicholas said. “And that's what we must not lose sight of.”
“Right,” Alexander replied. “Go change, please.”
Nicholas sauntered off, leaving Alexander standing alone in the hallway. Despite that the palace was bustling with people, this was often how he felt. Alone, unsure, and no one to bounce his ideas off of. If he was going to fix the problems that plagued them, he would have to do it himself. Although there was support in another room, he often learned that the only person he could rely on was himself when it really came down to it. 
Everyone envied them in the palace, but no one saw the pressure on his shoulders – the weight of the crown. He felt guilty of how relieved he was when Peter returned. 
He had at least three meetings to attend in the next two hours. He should be in one right now. Instead of rushing, however, he knocked on Peter's door. 
“All is well?” he asked, listening. 
He heard Peter grunt his answer. “Fine.”
“Lovely,” Alexander said, and eventually strolled off. Another day to figure out how to run the world from dust to dawn. 
He hoped that the girls could find a solution. He wasn't sure how much longer he could keep up this pace; relentless and painful. The crown was more harmful than it was a privilege. 
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Chapter 2
“Alexander, are these dragons?” Ariel showed up just outside his meeting several hours later, photographs on her phone right in front of his face. The girls had been amazed that their phones had Wi-Fi up on Umora, which he thought was ridiculous They were an advanced society, far ahead of Earth. Wireless internet technology was something Umora had long before Earth. Their phones were primitive compared to the holographic tablets, but both seemed content with what they had.
“Uh...” He blinked and took a step back, trying to focus on what was in front of him. He had brilliant eyesight, but nobody could see when something was held half an inch from their face. Eventually, he focused on a few pictures in a collage of a girl a little bit younger than Enya, surrounded by several people at a Christmas tree. They were certainly dragons, with tinted yellow eyes, and the tall, lean, strong bodies gave them away. He also recognized them. “Yes. That's Dr. Donizetti and his family.”
“Oh?” she said. “They live on Earth.”
“Yes,” Alexander replied. “Dr. Donizetti made the move to Earth nearly thirty years ago, when my father started to wage wars on a constant basis. He used to work as a doctor within the palace, and he left on good terms. He is peace loving and kind. The people surrounding him are not his blood relations, but they've joined his family – his clan – as like-minded dragons. Although…” he squinted at the photo. “Some of them have passed on. This is recent?”
“It's dated last week, so I assume,” she said. “This is Yvette,” she pointed to the girl in the middle, who was clearly human. Short and fragile, she wore an oversized sweater and leggings, her face paler than the rest. “From what I can gather, she is living with them. They are her primary sponsors at the moment. I think I know what town they live in.”
“I know where Dr. Donizetti is,” Alexander replied. “He's living in a small town in the south, away from prying eyes. From what I understand, they act as if they are human, they take up school and normal actives”
“So, they've renounced dragon life?” she said. 
“No,” Alexander replied. “They haven't. They transform when they can. They feed normally. They just have decided that life that close to the Royal Palace was not what they wanted. Their son, Thomas, here,” he pointed, “and their daughter Wilma, here, have passed away. Now that they are back, I'm guessing that is what they need Yvette for.”
“And you think that they will just hand her over?”
“Well,” he said. “Dr. Donizetti has always been a reasonable person.”
“But you are king, you can…” Ariel stopped. “Right, you're not.”
Alexander winced. 
“I'm still the crown prince,” he said. “Although I hope that fact doesn't come up.”
“Well,” Ariel said, not quite sure which path to take. They couldn't be together on Earth, where Alexander's defenses were lowered. “I guess you and Peter have a trip to make.”
“Indeed,” he replied, not eager to make that trip. “Unless you want to go with Peter?”
“Ha,” she answered. “Ha-Ha-Ha.”
“I guess that answers my question.”
“Enya will go with you, though,” she said. “She's at least met the girl before. Nicholas, Cole, and I can hold down the fort.”
“I'll come back and the furniture will be glued to the ceiling,” Alexander said, and Ariel smirked. 
“Maybe. Would you prefer a certain pattern?”
“Go away,” he said.
She giggled and kissed him on the cheek, sauntering off. He couldn't help but smile as he watched her go. It may have been a marriage of convenience, but it was working out just fine. 
It was that evening that he brought up the idea of the trip to Earth to Peter, Enya, and Cole, who were gathered around the fire. 
“I propose we go and meet her,” Alexander said. “And if she is as promised, we can bring her here.”
“And what makes you think that I have any interest in accepting the help of a human?” Peter asked.
“As crown prince, I'm allowed to put policies in place for the good of the palace,” Alexander said. “If she can help you learn English and just update you on what you've missed, it will be helpful to all of us. Think about all the times on the throne where you've simply been missing information, Peter. Each of us have our own duties to fulfill. And whether or not we wanted to sit on the throne, we've been tasked with this life.”
Peter said nothing for a long time, and Cole used that as an opportunity to speak. 
“Should you be going back to Earth with the threat of the carapaces?” Cole asked. 
“Do you think that I cannot protect him?” Peter raised his eyebrow, the confidence of the king showing through his words. He took offense to the fact that even his own family would question his ability to protect them. 
The thought made him pause. It was the first time in a long time he had thought as a king, and not just as a burden he had to bear. 
He realized that it was because of this potential journey that he was thinking this way. 
“I'll go,” Peter said. “But I can't promise that it will end the way you want it to.”
“I think it will be good for you to meet her first,” Alexander said. “Thomas and Wilma have recently returned from the Other and perhaps having that in common will assist as well.”
“You want to go now?” Peter asked, eyeing his brother. “You're exhausted, your day has taken its toll.”
It was refreshing, to have someone looking after him for a change. Alexander gave him a half smile. 
“In the morning, then,” he said. “Enya?”
“I can make arrangements for Earth,” she said. “He's a doctor, right? Perhaps he can manage what I need. I'm almost due for a return anyways.”
“If that's alright with you,” Alexander eyed Cole, who nodded. 
“Of course,” Cole replied. “Godspeed though. Earth is boring.”
“Says the dragon who recently tried to take it over,” Enya teased him, standing up. “I'll see you in the morning then.”
“Good night,” Alexander said, as Cole escorted her out of the room. Leaving him alone with Peter, he waited for his brother to have the first word. 
“You really think this is the best way?”
“Didn't we always say that when we were on the throne, we would try our best to be different, modern, and to change?”
“That conversation seems a million years away,” Peter said.
“You have been through so much since then.” Alexander pointed out. “Through a world or two.”
“We were children of a different mind,” Peter sighed, getting up. “And I wish not to dwell on a past that was simple. I'll see you in the morning.”
“Indeed,” Alexander said, watching him go. He briefly wondered whether he should call Dr. Donizetti, and warn him that he was coming. But he decided against it, wanting nothing more than sleep. Dr. Donizetti had always been in corporation with the crown, and he believed that they would have no problems. 
It was the hope he went with early the next morning, as the three of them gathered in the antechamber, just off the throne room. It was one of the easier transfer points and would send them back to the one vortex they knew was still open on Earth. The carapaces had closed many of them during the way a few months ago. As queen carapace, even one who was separated from her pack, Ariel had the authority to at least leave one open. 
“Right,” Alexander said, looking around at the space they had. He realized he wasn't quite familiar with how Cole transported Enya. Ariel was strong, he could just grab her and go. But Enya wasn't as strong as his wife, and his magic was rough at best. But again, Peter stepped up in a surprising way, taking a gentle hold of his sister in law without words. 
“Are we ready? Enya,” he switched to English, “is this alright?”
“Fine,” she said. “And I've already figured out our route once we get there.”
“Excellent,” Alexander said. “Then, let's go.”
The magic, mostly from Peter this time, swirled around them. It wasn't any harder to get to Earth than it normally was, although Alexander hoped that the carapaces hadn't somehow gotten wind of this and were waiting on the other side. 
Everything was fine when they landed, though, the area around them quiet. It was early morning on Earth and the city was just waking up. 
There were the honks of cars and the buzz of early morning traffic, and Alexander was happy to find that they were alone where they landed. 
“We need to take the train an hour or two,” Enya said, as they got to their feet. “Is that alright?” 
“As long as you know where we are headed,” Alexander replied. “Peter and I are like lost sheep here.”
“Pity the sheep who finds a dragon,” Enya grinned. “Should you call ahead?”
“No,” Alexander answered. “Dr. Donizetti will be compliant.”
“You have concerns,” Peter said, as they walked through the streets. “I can hear it in your voice, even if your words confuse me.”
“I don't have any more concerns about Donizetti than when he first left,” Alexander said. “And even when he left, he did it so politely and kindly that I couldn't possibly think wrong of him. He has amassed quite the following though. I think he and his wife have gained four or five adoptive children in the past ten years. They have caused no trouble, mostly keeping to themselves, and making sure that they have not violated any of the rules.”
Peter said nothing to that, looking around. Everything on Earth was so new to him, so different, something that he should have learned long ago. 
In the end, Enya's confidence in directions was correct. She knew how to buy the train tickets, and she felt safe, even in the early dawn hours, with her brothers in law at her back. Peter said nothing, even though it was clear he had a million questions on his mind. He looked out the window, his fingers drumming nervously on his knee, which was a habit he had always had. Enya was absorbed in her phone, happily texting her friends, and she almost missed their stop. Alexander was glad for the conversation again, lost in his own head about how he was going to approach this situation. 
“Here,” she said, practically pulling them off the train. They were in a suburban area, and Alexander thought it was nice that Dr. Donizetti had managed to blend in. But their journey, it appeared, was not done. 
Enya led them to a taxi, giving rapid instructions to the driver. They wound out of the suburban section, and headed down a side road where the houses got farther and farther apart. 
Eventually, they went through a long stretch without any houses, turning a dark corner. And then, they found themselves outside of a mansion. It was nothing compared to the palace, but it was far grander than a palace doctor could have afforded on Umora. There were multiple wings, wide windows, and a glass ceiling, which Alexander understood. Dragons preferred to see the sky at all times. 
“This is it,” Enya said, as she paid the driver. “Shall we?”
“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Alexander said, and got out. It was time to hope that old friendships still remained strong. And if they did not, then at least he needed to trust that the Donizettis still recognized the monarchy. He didn't want it to turn violent, but if the Donizettis didn't give him what he needed, he would pull rank. He needed Peter to be king at any cost. 
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Chapter 3
Peter could hear the voices inside the household before they even knocked on the door. Dragons, even in human form, had superior hearing, for miles. It was likely that the Donizettis could hear them approaching, if they weren't so distracted. But inside, it seemed like there was chaos going on. 
“It's my turn in here. Get out!” 
“You've been here forever!”
“We have more than one–”
“Armand, just leave it, alright?”
“I don't understand, we have more than one–”
“Stop!”
Alexander cocked an eyebrow at Peter with a slight smile as he knocked on the door. It sounded like a normal family household, except they knew it wasn't. 
Evelyn Donizetti, Armand's wife, answered the door. As far as Alexander was aware, she was a stay-at-home wife, with the dragons they were guiding into a new world. The few times they had met, she was calm, collected, and loving. 
The shock on her face this time, though, was unexpected. 
“My king,” she said, and dropped to her knees right away. Enya was surprised at the reaction. She had seen people bow to them in the palace before, but never to this effect. It was almost as if there was magic pulling her down to the ground. “I didn't…expect…I didn't think…” 
“You've had some of your own return from the Other, haven't you?” Alexander asked. 
“My prince,” Evelyn said, “of course. But we didn't think…”
“May we come in?” Alexander asked, carefully. He didn't want it to seem like they had no choice, but truthfully, they didn't.
“Of course, of course,” Evelyn said, watching them almost nervously. “This is such a surprise. Can I ask the reason for your visit?”
“We'll discuss that,” Alexander said. “This is Enya, Cole's wife.”
“Princess,” Evelyn replied, still nervous. “It is wonderful to meet you. Have you come for a particular reason?”
“You are hiding something,” Peter finally spoke up, in dragon. Evelyn whipped her head, her eyes wide. Peter was always the strong-silent type, and that could be frightening. 
“Have you come for Thomas?” she blurted out, a mother's fear in her eyes.
“Ah,” Alexander glanced to Peter. “That is a different matter.”
“Because he's better. He's trying. He's–”
Thomas, like Cole, was not full dragon. He was half witch, half dragon, and like Cole, he had trouble with his temper, his impulses, and his transformations. When he lived on Umora, he was a deadly warrior. Now, Alexander caught sight of him thumbing through a backpack, as if he had not been a young warlord once. He wondered how they had made that transformation. 
“Evelyn?” Armand appeared in the doorway, the wrapper of a syringe in his hand. He had clearly just gotten in from work, his dress shirt unbuttoned and the tie gone. “My lords,” he bent his head. “What a surprise.”
“Armand,” Alexander said, and Peter nodded his greeting. “Shall we have a chat?”
“Of course,” Armand said. “If you don't mind, I just have one thing to finish up.”
“Are we done?” A female voice came into the room then, in the form of a small, human female. She was wearing a cap on her head, and everything about her seemed fragile. From under her cap, there were large, green eyes, and they caught Peter by surprise. They were like a forest, vast and beautiful. She praised, staring at him, and it was if he was paralyzed. 
Peter had always thought that he only looked at strong, tall, dragon warrior women. But this girl caught him off guard 
“Yes, you're done for today,” Armand said. “But if you start to feel ill at school, can you call me?”
“Yes,” Yvette said. “Thomas and I have a math test today, so I need to be there.”
“Yvette,” Alexander spoke to her, in English. “Would you mind being included in our conversation?”
“How do you know my name?” she turned, in shock. 
“Yvette,” Armand said, his voice flat. “This is Alexander and Peter, our royal family.”
“Oh,” she paused. “It's nice to meet you.”
“Do you remember me?” Enya spoke up. “We met in the hospital.”
“Oh,” Yvette said, suddenly. “Yes, I do. You and your boyfriend. Cole?”
“Yes, Cole, my husband. These are my brothers in law.”
“Oh…Oh!” Yvette put two and two together, and Peter found amusement in her facial expression. She was pale and couldn't have weighed more than eighty pounds. But he saw a sparkle in her eyes, something that used to be. “I see. I had no idea when I spoke to you. I never would have offered…”
“Well, turns out we need some help,” Enya said. “Can we talk?”
“You want Yvette?” Armand realized, looking between the two of them. “No.”
Alexander had not expected this reply. “Excuse me?”
Armand bit his lip.
“Shall we take this discussion to the dining room?”
“Father?” Thomas suddenly joined them. Alexander was shocked at his appearance. He had died in battle, and then he had been strong, tall, and ready to fight. Now, he was thin, his eyes glazed. It was as if he was walking underwater. “What's going on?”
“Thomas,” Peter spoke up. “Welcome back.”
Thomas looked up and then raised an eyebrow. Alexander quickly remembered that he also had little respect for the monarchy. The only reason Thomas respected them at all was because Cole was like them. 
“Peter,” Thomas replied. “Kind of you to saunter in.”
Yvette clearly had some grip on dragon lore, and she took a step back as Thomas slipped an arm around her shoulder. It was clear that there was some sort of relationship or expectation between the two of them. 
“Thomas,” Armand said. “Leave us.”
“Why?” Thomas asked, defiantly. “I heard what you are saying. Yvette isn't going with you.”
“Thomas,” Armand took one step towards him, and it seemed menacing, threatening. Thomas took a step back, and this surprised Alexander. “Leave us.”
The former warrior did, and Alexander glanced to Peter. 
“Please,” Armand's voice returned to normal as he led them through the hallway to his dining room. “Shall we?”
“Whoa,” Yvette took a step forward and wavered. Lightning quick, Peter was at her side almost instantly, grabbing her elbow and crouching his knees so he could support her. Yvette paused, her eyelids fluttering. But then she opened her eyes, waiving her hand. “I'm alright.”
“What ails you?” Peter asked her, in dragon. Yvette smiled painfully at him, but her language skills were not strong enough to answer his question. Silently, she reached for his hand and put it upon her wrist, where her pulse beat. Except, Peter found that it didn't beat strongly or regularly. This girl's life force was tainted, her body surviving almost by chance. 
“Yvette, come with me,” Evelyn took her other arm, leading them to the dining room where they could sit down. Peter's gaze was on her the whole time, flickering between Yvette and Evelyn, as if he didn't trust her. “Here, sit.”
“It has become clear to us,” Alexander started the conversation, “that dragons who have spent time in the Other have lost out on much of history. You must see it with the return of your own children. Peter has spent ten years there, and his English is non-existent. In order to be the strongest king and protect the kingdom from the Other, he needs help. And you, it seems, have the best help of all.” 
Yvette was following the conversation as much as she could. She and Evelyn were curled up on the far couch, watching with wide eyes. 
“Yvette is very ill,” Armand said. “She comes from a background where they could not provide her with proper medical support. By her being here, I can offer her constant treatment, better than her bouncing between jobs.”
“There are others like her,” Alexander said. “But none as good, Enya says. Yvette, you will live in the palace, and you will be paid handsomely. In addition, Enya is also quite ill, and she receives medical treatment when needed that is top of the line.”
“It's true,” Enya said. “I am much better since I've been with Cole. We come to Earth when need to, but the medical treatments on Umora are second to none.”
“But I don't want…I mean, I…” Yvette tried to speak calmly, but she was clearly trying not to be afraid. Enya recognized it was fear of the princes, something that she had when she first went to Umora. She also realized that Armand and Evelyn seemed helpless to Alexander's protested. “What if I don't want to?”
Armand seemed to be holding back many words, and he gripped his fist. 
“Perhaps she can visit–”
“This is for the good of the palace,” Alexander said. “And King Peter has accepted this humbling assistance. Just because you have left the planet, Armand, does not mean you are not still under our rule.”
“I understand that,” Armand said. “But the work I am doing with these children is good.”
“Work?” Peter caught that word. “Why does Thomas look like a shadow of his former self? I looked not a day older when I returned from the Other, and yet he looks as if he's walking underwater.” 
“Because he's drugging him,” Alexander realized. He had seen the effects of drugs on Earth. His wife, Ariel, was no stranger to recreational drug usage. He wasn't a fan, but he had seen her indulge, and she often got the same glassy-eyed look. “Isn't that what you are doing? To keep him under control.”
Armand turned pale at that, and looked to Evelyn. This is why they seemed to nervous. 
“Thomas had many issues when he lived the first time. You know that.”
“He is a subject of mine,” Peter put in. “And you are keeping him under your control.”
“Thomas is like a son to me,” Armand said, looking guilty. “Do not think I would ever do him harm. I never would do anyone harm, that is why I left.”
Peter glanced to Alexander. “How do I know,” he said, “that the rest of your family – and even this girl – is not suffering the same fate?”
“No,” Armand said. “I assure you, my king–” 
Peter stood up, deciding that the conversation was done. 
“Alexander,” he said. “Make the necessary arrangements. The girl will be coming with us.”
He left the room as if he found the outside more interesting. Alexander felt uncomfortable at such an order, although he knew that it might come to this. Finally, he sighed. 
“Yes,” he said, although Peter had left. “Armand.”
“No,” Yvette could see that she was expected to go. “No, please don't make me!”
“Yvette,” Armand approached her, as Evelyn held her close. “Peter is my king. I have to obey him. I have to.”
“I need to stay with you,” she said. “I need to stay with Thomas. Please.”
“You have to go,” Armand said, holding out his hand. “I promise you, though, they are good people. And I'm sure,” he turned to glance at Alexander, “they will allow you to see us again.”
“If it comes to that point,” Alexander said. “You will see her one last time, even if the job isn't done.”
Enya took a deep, shuddering breath, feeling sympathy for the girl. She had been that afraid once. She just hoped that her fears would turn out wrong. Enya had been lucky, but she was loved by a prince. Would Yvette be so lucky?
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Chapter 4
“What is wrong with her?” Peter asked, as they waited for Yvette to pack her things. Armand waited with them in the front hall, although it was clear that he wasn't happy.  He saw it in his best interest, though, to speak to his king about the child he had come to think of as his own. 
“I will send her medical records with her,” he said. “Yvette has a malformation in her brain. It affects all systems of her body and has already done damage to her. Had her parents taken care of her, it might have been easier. But now, there are many complications before attempting a surgery that may or may not save her.”
“She will die?” Peter asked, emotionlessly. 
“It's possible, yes,” Armand said. “There's a lot she needs on a daily basis.”
“We will give it to her,” Peter's word was law, and Alexander was glad to hear him speak with such authority again, even under such circumstances. “She will not be lonely on Umora. There has been an influx of Earth girls lately.”
“If you're referring to your sisters in law,” Alexander replied, “one of whom is your queen, I'm sure they don't appreciate it.”
“A carapace queen,” Peter said. “A dead king. Father would roll over in his grave.” 
“Or return,” Alexander reminded him, and Peter fell silent. 
Yvette soon returned in the hallway, a suitcase in her hand. She had been crying and seemed not comforted by Enya who was trying to assure her it was fine. 
“Yvette!” Thomas' voice snapped as he came barrelling through the hallway. Now that he knew the truth, Alexander could see the former warrior was moving slowly, his muscles not quite snapping to attention. Peter stepped between the two of them, putting an arm out. Thomas ran right into it, grunting. 
“You may not want to recognize me as king, boy,” Peter growled. “I am not of your type. But Cole is, and he is my brother. Do you understand me?”
Thomas snarled, but he no longer possessed the strength to fight Peter. Peter stepped back, and Yvette froze. She was terrified, but she held her chin high. 
“Do I have your word?” she asked softly. “That when this job is done, I can return?”
“You have our word,” Alexander substituted for Peter. “Please.”
He really hadn't wanted it to come to this. But with no other choice, he held open the door. 
“Is he your boyfriend?” Enya asked Yvette, trying to distract her as they walked out the door. To get back to the transport point was a longer journey, as the next train was not an express. “Thomas?”
“Um…It's complicated,” Yvette replied. “He had someone, before he…died…and now that he's back, he's in limbo. But yes, we care for each other a great deal.”
“I know what complicated is like,” Enya replied. “Cole was jailed the first time we went home to Umora. It took a lot of work, but he is the better half of me, and I the better half of him.”
“I just want this to be over with,” Yvette said, softly. “I have not heard good things about what has been happening on Umora.”
“Even Earth becomes much more frightening when you know the truth,” Enya replied, as they got into the cab. “It will be alright. I promise.”
“Armand seems different,” Alexander said to Peter, as they slipped in to the large cab. “He seemed so nervous. I know that Thomas was a problem, but so was Cole.”
“Perhaps some are just not so patient,” Peter said. “Cole can be a handful. Have they altered his brain?”
“In a way,” Alexander replied. “It is a prison what they are doing to him. But a different kind of prison.”
“Keep an eye on the situation,” Peter said. 
“You are very protective today,” Alexander replied, remembering how protective he was on Enya when they did the transfer. It was as if nothing but the small or fragile could break through Peter's black fog. 
“We must protect those who cannot protect themselves,” Peter said, staring out the window. Alexander smiled softly. 
“Yes,” he said, as the countryside began to go by. “We must.”
The ride seemed twice as long this time. Everyone was tired. The two girls were slumped up against each other on the window of the train, their eyes closed and their chests rising almost in sync. Alexander felt sorry for Yvette, but he knew they couldn't stop. The entire kingdom was at risk, and Peter had not responded to anything else. When it came to family – when it came to the kingdom – hard decisions had to be made. 
When they made it to the transfer point, Peter took Yvette's suitcase, which was something he had never done for anyone. Kings and princes had servants to do things for them, and Peter had probably never carried a bag in his life. But here, he wordlessly took the suitcase as if he had pulled them all his life.
“Right.” Alexander had not thought about this until they reached the transfer point. There were four of them now, and the magic would have to be spread. Suddenly, he gasped. 
“Alexander?” Peter asked, as his brother's hand clenched. 
“The carapaces,” Alexander turned his head to the left and right. He couldn't see them, but he could feel them. “They are close.”
He had been drained so badly from them that any exposure en masse like this could be dangerous. He could no longer walk Earth's roads with Ariel, who was only a singular carapace, even if she was powerful. Dragons lived by magic, and they could drain him until he was dead. Peter straightened up, his eyes searching the horizon. It was dark now, and there were very few people around. 
“I can transform,” he said.
“No,” Alexander snapped. “The last time you were here, you gathered too much attention. You were all over the news as a dragon.”
“What do I care what the humans think?” Peter snapped. 
“If the carapaces get too close, they will reduce you back to human form,” Alexander said. “For we are descended from humans, after all. They will have more to drag from you if you are a dragon.”
Peter knew he was right, although he felt his heart rate rise. He longed to beat his wings, to express the emotions that had been building up all day. But instead, he took a deep breath and gathered the magic in his palms. 
“Give me what you have, Alexander,” Peter said, taking his brother's hand. 
“What do I do?” Yvette asked Enya, who turned her head in shock. 
“That's right. You've never been to Umora, have you?”
“No,” Yvette replied. “Never. I've only heard stories. And to tell you the truth, I haven't heard good stories.” 
“You will be amazed,” Enya assured her, taking her hand. “The princes are wonderful when you get to know them.”
“I don't want to get to know them,” Yvette kept her voice low, practically whispering in her ear. “I just want to go home.”
“You will,” Enya said. “Soon enough. Thank you for helping us.”
She took her hand, squeezing it, as Alexander reached for hers. Enya closed her eyes, and she felt the magic circle around her. 
The ride was rough, and Enya felt like she might black out as they began to swirl. 
Before she knew it, though, the ground was solid beneath her feet. She was sitting on the floor of the antechamber of the palace, and the rest of them were panting beside her. 
“Hi.” Suddenly, Cole was in her face, smiling. “You look like you've been through the wringer.”
“Cole,” Enya smiled as he helped her up. “This is Yvette. Her boyfriend is Thomas Sparta. Like you, he's–”
“Thomas is alive? Cool.” Cole grinned. “I'd love to see him and rip his arm off again. All in good fun, of course.”
Yvette turned pale, and Enya elbowed Cole in the stomach as Alexander struggled up as well. 
“Are you alright, brother?” Peter asked, and Alexander nodded, giving him a painful smile. 
“Yes,” he said. “Just that traveling to Earth may not be my favorite hobby. Cole, can you show Yvette a room where she might rest? Perhaps near the med bay would be best?”
“Sure,” Cole seemed completely unfazed by what was happening, giving Yvette a smile. “Do you speak dragon?”
“A little,” she replied. “English…if you do?”
“I do.” Cole switched much more flawlessly than when he had first met Enya. “Come with me, ladies. This is the life.”
Alexander rolled his eyes as he watched him go. Cole would always be his kid brother. Peter was watching them go as well, but his eyes were focused on Yvette. 
“What is the life expectancy of a human?” he asked. Alexander turned to him. 
“A healthy one, 80 years?” he said. “Why?”
“But not that one?”
“No,” Alexander replied. “Probably not. Enya neither, although she'll do much better here than elsewhere.”
“And going to dragons for help,” Peter shook his head. “How has the kingdom come to this? Dragons on Earth, dead and not, shifters mixing. Everything is different.”
“It hasn't been easy,” Alexander said. “As I'm sure you are finding.”
“You did a good job, brother,” Peter put his hand on his brother's shoulder. “Don't think that you didn't.”
“Thank you,” Alexander said, hopeful. “And perhaps no more?” 
“A little longer,” Peter said. “At least, I hope it's just a little. I will not take the throne, brother, if I feel I will put the kingdom in danger. The darkness in my mind, the world around me – it's not what I thought it would be. I hate to admit it, but I could not handle it when I…left. And I find it difficult to handle now, as embarrassing as it was. There is nothing worse than a kingdom who is led into disaster by a king not in control”
“You don't believe you are in control?” Alexander asked. 
“I can't see past today.,” Peter admired “All I can see, all I long for, is the darkness of sleep. It is not as bad as when I first returned, but it is there. So, a little longer, brother, at least.”
“Right,” Alexander said, as Peter turned to go. Once alone in the antechamber, he ran a hand over his face. Wandering, he found himself in front of the throne in seconds. As a boy, he had played around the feet of his father and mother, never thinking that it might be his. It was never supposed to be, even in his wildest dreams. 
When he did take it, it was with a heavy but hopeful heart. He would do the best he could until his time was up, one way or another. But he knew that he never belonged there. 
“Alexander?” he felt Ariel before he heard her, and spun around, rearranging his facial features so he didn't betray his heart. “Are you alright?”
“I am,” he said. “Just lost in thought.”
“Less thinking,” she said. “More fun. Come on, you've had a long day.”
He smiled. “Mm. My dear, you always know the words to say.”
“I don't intend to say words,” she raised her eyebrows. “Just noise. Let's go.” 
He didn't need to be told twice. 
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Chapter 5
When Yvette awoke, she didn't know quite where she was. The bed was vast, enormous, and the room was cold. The walls were grey and stone pillars surrounded her. She thought that perhaps she was dead, until she remembered yesterday. 
She wasn't dead; she was just prisoner of the princes of Umora. She had trusted dragons for months now, seeing them as giving her hope and life. They had seemed like kind people, full of compassion. But they had told her stories of the princes on Umora and how they ruled by an iron fist and a lack of compassion for anyone but themselves. She had heard stories of the way Thomas was treated in the army, of how Armand left because he held his Hippocratic oath above their needs. Armand was still loyal to them, that much was clear. Although, judging by his reaction, she was pretty sure that it was with a heavy heart. 
She was here to teach Peter how things were and how they had been, and to teach him English. Enya had told her that Peter was stubborn, difficult, but she could at least help with the language. It would be up to Yvette to figure out the years of dragon culture and communicate it with him in a way that would make sense. It was easy to catch up dragons on Earth history. They had chosen to live on Earth and wanted to fit in, and she, of course, had grown up on Earth. But she knew very little about Umora. She didn't want to admit it, because she was terrified of what they would do to her. 
She had to just do her job, get paid, and go home. Armand had said Alexander was a man of his word, even if the others were not. She had to trust in that; she had no other choice. 
Breakfast was served to her in bed, and she dressed slowly, trying to delay going downstairs as long as possible. They had told her last night to enter the throne room when she was ready. 
Yvette felt odd today, almost floating. She had the proper dose of medications, and she had slept well. But the atmosphere was different, and she would never get used to seeing dragons walking down the grand palace halls. 
She had seen them only once before, on TV back on Earth. She realized it was Peter she had been watching on the news, terrified along with the Donizettis as Peter murdered and revealed himself to the world. Her world had never been the same since. 
The dragons paid no attention to her as they wandered down the hallways. She knew that they were equally comfortable in dragon form as human form; there was no preference for most of them. They also seemed quite used to humans in the hallway, which made her wonder just how long Enya and Ariel had been here. How long had there been a world above her; how long had humans lived in ignorance?
She only knew the way to the throne room by the antechamber, which was the way that they came in. She opened the door, expecting it to be empty. 
She did not expect Peter, arm in arm with a beautiful redhead, to be standing there. Cole, Alexander, and another one who was clearly a brother were also there with Enya. Peter looked handsome – stunning even. He looked exactly like what one would expect a king to look like. Yvette had trouble tearing her eyes away from him, and she felt her heart drop when she saw the redhead. There was clearly some sort of connection, some sort of relationship. 
That moment where their eyes had locked in the hallway back on Earth had been nothing, she told herself. He was nice looking, even in her moment of terror. 
She did not expect Peter to be wearing a crown on his head, in full royal regalia. The redhead was clinging to his arm, a crown on her head as well. 
“Yvette,” Enya said in surprise. “We didn't expect you.”
“Have I interrupted something?”
“No,” Enya said, with a smile. “Stay with me a moment. I'll explain.”
Yvette was desperate for anyone to explain anything to her at that point. She had just gone to stand beside her when all of a sudden, loud trumpets blasted from inside the throne room. Yvette jumped several feet in the air as the door opened. Peter went in first, the redhead on his arm. 
“Is that the queen?” she asked. 
“It is,” Enya replied, as the rest of the brothers filed in. She signaled to Cole that she would follow later. Cole, the most laid back of the four, shrugged and headed inside with a grin on his face. “But she is not his wife. The dragons follow an equal opportunity rule. The highest-ranking female is queen, even if she isn't married to Peter. In this case, she's married to Alexander. She is called Ariel, and she was a ballerina on Earth. She's a carapace, though, so it's a bit tricky.”
“I know of carapaces,” Yvette replied. She was surprised to feel relieved that he had no romantic relationship with the redhead. And why did she care anyways? She missed Thomas. She loved Thomas. “It's all caused quite a mess, hasn't it? So, she's a princess?”
“Queen of the carapaces and the dragons, at least until Peter married. And never was there such an unwilling and informal queen,” Enya smiled. “The other one you haven't met is Nicholas, the middle brother. He's a sneaky one, but I like him. He's not often around the palace, preferring to perform the away duties.”
“He would have been regent, then? Until Peter returned?” Yvette asked, and Enya nodded. 
“That's correct.”
“Right,” Yvette took a deep breath. “This is all a lot to take in.”
“It is,” Enya said. “But then, when you consider that you've spent your whole life learning the history of Earth, it's perhaps not that much. It just takes time.”
“I don't know if I can do this.”
“You can,” Enya ensured her. “You've endured much worse.”
The two exchanged a look, the trials of a harsh medical world passing between them.
“Doesn't that make you a princess?” Yvette asked, at last. “Part of the royal procession?”
“Oh,” Enya shrugged. “Yes, but I've done it enough times. I'm used to a very simple, very unglamorous lifestyle, so I don't participate if I don't feel like it.”
“Flexible princess,” Yvette said, with a smile. Enya shrugged. 
“Sure. You have to be if you want to life here. Do you want to go around and watch them?”
“I'd rather just wait quietly,” Yvette said. “If that's all right? I understand Peter has some duties, of course, but I'd like to get started as soon as possible.”
“Of course. Go down the hallway to the left, and you'll find a sitting room. He only has to make an appearance today with Ariel, and then I can send him in.”
“Thank you.” Yvette squeezed her hand. All she wanted was for this whole thing to be over. 
It was only half an hour for the door to open. Yvette had curled up on the couch, staring at the ceiling. It was beautiful and high, painted with epic drawings of dragons and of what she imagined was the story of their rule. There was a mural on the wall of what looked like Earth, and the dragons circling above. She was focused on it when Peter came in. 
“I can do the balcony,” Ariel said to him, as the door opened. “But just for today, I don't like doing it.”
“Isn't that what you dream of – an ovation of a kingdom?” Peter snapped, with no regard for the fact that Yvette was sitting in the room.
“Nice,” Ariel said. “And you wonder why they don't cheer. That, and I'm prettier. Ciao.”
She half slammed the door, and only then did Peter regard Yvette who had barely caught any of the conversation. 
“Hello,” Yvette ventured. She had wanted to be a teacher when she was a child. Getting sicker meant that she had never followed through on her dreams. Mind you, she wanted to be a teacher for children, not for dragon kings. “Did you have a good…time?” She didn't know what to call it, and she realized quickly that Peter didn't understand much of what she was saying. 
Peter stared at her for a long moment before he took a step towards her. She looked so fragile, curled up on the couch. She didn't move, she didn't stand up and bow like he was used to. 
“Hello,” he finally repeated, and she smiled. It was the simplest thing, a greeting. He was uncomfortable, and she unsure where to start. 
“Is that Earth?” she pointed to the big mural on the wall. She didn't want to give up, not wanting to startle him. Despite being a regal, handsome king, he looked a bit like a deer in headlights. 
“Earth,” he repeated, in English. He drew closer to the mural, touching it with one hand.  
“It looks like Earth,” Yvette said. She had her hand on her phone. She had been playing a game on it while waiting for Peter. She went to Google something and then realized she couldn't. “Argh.”
Peter turned back to her, cocking his head. She shrugged, indicating her phone. 
“No data,” she said. 
He took it from her, wordlessly, and began to push some buttons. Yvette thought he was exploring and let him be, picking at a thread at her skirt. But when he handed it back to her, she reacted in surprise. 
“Oh, my goodness,” she said with a smile. “You have Wi-Fi.”
She wasn't sure that was what it was exactly, but he had connected her to an equivalent of it. She knew Umora was an advanced civilization, despite the medieval looking palace. Enya had filled her in on just how much they had and how the medical procedures were far advanced. Internet was probably basic. 
Just then, Enya came into the room, which made Yvette breathe a sigh of relief. 
“Peter, sit,” Enya said in dragon lore. She was struggling with the language and felt inadequate as a trained linguist. Still, she knew she was learning it far faster than anyone ever had, and she thanked her language training for that. Language that had no basis in what she was used to was of course much harder than one that had similar roots.
“I wanted to ask him about the history of the murals,” Yvette said. “Why Earth is on the wall?”
“Uh...” Enya paused, and then rapidly translated to Peter. He started speaking to her, but Enya waived him over to Yvette. “Speak to her. I know you have English words. If you're stuck for a word, I'll give it to you.”
Peter looked frustrated by this, but eventually sat. 
“Earth,” he said, slowly. “Because…we are…connected?”
“Connected?” Yvette said, sitting up a bit straighter. “How?”
“We are…” Peter looked to Enya, who screwed up her face in difficulty. 
“Related,” she said. “Oh. Dragons and humans descended from the same ancestors. All shifters did. From Earth.”
“From Earth?” Yvette said. “So we are the same? Once upon a time?”
“Once,” Peter replied. 
“Oh,” Yvette said, meeting his eyes. Again, there was that feeling – that odd connection – that she couldn't explain. Peter dropped his gaze first , and Yvette drifted back to her phone. 
Maybe he wasn't an evil overlord king. Maybe he was just a confused, lost soul like she was. 
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Chapter 6
“So, they colonized America, and were successful for a while until the American Revolution…” Yvette had decided that today's lesson was going to be about one of the most famous moments in American history. They alternated between language lessons, history lessons, and culture lessons. It seemed Peter knew absolutely nothing about Earth. The dragon princes had started learning about Earth a lot in the last ten years, understanding that they needed to keep an eye on the lesser planet. There were thousands of planets in the galaxy, but Earth, of course, had a special connection to the dragons. 
It had been three weeks since she got there. Yvette spent three hours a day sitting on the couch with Peter, with binders and books, and her brains stretched to the limit. Peter would duck in to spend time with her when he wasn't on the throne, in a meeting, or screaming at his brothers. It wasn't the best time to learn anything. He would sit with her, staring glassy eyed, distracted, or moody. His language was improving slightly, but everything she taught him seemed to confuse or annoy him. He wasn't mean to her, but he was clearly miserable, baffled, and unsatisfied in general. 
“To leave their king,” Peter scoffed. “And now they are a mess.”
Yvette smirked at that as she closed the book. 
“Yes. And we learned last week that many places on Earth left their monarchy…their king.” she recognized the confused look on his face right away and changed her wording. Whenever a word was lost on Peter, his brow furrowed in a certain way. She thought it was adorable until he followed it up with a snarl. 
“Heathens,” he answered. “Ruling is hard.”
“I see that,” Yvette replied. “Every day.”
Peter looked at her for the first time all day. His weary eyes were red rimmed, and she wondered if he had slept at all. He focused on her a moment, processing the words. 
“We do not get to choose,” he said at last. She wasn't sure that it was the right translation, but he was trying. 
“No,” she said. “But that is the case with everyone.”
He raised an eyebrow. 
“No one else is king.”
“I mean, about other things,” she said. “I mean, I didn't choose to get sick. But I have to work with what I have.”
“But it is cured?”
“No,” she said, shifting her legs around. “Not on Earth, and not here, as far as I know.”
Peter scoffed. 
“There is nothing that we cannot–”
“Enya,” she met his eyes. “Enya is not cured. She told me her story, that the magic and the science forced into her cannot cure her.”
“Phht,” Peter answered, and suddenly reached his arm out. Yvette angled backwards, surprised at the sudden gesture. He stopped, his face softening. “I'm not going to hurt you.”
“I know” she replied, although she stayed still. Carefully, he reached out, the confident king that he was supposed to be. 
She closed her eyes. Dragons had touched her with magic before. Thomas had a very unique brand of magic, compared to Armand's gently healing touch. But neither of them could rearrange her bodily organs in a way that was safe. The grey matter was too far down her brain stem, and even those who had the surgery weren't always cured. 
Peter's magic was so different. It felt so strong, so pure as magic flowed into every one of her veins. She felt it touch the tips of her fingers, down her spine, and up into her head. The pressure she had been feeling all day was slightly relieved, and her energy began to return. But more than any of it, it was Peter's hands on her face – his cool, long fingered hand reaching around the back of her head. His hand was soon gently tangled in her hair as his fingers moved downwards. He could identify the problem, but it wasn't until he touched it that he realized how bad it was. 
Peter gasped suddenly, just as Yvette felt a white light in front of her eyes. There was pain, and she felt dizzy, her stomach turning. Her eyes flew open, her green meeting his yellow ones. There was one moment where everything seemed to stand still. And then she fell forward into his arms. 
He had never felt damage like that; never felt something that expanded through someone's whole body. A dragon would throw themselves off a cliff for less. He hated to admit it, but he had chosen to enter the Other without anything physically wrong with him. And yet this girl walked around with this every day with a smile on her face. 
He realized that he was holding her unconscious body on the couch. She was slumped against him, and her chest rose and fell steadily. 
He didn't dare move except to untangle his hands from her hair. Had he hurt her? Had he done damage that couldn't be reversed? 
He had never seen anything that couldn't be cured. He thought that Cole just wasn't taking care of his wife properly, or that she preferred to be treated on Earth. 
He had never thought that it would be a problem that couldn't be solved. 
“Ah,” she took a deep breath, her eyes fluttering open. He gently pulled back to show her that he was there. She was still nestled in his arms. “Oh my goodness.”
“I hurt you,” he said. “I'm sorry.”
Peter was a ruthless king from a long line of ruthless kings. However, hurting innocents was not part of his plan. 
“I don't know what happened,” she said. “It hurt for a moment, but then it just felt strange.”
“I saw into your body,” he said. “The damage you have.”
“Not so confident now, are you?” she teased him lightly. “I told you.”
“I've never seen anything like that.”
“It's rare,” she said. “Dr. Donizetti was very helpful.”
“We can be helpful,” he said, still unmoving. “I'm sorry.”
“You didn't mean to hurt me,” she said. “You were trying to help.”
“I never mean…” He lost the words and shook his head. She sat back up slowly, leaning against the arm of the chair. 
She waived her hand. “It's okay. Don't worry about it. Do you want to continue?”
“No.” He was clear on that. “You should rest.”
“My job is here,” she said. “I have to finish.”
“There is tomorrow,” he said, standing up. “Come, I will take you to your room.”
“But–” Yvette wanted to protest that she could finish; she could try. The longer that they waited and the longer that it took was the longer that she couldn't go home. 
It wasn't that she was treated like a prisoner; it was nothing like that. She was free to come and go within the palace grounds as she pleased. She walked in the gardens, she spoke to the girls, and she saw beautiful sights. But the dragons were under strict orders to not take her home, not even for a visit. Peter had to be ready to take the throne full time before she could go. 
“Come,” he held out his arm. She got up slowly, slipping her arm into his. 
They got stares as they walked down the hallway. People tried not to stare, but she saw heads turned as they walked to her room. Once at her doorway, Peter withdrew his support.
“Thank you,” he said for the first time. She nodded, unable to speak because of the lump in her throat. At least if she couldn't be home, and the homesickness was killing her, he was starting to be kind to her. 
Once she saw inside, Peter snapped his fingers to two passing guards They were probably headed on break, but he didn't care. 
They bowed right away, almost stumbling over each other. 
“Station yourselves outside this door,” he said. “The young girl, Yvette, is not well. If you get even one indication that she is in danger, send for the medical team right away.”
“Yes, my king,” they said, pushing past each other to go to the door. Peter gave one last glance at the closed marble door, and then headed down the hallway. 
How could there be so many humans with incurable conditions? How had Earth changed so much? How were dragons not as powerful as he thought?
“Peter,” Alexander found him staring out the window, his hands behind his back. “Are you all right?”
“Yes,” Peter said, shaking himself out of his daze. “Can you speak to me in English?”
“English?” Alexander asked, surprised. 
“I want to practice,” Peter replied. “Practice is what makes us stronger.”
“Yes,” Alexander switched tongues. “But I think you can understand this in both languages. There are reports that Father might have returned.”
A pin could have dropped in the room and both of them would have jumped. Peter forgot his request for English; he forgot everything but the image of his father. 
“What? Where?” 
“Sporadic,” he said. “But possibly on Earth. There's a report in the south that is much more questionable, but on Earth, they are more considerate.”
Peter stayed silent for a moment. 
“I didn't expect to feel this way at this moment,” Peter said. “I have not seen Father in so long, and I thought I would be happy to hear that he has returned. But your words strike dread into my heart.”
“Why?” Alexander asked, trying to get him to speak his feelings. He already knew the answer, but he needed to hear Peter vocalize it. 
“The progress we've made – the progress that you have made – would be undone.”
“Yes,” Alexander said. “We have made a lot of choices that Father disagreed with. Never mind that he would dethrone you if he did come back. Do you want that?”
Peter sighed, turning back to look out the window. “If you asked me a month ago, I would have said yes, of course. I do not want this; you know that. And you know you don't want it either. But now, the idea that he would come back now…I'm not sure about it.”
“Well, should we verify that these rumors are true?” Alexander asked. “After all, it's not the first time that we've had false reports of the others returning before.”
“Yes,” Peter said. “Whatever resources you need to dedicate to the search,” Peter replied. “Time, money, it means nothing if we can't verify it.”
“I can get on it,” Alexander replied. “How was your lesson today?”
“Oh,” Peter ran a hand over his face for a moment. “It was interesting. She is quite ill, Alexander. I felt it today, and I think I hurt her.”
“How?” 
“Just investigating. I thought it was impossible that we couldn't cure her. And once upon a time, that was true.”
“The world has changed since you have been away,” Alexander said.  “More and more humans are being born with conditions that can be managed. In addition, the stigma attached to mixed-race relationships is much less. Every day, we hear of human-dragon, human-wolf, and other shifter mixing. Look at Cole. Look at Thomas. These are becoming much more normal. The world is more complicated than it was.”
“Father would be a fish out of water, only being gone a few years,” Peter replied. “Let me know if you find him.”
“Of course,” Alexander gave him a little head dip, and then headed off. Peter leaned against the windowsill. 
He thought that he couldn't feel anything anymore. But he felt a twinge in his heart today – a twinge of wanting to do more. At the very least, he wanted to make sure a moment like today never happened to poor Yvette again. 
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Chapter 7
“Do you know what the margins are on that?” Nicholas asked Alexander, as they looked at the rents they were collecting from their tenants. As dragon lords, they technically owned the whole kingdom, except for what was delegated to the lesser lords. 
“Well, it's higher than Father's ever were,” Alexander said, his eyebrow raised. “Why?”
“Because our profits off rents are higher. I checked the accounts,” Nicholas said. “But the amount of properties we are collecting from is low. Father raised the taxes, and you raised them again when you saw the numbers, but you didn't look at what we were collecting from, I think. If we were to lower the taxes, we would have less trouble collecting the rents. So many of them are in hiding, avoiding the high taxes.”
“Terror is what you are trying to say,” Alexander replied. “Father started a reign of terror, and we unknowingly continued it. We can you propose your offer to Peter.”
There was a silence from Nicholas as he looked at the papers again.
“Peter is more like Father than you are.”
“Do not under estimate him, brother,” Alexander replied. “He is changing. He was stuck in hell.”
“I've heard that the Other was heaven,” Nicholas said softly. “I am afraid to bring this to him. Everything I've brought to him in the last month, he has shot down.”
“Keep trying,” he said. “Peter can't say no forever.”
“Perhaps we should shelve this for a while,” Nicholas said. “Until he is more capable.”
“We cannot wait forever, but I'll leave it up to you. I have a meeting to attend to,” Alexander said.
“Wonderful,” Nicholas replied, as his brother left the room. The truth was, he never got along with Peter, even as children. “If you could just decide who was king around here, it would make life a little bit easier.”
“Would it, boy?”
Nicholas felt shivers go down his spine at that voice. He spun around quickly, his eyes flashing. He was ready to transform, ready to breathe fire. He knew that voice; it sent terror into his very veins. 
But when he spun around, the room was completely empty. His father was nowhere to be found. Nicholas could barely move for a moment, the terror still in his veins He knew what he heard. He even felt a hint of magic in the room that was reminiscent of his father. But there was nothing. 
“Who's there?” he barked to the empty room. “Show yourself!”
But there was no answer, as expected. 
Nicholas grabbed the papers on the table, storming out of the room. He didn't want to be alone anymore. Afraid was not something he ever admitted to, but the tyranny that his Father had been was not something he was eager to relive. 
Out in the hallway, Peter and Yvette were seated on side-by-side window ledges, watching the clouds drift by. Yvette had a binder on her lap, although they didn't seem to be paying any attention to it. They were both talking quietly, and Nicholas did not miss the closeness of their hands. He wasn't sure what was brewing between the two of them, but at this moment, he didn't care. 
“What are you two up to?” he asked, switching to English. 
Yvette looked up suddenly, as if they were caught at something. 
“Just learning,” she said, shrinking back against the cool window. 
“What are you doing, Nicholas?” Peter asked, raising an eyebrow at his seemingly nervous brother. “You look like you've seen a ghost.”
“Speak English brother,” Nicholas tried to put an easy smile on his face. “Want to go to Earth?”
“What?” Yvette turned fully at that, practically standing up in one moment. “Earth? Now?”
“Yes,” Nicholas said. “I have a few errands to run there, a few people to see. I could be your tour guide in a new city.”
Peter raised an eyebrow. 
“You don't want to be alone on Earth?”
“Why does everything I do have to have another motive?” Nicholas said. “Surely, Alexander cannot object if two of us take Yvette to Earth. She can't escape both of us.”
“I don't…” Yvette's voice was quivering. “I wouldn't do that. But I would very much like a visit to Earth. Please.”
“What do you say, Brother?” Nicholas asked. 
“Alexander is not king,” Peter replied. “If I say she can go, of course she can.”
“You will come?” Yvette asked him. “It can be a learning opportunity.” 
“On Earth?” Peter asked. “What am I going to learn?”
“I…” She thought rapidly. “I have a friend who has a birthday coming up. Perhaps I could buy her a present and send it to her? You could learn about malls?”
“Malls?” he cocked his head. 
“Big places to shop. Like a giant indoor market.”
“Anything you need can be delivered to the palace,” Peter pointed out. Yvette smiled. 
“I know that. But getting it to her might be a bit difficult.”
“Come on, brother,” Nicholas said. “I don't want to sit around all day. Let's go.”
“You are impatient,” Peter finally rose. The truth was, he was enjoying the quiet moment by the windowsill. Yvette had asked for a quiet day, her health failing her today. She was quiet about her problems, but Peter only had to accidentally brush against her to know how bad it was. She was desperate for magic, desperate for healing. However, aside from a touch by accident, she wasn't accepting much help. 
“I thought you just said yes,” Nicholas said, and Peter rolled his eyes. 
“Let's go,” he held his hand out to Yvette. She was the only one who didn't constantly ask him questions about his ruling choices; didn't ask him questions about the throne, or his opinions. She simply flooded him with information and let him figure out things on his own. In the world of a drowning ding, it was refreshing. 
“Shall I bring anything?” Yvette asked. 
“Just yourself,” Nicholas said. “Antechamber this way.” 
“Wait,” Ariel shouted at them, just before they closed the door. “Take me, one of you.”
Nicholas smiled, holding the door open. 
“What do you need, precious?” 
“Last minute dance audition in the big city,” she said. “I wasn't going to go, but Alexander just gave me a big speech about realizing my potential, and now I feel guilty.”
She saw Peter give her a side eye and translated for him. 
“That sounds like Alexander,” he said, as they stepped into the right spot. “Do you know last time we were there, the carapaces targeted him?”
“Yes,” Ariel said. “And I've sent them messages of torture, in no uncertain terms. They won't be doing that again.”
“You are a queen after my own heart,” Nicholas said, taking her arm. “Stand still for transport.” 
“I never like this.” Yvette stood back against Peter. He wrapped an arm around her, as was needed for the transport. But she felt safer when he did so, even though his mind was clearly elsewhere. He was thinking about the words Ariel had just said. 
She had no experience being queen of any kind, no training. She had grown up in the theater and in rough neighborhoods. He knew she liked a lower class life, and that Alexander was as addicted to her as she was to the partying lifestyle. 
And yet, in a single sentence, she had stopped something that had plagued them and threatened their life. She was an invaluable resource, and she didn't bat an eye at the responsibility that was in her hands. 
If only being that kind of king was as easy to him as it was to her. 
They landed hard in a spot that Peter didn't recognize. They were in the middle of a sidewalk, and Nicholas quickly waived his hand to distract the startled humans. He looked a little pale from transporting a carapace, but otherwise, he was his usual snarky self. “How did we get here?”
Ariel looked around. “This is a vortex that was closed. I remember closing it when those carapaces brainwashed me.”
“So how is it open?” Nicholas asked. Peter put his hand on his brother's arm, knowing the answer. 
“More than fifty percent of the carapaces who closed it have to be dead for a vortex to reopen.”
Ariel said nothing to that, instead glancing to Yvette. 
“Did you understand that?”
“Yes,” Yvette said. “I used to think that the Other opening was great. The amount of people who have passed away in my life. It is possible for the dead to come back.”
“Except that half the carapaces being dead means one of two things. Someone has killed them, or they have returned to the Other and have been sucked back. We discussed that this could happen,” Ariel said.
“What?” Yvette spun around to Peter. “You could be sucked back?”
“He went the first time of his own volition,” Nicholas put in. “I don't know why this would be so surprising.”
“Stop,” Ariel snapped at her brother in law. “Which of the two do you think is more likely?”
“Equally likely,” he replied, not taking her anger at face value. “But killing carapaces is illegal. Alexander made it so. Peter has not changed the law, unless he's gone behind my back?”
“I don't think I like what you are saying,” Peter said. “But please clarify.”
“Oh, my goodness.” Nicholas switched to dragon. “Learn faster. Did you reauthorize a killing of carapaces, like Father did?”
“No,” Peter replied. “I haven't done anything of the sort.”
“Ariel, can you talk to the carapaces?” Nicholas asked. “Find out what happened. Because if they are killed, there's very few people who would go against Peter or Alexander to do this. Dragons are the top of the shifters. Everyone answers to us.”
“I can talk to them after I dance,” she replied, raising an eyebrow. “You don't get to order me around, brother.”
“Go then,” Nicholas said. “You drive a hard bargain, sister.”
“Bye,” she sauntered off as if two crowns did not weigh heavily on her head. 
“Wow,” Yvette said, watching her go. “As if it's easy.” 
“Maybe it is,” Peter said softly. “Maybe it is.” 
“Come on,” Nicholas said. “There is nothing we can do but wait. What city sights would you like to see?” 
“Just the mall.” Yvette gave him a small smile. “It's the only lesson I've really gone over.” 
“There.” He pointed to a large white building. “Perhaps I can meet you inside in an hour or so?”
“Do you…um…” Yvette held out her smartphone. “Do you have a number?”
Nicholas smiled easily at that. 
“What do you take me for?” he took the phone, programming it in. “As if I haven't bothered to get a phone. How will I manage my harem?”
“I…” Yvette looked up and blushed red. 
“Nicholas,” Peter snapped. He wasn't quite sure what his brother said, but he could see that Yvette was embarrassed, which he didn't like. Nicholas grinned, handing the phone back. 
“Always honorable,” he said. “I'll see you soon.”
“Right,” Yvette brushed her hair back. “Shall we?”
“This is madness,” Peter watched the number of people coming and going from the mall. “Hypnotized?”
“The teenage girls?” Yvette grinned. “Yes. It's a pastime.”
He couldn't see the attraction of it. But the crush of people inside the mall made his eyes nearly fall out of his head. He stepped back, not used to crowds swirling around him. Crowds usually parted for Peter, not ignored him. 
“It's okay,” Yvette gave him a cheeky grin. “I'll protect you.” 
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Chapter 8
“Are you used to them bowing to you?” Yvette was trying to understand why Peter looked so very frightened. She had never seen him afraid, even when she described the horrors of the world that he had missed. “Not used to being so close?”
“Too close,” he said. “They have no regard.”
Their hands brushed up against each other, and she took her chance in squeezing his hand. She didn't mean it as a romantic action. When she moved, it had been one of support. But as soon as she touched him, she felt the familiar jolt go through her. 
“Where would you go?” he asked, looking down at her. He didn't react at all to the fact that they were now holding hands. She realized, mostly by his body language, that what he was actually asking was where she would like to go. 
This was also different than she was used to. Whenever she went anywhere with Thomas, he had an agenda, and there was no deviation from it. He was an alpha male, used to leading armies. She would have expected the same from a king. However, Peter's kind face told her otherwise. 
“I usually look around the book stores and at the clothing.” 
“Clothing is not made for you?” He was trying to take it in all in.
“Oh, well,” she realized. “I mean, you can get some that is custom made if you have a lot of money. But most people buy ready-made clothes. Pre-made. Look, ten of them,” she pointed to a dress in a random shop window. “Different sizes. Pick it up and try, and then buy.”
Peter looked horrified at the very idea of that. 
“No. Clothes should be made by a…a–” 
“Tailor?” she asked with a smile. “Not everyone has that money, Peter. That's all. This is cheaper. And that's nice.” She did like the pink gown in the window. It was a cute party dress, with a tank top and a fluffy skirt. As an added bonus, she could see that the sale was enough to meet her budget. She got paid well, it was true, but her hospital bills would never match her paycheck. 
“You would buy that?” he pointed to the dress. 
“Yes,” she said, and he shook his head. 
“No. You work in the palace now. I want a good gown for you.”
“What?” she cocked her head, grinning. “You want to take me to a tailor and get some custom-made gown?” 
“Yes,” he repeated bluntly. “Where?”
Yvette lit up. She wanted to hug him. 
“I know a place,” she said “But how will you pay for it?”
“Magic,” he said. “You are not a carapace.”
“That is true,” she said. 
“Then it's done,” he said. “Show me.”
“This way, I think.” She had seen malls like this, and if she was right, there was a high-end dress shop on the top floor that had custom-made pieces. All the malls looked alike and were populated by the same companies. 
She pulled him through the mall, finding the escalator. He stopped for a second, confused by the technology. It seemed so primitive and yet confusing. 
“It's alright,” she said, tugging at his hand. “Just step.”
“I can just…” he moved to snap his fingers and transport them, and she shrieked with laughter. 
“Peter, no!” she cried, grabbing his hand and pushing him onto the escalator “We're on Earth. You can't just do that. Hey, look. It's you.”
They were passing a shop with branded t-shirts. One – a mannequin on the window – was a screen print of a dragon that looked suspiciously like Peter. 
Dragons will eat us all soon; don't waste time. 
“What an distasteful t-shirt,” she said in shock. 
“What does it–”
“You don't want to know,” she said. “Trust me. It's just rude. I mean, people died.”
“People died because I killed them.” He looked her into the eye. 
“I know,” she said. “I sat at home and watched you on TV. And I was frightened, of course. And People did die, but I saw more than that.”
He watched her silently, waiting for her words. He knew what she could say. She could tell him that he was a monster; that he had lost control, and he had to gain it. He had done terrible things; he knew that. Alexander had almost gotten killed because Peter was too caught up in his blood lust to notice that his brother was sickening and that the carapaces were attacking him. He would never forgive himself if Alexander did not recover, and even now, Alexander was not at top strength. Peter had killed innocents, something he had vowed to never do. 
“I knew you were dangerous; I knew you had done wrong, but I also thought you were scared. I mean, I've seen how dragons come back from the Other. They are terrified and messed up and confused. Thomas still can't get his head around the world. His blood lust continues weekly. And no one was helping you; no one was guiding you; no one was even listening to you.” Her eyes filled with emotion. “I mean, you were ripped out of Heaven, Peter, and expected to live in this world that was half Hell. How can people think that it's easy?”
He only caught about 75% of the message, but he could see the emotion in her eyes – the compassion. Compassion was a trait that kings were supposed to have. They weren't looked upon with compassion or kindness; it was unheard of. People flattered them. People gave them gifts and lied to them about happiness, but they generally didn't show them kindness without a motivation. 
Yvette looked upon him as if she had seen into his very soul. 
He didn't have the proper words to respond. So instead, he squeezed her hand. 
“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you.”
She fell into his arms, just for a quick hug. And to her surprise, he wrapped his arms around her. In the sea of moving people, they were a rock, unmovable for that moment. 
When they finally broke apart, she wiped her eyes and smiled. 
“Dress?” she asked. “Gown?”
“Yes,” he laughed, and she led the rest of the way. 
He was surprised at how much the shop looked like the tailor shops that he knew on Umora. The tailors may be oddly dressed, but they walked around with the same measuring tapes and pins in their mouths. 
“Can I help you?” A girl approached them, who didn't look much older than Yvette. 
“I–” Yvette said, but Peter put a hand on her arm. 
“We need a gown.” When he was speaking to someone he didn't know, his confidence in English faltered. She smiled, trying to give him confidence. “For her.” 
“Perfect,” the girl had no trouble understanding him. “Any budget? Any style? Any occasion?”
“Ah.” Yvette turned to Peter, to see if he caught that. 
“Grand,” he managed. “For a ball. Money is not a problem.” 
“Money is magic,” Yvette smiled at him. 
“Come with me, and we'll look at some of our building pieces. And bring your boyfriend,” the girl turned to lead them to a private room. 
“Oh, he's not my...” Yvette said, but stopped herself. She couldn't exactly say that he was her dragon boss who had half enslaved her. Besides, what harm would it do to pretend for just one day? 
She noted somewhere in the back of her mind that she hadn't texted Thomas at all since she got here. 
“Oh?” said the girl, and Yvette shook her head. 
“Nothing. Where do we go?”
The next hour was like a dream. She had never been the girl who shopped, especially after she got sick. She didn't have time or money before, and she didn't have energy after.  But now, she felt like a princess. They brought out tutus and full skirts, corsets, bodices, a lines and princess cuts. All the pieces would be matched together once Yvette found her perfect gown, and she would have a custom-made gown within two weeks. She delighted in not paying any attention to the price tag, but rather, the mirror, and she noticed Peter's watchful eyes. He smiled as she spun around, or indicated that she should show off the diamonds or the bodice. She felt like a princess, strutting gowns down a runway. 
“Ah,” Peter said when she came out with the sixth gown. It was a huge, fluffy skirt with a sweetheart neckline. She had it in pink, but the salesgirl had a different idea. 
“Perhaps green to match your eyes?” she suggested, getting up on the end of the runway to indicate Yvette should come closer. 
Yvette walked over, and she held up the green swatch of fabric. 
“Um, do you think…” Yvette indicated the neckline. “It's just a bit low cut. And this ball is a classy place.”
“I have just the thing,” she said, and reached down to a pile of fabric. “Spin around if you don't mind.”
“Sure,” Yvette spun around, and the girl moved her hair. She realized a bit too late what was happening, and ducked at a bad time. She didn't do well with halter tops because they pushed on her neck, but she also ducked right into the girl's hand, jarring her neck at the base of her skull.  “Oh, ow!”
“I'm sorry?” the sales girl was confused how a minor movement suddenly caused Yvette to wince and turn pale. “Are you alright?”
“I just need to sit down a moment.”
Peter was beside her on the platform in a moment, wrapping his arms around her. 
“It's alright,” Yvette tried to assure him. “Just need to sit down.”
“She isn't well,” Peter said, as explanation. “Regularly, not just today. Some space, please.”
“I'm so sorry.” The girl backed away, and Peter supported her off the platform, and onto the only chair. He bent his knees to help her, and somehow, she ended up on his lap. 
“Oops.” Yvette smiled as she laid her head against his chest. She knew that this was unacceptable behavior, but she couldn't stop herself. She needed strength and healing, and he provided those things at the moment. She closed her eyes, taking comfort in his body heat and his strength. “Mmm. Thank you.”
“I should have not brought you here,” he said. 
“Peter, I'm alright, really.” She rose to look at him, and she got a glimpse of the shop behind him. 
That was when she screamed. In the shop behind him, leading into the public area, was a giant dragon. It was the grandest dragon she had ever seen – green and gold, his long neck extended and his eyes flashing. This was not an idle dragon; this was one that intended to kill. 
“Peter,” she managed, and he spun around. His eyes widened. 
“Father,” he said, standing up and nearly dropping her. Yvette shrieked in surprise and hid behind him. The grand dragon roared, and tipped his head to the ceiling. Fire came out of his mouth, hitting the wooden ceiling. He then turned his blast towards the walls, setting fire to them and the clothes.  Everyone screamed and ducked. Peter pushed Yvette back, his eyes flashing, and she knew he was going to transform. It terrified her because she knew she wasn't safe. If he lost his human consciousness, she would die in the fire. She needed him; he was her only chance at living through this obvious attack. 
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Chapter 9
“Peter,” Yvette clung to his back. He had one arm firmly around her, but his body was already shifting. 
“Go into the room.” He pointed to the changing room where she had just been. “Go. Hide.”
“But…” She didn't want to let go of him. They had only seconds to make a decision, and if they made a mistake, it would be end game. 
“Go. I will protect you,” he promised her. 
She ran, seeing no other choice. The changing room door wasn't particularly secure, and there was a half inch gap. 
Yvette slammed the door, looking through the gap even as she slid the lock closed. 
She had seen Peter in dragon form on television. Seeing it in person, though, was much different. 
She gripped the lock, her hand trembling, as the magic swirled around him. He was a large dragon, almost as tall as his father. Somehow, although she didn't know anything of the dragon aging process, she knew that he was younger. His scales seemed shinier, his strength more abundant. 
When Peter lunged at his father, she screamed. The two dragons were damaging everything around them; breaking the wall; rolling in the fire. They snapped at each other, tearing chunks of flesh and breathing fire. 
She felt paralyzed with fear, watching although she wanted to turn away. After a few minutes of desperate fighting, something changed. The magic swirled again, and Peter became human again. And with him, his father. 
Yvette could see that he looked like the brothers. He had the same eyes, although they were lined with wrinkles, the same crinkly nose and half smile. 
“Is this what you want, Peter?” he said, in a strangled voice. “To kill your father here and now?”
“You are already dead!” Peter spat at him. 
“SO ARE YOU!”
Peter fell back at the roar, in surprise. “Yes, I know,” he said. “But you will return to the Other before me.” He lunged at him again, this time aiming for his throat. 
The magic swirled again, and before Peter could grasp his throat, he vanished. 
“NO!” Peter screamed. Frantically, he moved left and right, but his father was gone. “No!”
Yvette coughed, and then coughed again  The smoke was getting thick, black and billowing. The ceiling was starting to fall in, chunks of plaster already hitting the floor. She doubled over, and each breath got less and less air. 
She unlocked the door, but it was all that she could do before falling to her knees. 
Peter was beside her in a moment, wrapping his arms around her. 
“Here,” he said. “Here, I have you.” 
“We have to get out,” Yvette managed. “I can't breathe.”
Peter looked around, frantically trying to plan a way out. If he transformed, he wasn't sure that he would recognize the need to rescue her. She was so fragile, and his dragon brain was still so confused. 
“Just keep breathing,” he said, and plunged forward. 
The entire building was up in flames when he got into the hallway. People were screaming and running, and Peter knew that some of them wouldn't survive. 
Yvette choked again, trembling in his arms. This seemed like a dream – a dream that she would never get out of. Everything was hazy and terrible, and the whole world was going black. 
She heard the screaming; she heard the plaster falling. “Peter,” she said softly. “Please don't let them die.” And then the world went black. 
When Yvette awoke, she was sitting on the sidewalk outside the mall. There were fire trucks, police cars, and ambulances. 
“I leave you for an hour and you burn the mall down?” Ariel was behind her in an instant. Yvette couldn't answer, her throat still thick with smoke. “I need a paramedic over here, help!”
“Goodness,” Nicholas was on the scene in a frantic run. “Where's Peter?”
“Inside. Get away from me and do some good,” Ariel said to her brother in law, referring to her carapace powers. The paramedics rushed over, already frantic from the other bodies that were strewn on the streets. People were dying, that much was clear. 
“Ariel,” Yvette said, tears in her eyes. They put an oxygen mask over her and the next thing she knew, she woke up in the hospital. 
Hospitals were a familiar place to Yvette, especially in the last few years. She felt comfort beneath the white sheets, and strangely relaxed by the beeping of the machines. 
She had an oxygen mask on her face, and IVs in her arm. Armand was standing over her bed, his white lab coat looking a little bit rumpled and his eyes kind but tired. She coughed when she meant to get a word out, and he put his hand over hers. 
“Just rest. Don't try to speak. You've had quite an ordeal.”
She looked around, looking for her phone, a clock, anything to indicate how long she had been out for. 
Armand sensed it; many of his patients wanted the same thing. 
“It's been two days since the fire,” he said. “You've been out, which I suspect was a result of your weakened state. But you're alright now.” 
“Peter,” she managed, muffled through the oxygen mask. 
“He's alright,” Armand said. “He helped quite a bit. A lot more people would have died if it wasn't for him and his brother. But before you see Peter–”
She sat up a bit more as Thomas came rushing into the room. 
“Yvette,” Thomas wrapped his arms around her as carefully as he could to not dislodge the tubing. She stiffened at his touch, unexpectedly. She had spent so long missing him, and now that the moment had arrived, she felt odd hugging him. “Oh goodness, what have they done to you?”
“They didn't do anything to me,” she pulled down the mask, taking a deep breath and then coughing. 
“Peter helped–”
“ He also killed you,” Thomas growled. “And I'll kill him when I see him.”
“Thomas,” Armand snapped. “He is your king.”
“He is no king of mine.”
“Thomas, if you continue in this speech, I will not allow you in this room. Is that clear?” Armand set his jaw. “I do not agree with the destruction, nor do I agree with the death. But it was not the princes. The former king has returned.”
“It is because of the princes that she is in the hospital to begin with,” Thomas said. “Don't forget that.”
“Thomas, I'm alright,” Yvette leaned her head against his chest again, trying to stop her beating heart. But as soon as she had done that, Peter walked into the room.
Armand bowed, and Thomas growled. Yvette sat up, her eyes meeting his. 
“Yvette,” Peter said. “I am glad to see you well.”
“She wouldn't be unwell without–”
“Leave,” Armand said to him. 
“This world was much better when someone who knew what to do was in charge,” Thomas snarled, squeezing Yvette's hand. “Let me stay with her.”
“Thomas, please,” Yvette managed. “I'll talk to you soon.”
He glared at Peter, but reluctantly put a kiss on her head and left the room.
“Forgive me,” Armand said to Peter. “He knows not what he says.”
“I think he knows exactly what he says,” Peter replied. “I will speak to Yvette alone if she is well enough.”
“Of course,” Armand said. “Although just a few minutes would be best.”
“A few moments will be sufficient.” Peter sat at the end of her bed. Once alone, he met her eyes. “I'm so sorry,” he said to her. 
“It's not your fault,” she said. “Your father clearly has an agenda in mind that is not compatible with life on Earth.” 
“I wonder if he has lost his mind, in Other,” Peter replied. 
“Is that possible?”
“Yes,” Peter said, his voice low. “Every day it is a struggle.”
They fell into silence, Yvette wanting nothing more than to hug him. 
“Thomas is just being protective,” she said. “He's upset. He's always upset when I am unwell.”
“He has a right to be,” Peter said. “For you belong to him, do you not? And we ripped you from him.” 
“I…” Yvette wasn't sure what to say to that. She said nothing for a long moment, looking out the window. When she left, that was the case. But having spent so much time in the palace, her view was different. She wasn't afraid of Peter; she wasn't afraid of them as princes. He was lost, he was confused, and she knew that he had a good heart. He had showed her nothing but kindness, even from the first moment they met. 
She couldn't deny that there was something between them. When their eyes met, it was like the Earth was shifting. It had never been like that with Thomas. There had been pity, and she had felt comforted by his strength. She thought that it was love. But now, she was starting to wonder how he could say such things. 
“You should stay here,” Peter said. “We are a danger to you.”
“No,” her eyes jerked up. “No, you're not ready. There's still so much to do.”
“Yvette,” he gave her a kind look. “You are caring, but–” 
“I can't stop now,” she said. “Really. Please don't make me go away.”
He smiled, placing a hand on her face.
“I would never forgive myself if something happened to you. And it almost did.”
“What are you going to do about your father? Where did he go?” 
“We don't know,” Peter said. “But it is clear that he has values that are different from mine. The problem is–”
“His claim to the throne is about as strong as yours,” she said, picking up his train of thought. “You are both returned from the Other.”
“We are both dead,” Peter said, softly. 
“Then this time is a gift,” she said. “And maybe it will not be here forever. So we shall take advantage of it while we can. The time that all of us have is borrowed.”
He squeezed her hand, rising, but she pulled him back. 
“Please don't leave without me,” she said. “I want to finish the job, even if it's the last thing I do.”
“I won't,” he said. “But your safety is foremost in my mind.” 
She coughed again, but mid cough she felt the magic flow into her. It was purer and stronger than what Armand had ever given her. The healing she received was almost to the point of cure, as it always was. He wasn't probing, he was simply fixing. 
“Thank you,” she said, looking up at him. 
“I wish I could do more,” he replied. “I don't know when this world got so complicated.”
“Someone once told me that the hardest thing to do in this world was live in it,” Yvette replied. “I believe that.”
“I'll leave you to rest,” he said. “I want you stronger if we do go back. Tomorrow morning, at the earliest.”
“Peter,” she called as he reached the door. “How many people died, in the mall?” 
“In the mall? Four,” he said. 
“And in the dress shop?” she asked, afraid of the answer.
“Everyone,” he met her eyes. “Everyone else.”
Yvette bit her lip , trying to stop the tears. 
“You saved me,” she said, at last. 
“Yes,” he answered, and left. 
She was no longer just helping them in exchange for health care and for money. She was in the thick of their world now, and she wasn't sure there was any way out. She wasn't sure she wanted a way out. 




  
    
    
    Evander
    
  




  


Chapter 10
“What do you mean you're going back?” Thomas asked her in shock when she told him her plans that evening. “He almost killed you.”
“He didn't,” Yvette tried to assure him. “You know what happened. It isn't his fault. And more than that, the job is not done. When have you known me to ever not finish a job?” 
“It's not about your sense of pride, Yvette,” Thomas snapped at her. “You're so full of pride, you think you're doing the right thing. How do you know you are fighting for the right side?”
“What?” she asked him, completely confused. 
“Never mind,” he shook his head. “If you want to go back, that's on you. But if you do, we're through.”
“What?” she repeated, shell shocked. “Because I'm finishing a job?”
“Because those who sit on our throne are dangerous, and they have made laws that make no sense. Why do you think I left?” 
“You left because the old king was tyrant who used your special abilities to force you into a warrior life you didn't want.”
“Well, at least I did something with my life,” he said. “Rather than sitting around on Earth. And when I left, I didn't know that the kings who were replacing him would be even worse.”
“So, you must be thrilled that the old ling has returned.”
Thomas fixed her with a stare. “Yvette. I'm serious. You leave, I won't be here when you get back.”
“Well, that's your choice,” she managed, trying not to cry. 
“Fine,” Thomas said, and stood up. “Goodbye, Yvette. It was nice.”
And then he was gone, leaving her alone in the hospital room. 
She brought her knees up to her face, the hot tears streaming down her cheeks. She felt her chest go tight and her hands tremble.
The Donizettis had taken her in, had given her a home and a life. She had bounced around from poverty-stricken houses until she had found them, and they had taught her what a house and a stable lifestyle could mean. 
And now, she had destroyed it. 
Thomas was her first boyfriend – her only boyfriend. She had only known him – his danger alluring, his experience in comparison with her quiet life shocking. 
Somehow, she found sleep that night, although it was interpreted by the constant visit of doctors and nurses. When morning came, Peter found her things packed and her fully dressed, ready to go.
“You are sure?” he asked. She nodded, afraid that if she spoke, her emotions would flow. “Alright. I am going to take you back on my own, and Nicholas will follow with Ariel when they are ready. There is so much going on that it is best we leave now before the carapaces find us.”
She placed her hand on his. 
“Take me there,” she said, just wanting to be as far away from this place as possible. 
The vortex that had opened wasn't too far from the hospital. It was quick and easy – as easy as waiting for the train. Yvette felt cold and emotionless as Peter pulled the magic around them. 
When they landed in the antechamber, though, it was absolute chaos. 
“What's happening?” Yvette asked, as people rushed past them, almost knocking into her. She shrank against him, confused. Peter spoke quickly in dragon, and then turned pale. “What is it?”
“We were right, on Earth,” Peter said. “The carapaces weren't returning to the Other. They were killed.”
“Killed by who?”
“Dragons,” Peter said. “ And they were left as gruesome displays. You don't need to know the details.”
“Was it your father?” Yvette asked. 
Peter nodded. “I think no lessons today, hmm? I have to find out what's going on. Alexander will be distraught because everything he's worked for is coming undone.”
“Let me stay with you,” Yvette pleaded. “I don't want to be apart from you. I don't feel safe.”
He looked torn, but her large eyes conflicted his heart. 
“Alright,” he said. “But stay close. And if anything happens, you need to get yourself to safety. I will take care of you, I promise.”
“I know you will,” she said, and he pulled her into the throne room. 
She automatically knew it was so much more than just the carapaces being killed. People were running about the throne room, a line was forming to speak to the king, and people looked distraught. 
She was surprised to see that not everyone in line was a dragon. She recognized the characteristics of wolves, lions, and bears, hoping against hope for help from the king that they had once been against. 
Alexander wouldn't dare sit on the throne with Peter back, and so he was sitting on the steps, going over documents. He looked like he hadn't slept in days, pale and drawn. 
“Alexander,” Peter put his hand out to receive the documents “I can take over, if you need.”
“You need to address the concerns of the galaxy.” Alexander stood up, grateful for his brother's return “I can do this, but only you can sit there.”
“Of course,” Peter said. “You've heard what's happened to us?”
“Yes,” Alexander said, not even looking at Yvette. “Where is Ariel? Please tell me she is safe.”
“As far as I know,” Peter replied. “She stayed behind with Nicholas to gather some more evidence. Where is Cole?”
“Cole was mobilizing the guard,” Alexander replied. “He should be back here soon.”
“I want him under the protection of the guard,” Peter said. “His comings and goings are monitored, protected. And I want the princess here. Her translation may be halting, but she is taught to be precise.”
“Why are you protecting Cole?” Yvette asked, as they ascended the steps. 
“Because Cole is the youngest heir to the throne. The last hope , you would say. Because he is our last hope, he is protected. The other two have specific duties to perform and specific tasks to be present at. The youngest heir's job is to protect the throne by staying alive.” 
“Oh,” she answered. “Your English is quite good compared to when we started. Enya can help, but you need to believe in yourself.”
He smiled briefly at her as he took a seat on the throne. She went to move aside, but he took her hand. 
“If you are able, please stand at my side,” he said. “I would like the support.”
“Of course.” She half leaned against him, watching as the lineup turned toward him. 
Enya's language was growing in leaps and bounds as well. Her dragon was moving slowly because she was trying to learn all the languages of the shifters at once. She was mostly proficient at all of them by now, and Peter conducted his business through her when needed. Yvette knew that he wanted to be sure in his words and careful in his decisions as he listened to the cases. This was the rule of a ling who wanted to be fair and just, not a King who was wandering and lost. 
Her eyes flickered to Enya who looked tired, but held strong. She wore a small tiara to indicate that she was a princess. Yvette likened it to what a prom princess would have worn, which made her smile in longing. She hadn't gotten to go to her own prom; she had been too ill. Here was this girl, so like her, that had changed her life. Life on Earth seemed so far away. 
Yvette had another thought as she watched Enya. She thought that perhaps she could do that one day. She could be strong like that with dragons at her back. 
There was death everywhere, and it wasn't just the old king who was behind it. Reports of him were everywhere, but it appeared he had agents working for him – Dragon agents who believed his rule was right. 
He was invoking every old revolution that had ever happened. Killing bears, dragons, lions, and wolves along with carapaces. He was after those who had defied him; those who had gone against his kingdom and his rule at one point. 
Yvette could only catch half of it, but what she heard was terrifying. 
“He said that he was not as cruel as those who sat on the throne now.”
She heard the voice clearly, and her head snapped up. Choosing to speak in English, a wolf shifter who had spent much time on Earth looked to Enya, telling his story. 
“Wait, what did you say?” Yvette said, startling all of them. “Please, repeat that.”
Peter looked to her, but nodded his head. 
“He said that he was not as cruel as those who sat on the throne now,” the wolf repeated, unsure why he was receiving this order. “Have I said something wrong?”
“No,” Yvette put her hand to mouth. I don't. Oh goodness.” 
She stepped down from the platform, heading out the nearest door. Tears filled her eyes as she made it into the hallway. 
“Yvette?” Cole had been coming into the throne room and almost ran right into her. “What's the matter?”
“I think he's helping him,” she babbled. “Oh goodness, I think he's helping him. I'm sorry. I'm sorry, I didn't know.”
“What?” Cole crouched down, alarmed. “What do you know?”
“Thomas,” she managed, at last. “He said something to me in the hospital, and then the wolf said the same thing. I think Thomas is helping your father.”
“Do you?” Cole waited for more evidence. 
“I've been thinking of how weird it seems,” she said, “that your father is just ripped from the Other and suddenly doing all these things. You saw how Peter has when he was returned, and I've seen many other cases. It takes a while to wrap your head around things, let alone make coherent actions. Somebody is helping him, or several someones. And I'm sure Thomas is involved.”
“Right,” Cole said. “And Thomas Donizetti is still living in the family home?”
“He is,” Yvette replied. “I saw him in the hospital. He broke up with me.”
“Oh, darling, I'm sorry,” he replied. 
“Obviously, it might be for the best,” she managed to shrugged.
“The Donizettis could be all in this together,” Cole rose, already thinking. “Every single one of them had left the kingdom because they were angry.” 
“No,” she cried out. “No, Armand would never. The rest of them would never. They are good people. They brought Thomas into the family because they wanted to help him, to heal him. He was always the difficult one, the problem one. But they didn't judge him. They loved him. I loved him.”
“Yvette,” Cole met her eye. “Do you swear to me that you knew nothing about this before you were brought here?”
“What?” her jaw dropped. “Yes, of course, I know nothing about this. I never…I wouldn't…” 
“Alright,” Cole said, as the guards approached. He looked startled for a moment, and then he remembered. “Right, last heir and all. Hello, boys.”
“What's happened?” Peter came out, not caring about the fact that there were hundreds in line waiting for him in the giant throne room. Cole filled him in, and his eyes widened. 
“Yvette, are you sure?” he asked. 
“Yes,” she said. “I hate to say it, because I loved him. I still love him. But if he's responsible for so much death…oh, my goodness, he could have killed me, too.” 
“Find Thomas Donizetti,” Peter addressed the guards “And bring him here. He will answer for his crimes.”
“What will happen to him?” Yvette was afraid to ask. 
“The penalty for crimes like that is death,” Peter said, and she closed her eyes. 
When he had come for her, she never thought her world would be so tangled up in this. 
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Chapter 11
Yvette was lying in bed when she heard a knock on her door. She wasn't asleep; she hadn't been asleep since they said they had started searching for Thomas. It had been two days, and she felt like she was living on nervous pacing and biting nails. 
For a whole year, she had been by Thomas' side – kissed him, loved him, given herself to him body and soul. She knew that his situation was complicated, and she knew that once she brought him up to date and cleared his mind, he may leave her. It was ironic and heartbreaking. Somewhere, there was a soul mate for Thomas, someone he had spent most of his life with. He didn't talk about it much; nor did he look for her, but Yvette knew she was there. 
She knew that when she started this relationship with Thomas, he was just killing time. She thought that she would be alright with that. But as the days turned into weeks, and the weeks turned into months, her heart changed. And she thought that his mind was changing as well.
How long had he been orchestrating this plot? How long had he betrayed her? Had he known she would be in that shop with Peter? Did he care?
Was she ever really his at all?
“Come in,” she called through the door, trying to make her voice sound steady. She was already changed for the night, but whomever was knocking on the door probably needed her urgently. 
It was Peter, which surprised her. He was usually far too busy to come see her personally. If he wanted her, he sent a message and she came to him. The last time she had seen him, he was in the throne room, looking regal and formal. 
Now, he was dressed down. The crown was off his head, and his eyes were lidded. He was tired, that much was clear, as he leaned on the door frame. 
“Well, don't just stand there,” she said, wiping tears away. She hated that she was crying; she hated being weak. “You can come in.”
“Why are you crying?” he asked, concerned. “Are you in pain?”
“No,” she managed. “I actually feel good today. Your magic, your technology here, makes me feel better than I ever did on Earth.”
“Ah,” he replied, sitting at the edge of the bed. “So it is internal.”
She smiled at his choice of words.
“You could say that, yes.”
“I am sorry,” he said, “to inform you that they have found Thomas.”
She took a short gasp, trying not to cry all over again.
“What will happen now?”
“They will be bringing him here to answer to me. I know you may think us harsh, but he will have a fair trial.”
“And your father?” she asked. 
“They can't find him, but that it is perhaps no surprise,” Peter said. “He's well hidden, likely planning his next attack on my rule.”
“I don't think it's an attack on your rule, Peter,” she said, quietly. “I think it's a reinstatement of his. He wants the old ways back. He thinks he's still king.”
“He is king,” Peter said, softly. “I am being a usurper at the moment.”
“No one wants him as king. They are terrified of him!”
“Didn't you learn in all that history that you taught me that terror doesn't matter in a monarchy?” he managed to give her a small smile. “It's not about how terrified the people are. It's about where you were born in the line of succession.”
“Tyrant kings were overthrown all the time,” she said. 
“Maybe,” he was soft. “By stronger men.”
She reached out to take his hand, squeezing it gently. 
“You look exhausted,” she said. “Do you want to lie down with me?”
He paused and then accepted her invitation. Both of their heads hit the soft pillows, and he closed his eyes. 
“Ah,” he said. “I have been dreaming of returning to the pillow all day.”
“Aren't you king? Can't you install a pillow on your throne?”
“I could,” he rolled over to face her. “But what if they decide to paint my portrait at that exact moment? Not the way I want to be remembered.”
“I'm quite sure you won't be remembered that way,” she replied, a smile on her face. He grasped her hand, looking into her eyes. 
“Yvette, I would not still be here without you,” he said, softly. 
“What do you mean?” she asked, although she knew exactly what he meant. 
“Without you, I would no doubt vanish into the Other again,” he replied. “I have done it once, and I believe I have the strength in me to do it again. It would be simple and easy. When I returned, I had no interest in staying until the moment I met you.”
“I haven't done anything, Peter,” she said softly. But he was already leaning in, a gentle kiss on her lips. 
She felt her whole body tingle and her mind go blank. His kiss was like magic; relieving her of any stress. She drew closer to him, losing herself to his touch. 
When he pulled away, both of them were panting. He stroked her hair, and she rolled onto his shoulder, nestling in the crevice that seemed made to fit her. 
“Wow,” she said, and he laughed. 
“Yes, wow indeed,” he replied. “I could abandon my duties and do that all day.”
“You could, but there seems to be a rather large problem for you to solve first.”
“Ah,” he said. “And I'm afraid it will always be like that.”
“I don't mind,” she answered. “It is who you are.”
She was speaking to his very soul, and he felt his heart tremble. This girl who had known nothing but a simple life seemed to understand all the complex problems he was facing and all the difficulty he had weighing on his shoulders. 
“I don't want you to go,” he said, interrupting their silence.
“Where am I going?” she asked. 
“Back to Earth. Anywhere. I want you to stay with me.”
“Forever?” she said, raising her body to look at him. 
“Sorry,” he shook his head, “if that was shocking. I've had a bit much.”
Suddenly, it clicked in her brain. 
“Are you drunk?” she asked, grinning. “You sappy sod, coming in here and cuddling with me because you've had some wine.”
He grinned, the seriousness of the moment gone. 
“Maybe. Am I not entitled?”
“Of course you are entitled,” she teased him. “You're the king. In high school, all the boys wanted to cuddle after a few drinks too.”
“I assure you, I can hold my liquor,” he said as she grabbed his hands. They were half wrestling, half cuddling, and she had no objections. His lean hips swiveled, and she straddled him, pushing her hands down onto his chest. “It's just been awhile since I indulged”
“Ha,” she leaned into his face. “I'm going to tell your brothers you are a lightweight.”
“Don't. I'll never hear the end of it.”
“How are you going to stop me?” she said, and that was when he kissed her again. 
This kiss was different from the first one. Strong and passionate, there was no mistaking the meaning of this one. His tongue darted in and out of her mouth, and she knew what was coming. 
She could feel that he wanted her – feel that he had every intention of taking her.
And she had no intention of stopping him. 
“Yvette,” he said, when he pulled back. “Is this what you want?”
“I think it's what I've wanted since I first saw you,” she replied. 
She wanted to lose herself in the moment – the feeling, the passion. After so many weeks of uncertainly, of fear, she just wanted to feel good. 
He had clearly been with multiple women before, as a King would have. He knew all the right places to touch, to caress, and to nip at. She wasn't as experienced as him, but she soon found herself crying out in pleasure, and begging him for more. 
She didn't think of anything else but his flesh – his touch, his kisses. 
When they finally fell back to bed, both of them were lost for breath. Her naked body was cold against his flesh that was always warm. She curled up against him, a smile stuck on her face.
“Wow,” she said. “That was amazing.”
“You doubt my ability?” he asked. 
“No,” she replied. “Never. I just never had anything like that.”
“And you have been with a dragon before?”
“Yes, with Thomas,” she said. Both of them remembered the tediousness of the situation then, and the heaviness of the day returned. 
“Would you like to see him?” Peter asked. “When he is brought here?”
She had to think about it for a long moment. Once upon a time, the answer would have been yes, unconditionally. 
But now, the answer made her pause. 
“I think so,” she said, at last. “Although, I don't know what I'll be able to say or do. You have to understand, Peter, I did love him. As misguided as that love was.”
“I know,” Peter replied. “And I will have that in mind during his trial. But we cannot make exceptions when it comes to crimes of such a serious nature. Aiding my father in the destruction of innocents is something we take seriously.”
“And if your father chooses to show up? To save him, I mean?” Yvette asked. “What will you do then?”
“I don't know,” Peter replied. “But if it comes to ridding this planet of him, I will do that.”
It was the first time she had heard him say such a thing and the first time he had been so confident in his rule. 
“So, you do want to be king,” she asked. 
“Yes,” he replied. “This is my rightful duty, and I have no reason to skirt it. Although I find it much easier to bear when you are by my side.”
“Is this the wine talking again?” she asked him, and he smiled.
“No, it is long gone. This is my heart.”
He gave her a kiss on the head, not expecting an answer from her. Yvette's thoughts were swirling, and she couldn't form words. 
She wasn't sure how long they would lay there before the final feeling of pure happiness left them. She knew that soon, they would have to get up and face the world. There would come a knock at the door, a call, and they would have to leave their sanctuary.
But for now, she entwined her fingers with his, comforted by his chest rising and falling. He was so strong, so different from anyone that she had ever met. She wasn't sure she wanted to leave either. But she knew, to make a decision at the magnitude of which he was hinting at, she had to be sure. Ariel and Enya had made such a choice, and it changed their whole lives. Yvette had to know that she was ready for a new life, ready to leave all of Earth behind. 
The knock came at the door within the hour. How they knew that Peter was there baffled her, but she supposed a king's whereabouts were always known. 
“My Lord,” came the cry. “Thomas Donizetti has been brought to the throne room.”
“Well,” said Peter, sitting up. “Shall we?”
“Yes,” she replied, the tremble back in her voice. She knew that she had to do this, though, for it would aid her decision. When it came down to the two of them, who would she choose? Would it be Thomas' dangerous ways, or Peter's broken heart? The choice was not easy. 




  
    
    
    Evander
    
  




  


Chapter 12
“Open up!” Peter commanded, as they walked towards the jail. Yvette was nervous, her heart in her chest. She had never seen the inside of their jail, but it obviously was not a bright and cheerful place. She also knew that their jail had been built to block magic so that the prisoners were trapped in their weakest form, which was human. 
“Prisoner came in armed and dangerous, My Lord,” one of the guards said, and Peter glared at him. 
“Do you not think I can handle myself?” he asked. The guard stuttered. 
“No, My Lord, of course, yes, My Lord. Of course, you can protect yourself.”
“Excellent,” Peter replied. “Where is Cole?”
“Safe, My Lord,” the guard answered. “And he will continue to remain so.”
“Excellent,” Peter replied as the gates opened. He moved to go in with Yvette, but she put her hand across his arm. 
“Do you think I could see him alone?” 
“That's not safe,” Peter said, and she gave him a look. 
“I thought your prisons were the strongest in the universe,” she said. “Able to hold anyone and pose no threat. You can stay right here and the guards are right here. What harm can I meet?”
Peter looked at her for a long moment, and then took a deep breath. “Of course,” he said, at last. “But if there is any danger, any trouble whatsoever, please let me know. Scream, cry out, I will hear you.”
“I will,” Yvette said. “And Thomas won't hurt me.”
She didn't really believe that herself, though. As she approached, she wasn't sure what she was going to find. 
He was pacing, growling, as if he were a caged animal. In a lot of ways, he was a caged animal. His eyes were back to brown, the magic blocked from them. His face was torn up, although he didn't seem to be in any pain. Thomas was used to being beaten and mistreated. Her heart always broke at that thought. She had thought he was strong, but it was different. He didn't know love or kindness until he came to the Donizettis. They had taught him the way a person should be treated, and Yvette had shown him a love that didn't involve leading an army to their death. 
“Hi,” she said softly, staring right at him. He turned, facing her full on. She could see the extent of the damage to his face and winced. 
“Get me out of here,” he said, snarling at her. “How can you stand there and watch them lock me up like this?”
“Thomas,” she said, softly. “Did you know I was in the mall?”
“What kind of question is that? This cage will kill me if I'm in here long enough. Yvette, get me out, unless you want to watch me die.”
“Did you know I was there?” she repeated. Still, he refused to answer. 
“You know what happens when they keep someone like me blocked of magic for too long. Didn't you see what happened to Alexander? He looks a shell of his former self, and yet he won't give up that carapace wench.”
“You will not speak unkindly of my brother or sister in law,” she snapped at him. That stopped him cold. And then he laughed. 
“You married him?” he asked. “Of course, you did. You got taken by all the glamour and glitz, all the majesty. What was wrong with me, Yvette? Was I not enough for you? Was a step up from your trailer park life not good enough? You had to go the whole nine yards with a dragon you've known half a second?”
“Thomas, I was never yours,” she said, softly. 
He stopped at that, staring her in the eye. His silence spoke volumes.
“And you know I was never yours,” she said. “What we had was special. What we had killed time. I don't know. I did enjoy it and I did…I do love you.”
“But you love Peter more,” he answered. “It makes so much sense. He is a king, did he make you queen?”
“We aren't married yet,” she replied. “But we will be. He asked me.”
“Where's your ring?”
“He didn't…” Yvette realized how things were happening. “I just know.” 
She couldn't give Peter an answer five minutes ago, lying on the bed. She didn't know where her heart lay or what her next move was going to be then. But now, she felt like the path ahead was so obvious and so clear. 
“Really?” Thomas asked, crossing his arms. “What else do you think you know?”
“That you knew I was in that mall,” she said. “And you sent the old king anyway, to kill Peter, and maybe me as a bystander. Or a target.”
“Yes,” he finally admitted. “Yes, I knew you were in that mall. But I knew I could save you if something happened.”
“Something did happen, Thomas!” she cried. “And you were nowhere to be found.”
To that, he had no answer, looking down at his feet. She put her hands to her mouth, fighting back tears. 
“You would have let me die if it weren't for Peter. Another moment and I wouldn't have been able to get out of there at all. And all the innocent people who died, for what? For what?”
“There are always casualties when justice is trying to be done,” he said. “The lives of the few do not compare against the lives of the many.”
“No, every life matters,” she screamed at him. “Every life. Mine, the mall workers, the dragons, the bears, the wolves, it doesn't matter. You don't get to choose who lives and dies.”
“I do not,” Thomas said. “But the king does. And King Richard will reign again. A much better rule than this cobbled together disaster.”
“Peter is–”
“Peter wanted to die, Yvette,” Thomas said. “Wake up. Even when I lived here, he wanted to die. He looked for ways. He was accident prone on purpose. He hoped someone would run him through with a spear. Richard was sick, and life was taken from him too early. Does that sound familiar?” It was as if he had ripped into her very soul. “Would you not want a second chance if that was the case?”
“I…” her heart nearly stopped. 
“All you've ever wanted was a second chance, isn't it?” his voice grew softer. “ A do-over, a chance to live and be healthy. I understand that. And I didn't understand it before. I'm sorry. Life was ripped from me, but I was a warrior, I was prepared for it at any moment. When I met Richard, I understood how not being prepared can leave you pacing, praying, hoping in agony.” He held out his hand to her. “Come home with me, Yvette. I'll spring free, and Armand can give you that life.”
She didn't move, but she was listening. 
“You know that he can,” Thomas said. “He's the best doctor there is. If anyone can help you, it's him. And we can have a beautiful life together on Earth, you and I. Everything is familiar there, everything is safe there. Isn't that what you really want?”
Yvette met his eyes. 
“I can take care of you,” he took a step closer, as close as the bars would allow. “Is that what you crave? You don't even know him, Yvette, and the queens of the dragon world do not have as glamorous of life as you might think. Help me.”
His extended hand stretched further. 
She wanted so badly to take it. Thomas was her first love, her first kiss. He had taught her everything there was to romance and to lust. He had held her when she had been ill, and reclined her on nights she had not. Like him, she hadn't known much kindness or a family until she came to the Donizettis. 
Their house, their ways, and their family was life changing. If she walked away from him, she'd be walking away from Armand and from Evelyn, who had become like parents to her. She'd be betraying them when they had shown her nothing but love. 
Thomas had said he was going to save her, didn't he? They had been together a year, which seemed like a lifetime in her young mind. 
“Yvette,” he said, opening and closing his hand. “Come.” 
But what about the mall? What about the destruction? What about all the other crimes they claim he had committed? Everyone thought they were fighting for the right thing; no one saw themselves as evil or wrong. Everyone had a cause, a passion. She could forgive him for being on what she thought was the wrong side of things. The dragon world was not her place; she did not know the politics, the ins or outs of it. 
But she did know basic humanity and basic kindness. Armand had taught her that when he took her in. 
Yvette took a tiny step back, although it nearly killed her. 
Thomas' hand retracted. 
“Really? After all Armand did for you?”
“Because of what Armand did for me,” she said. “Because he taught me right from wrong in a world where I thought nobody cared. Because he showed me a random act of kindness in a place where no one looked twice. Does he know what you have done, Thomas?” she asked. “Does he know what you tried to kill? Hope. You tried to kill hope in a world that was dying to be set free.”
And with that, she turned on her heel and walked away. 
Her footsteps echoed down the cement hallway. When she reached the end, the guards pulled open the gate. Peter was standing on the other side of it, his eyes wide. 
“You heard that?” she asked, although she knew that he had. 
“Every bit,” he answered. “I um…”
She put her hand in his. 
“I only have one request,” she said. “For the trial. Please bring Armand here.”
“I can do that,” Peter said. “But why?”
“I know that you and the others had questions about Armand's treatment of Thomas, how he tried to keep him balanced and sane. That was what the drugs were for. And for years, Thomas never lashed out, at least not like this. Armand is not the bad guy, and if anyone can set this right, it's him.”
“Or he could be behind it all,” Peter said, but Yvette shook her head. 
“He isn't. I bet my heart on it.”
“Fine,” Peter promised her. “Did he reveal where my father is?”
“No,” she sighed. “I didn't think to answer. But I'm not sure he knows. He's fighting for a cause, Peter, that's all. He's not orchestrating everything. He's a soldier, not a leader.”
“The trial will prove that,” Peter replied. “You look exhausted.”
“Well, it has been quite the night,” she leaned against his chest, comforted by the beating of his heart. “I didn't mean to blurt all of that out to Thomas. I just realize what you were saying back there.”
“And is it what you want, my love?” he asked her. 
“Yes, it is,” she turned to look at him. “We had a rocky start, but everything happens for a reason.”
“And you know what marrying me could mean?” he asked. 
“That I will be queen?” 
He laughed. 
“Yes, my darling, it will mean that. But the consequences may be much more dire,” he brushed a strand a hair back from her face. “We don't know that dragons who have returned from Other are here to stay for good.”
“Peter,” she stopped him. “All my life people told me I was going to die. Or they told me that I would never have a real chance at a real life. Either one of us could drop dead tomorrow and disappear. But we have today, so let's be grateful for that.”
“Yes,” he said, looking down upon her with love in his eyes. “Let's focus on today.”
He leaned down to kiss her, and she felt shivers go down her spine. Today might not be enough for her swelling heart, but she'd start with it and see where the future led. 
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Chapter 13
“I think it will be much like your human trials on Earth,” Alexander said to Yvette two days later. It was the morning of the trial, and she was nervous. They had gone to Armand, who agreed without a fight to attend. He was arriving momentarily, and she desperately wanted to see him. She hadn't been down to the jail at all to see Thomas, knowing that her heart couldn't take it. 
She hated herself for it, for she knew that he must be going through hell down there. Ariel had assured her that Alexander's diminished strength was due to eleven years of exposure to the most powerful carapace on Earth, and then several attacks from a group of them at once. The jail for a few days would do nothing to Thomas that his body wouldn't repair the second he stepped out of the cells. 
“His crimes will be presented, and he'll have a chance to defend himself. Peter will hear the evidence, and then decide on the verdict.”
“Which might be death?” she asked, almost afraid to speak. 
“It might be,” he answered. “You do not want that? Even though he tried to kill you.”
“I don't,” she said. 
“Have you told Peter this?”
“No,” she looked up at him in surprise “I mean, not in so many words. He is king, and I don't want to sway his verdict with my emotion. I know he will be just.”
Alexander smiled at her. 
“You sound like a queen already. And you will make a great one.”
“So you heard,” Yvette replied. “I didn't know that he was telling people. I mean, I don't mind. I just thought we were going to wait until all of this was over.” 
“Announcing the marriage of a king is more than a casual conversation,” Alexander said. “He had to tell us, by law, and we had to approve.”
“Oh,” she replied. “And?”
“Of course we approve,” Alexander said. “Did you think otherwise?”
“Thank you,” she blushed.
“You will be my sister, Yvette, and I couldn't be prouder. Now,” he cocked his ear. “I believe Nicholas has returned with Armand. I hear the commotion. Shall we?”
“Please,” she followed Alexander down the hall, her heart in her throat. 
As soon as she saw Armand, she threw herself at him. 
“I'm sorry,” she sobbed. “I'm sorry.”
“Yvette,” Armand's calm, gentle smile overtook her. He bent down to her level, looking her in the eye. “None of this is your fault.”
“But you know what might happen to him,” she said. “And it's all because of me.”
“It is not because of you,” he answered. “Thomas has always had a difficult heart. And as a parent – well, at least a parent figure – we do the best we can. But ultimately, there is free will.”
“Yes, and Thomas did not exercise his well,” she replied. He gave her a hug. 
“Show me,” he said. “Show me where you have been living, for it has been a long time since I've been here.” 
It was a moment of normalcy, a moment of happiness in the dark day. She showed Armand where she had taught Peter, where they had sat on the windowsill, and where her rooms were. He noted that they were conjoined with Peter's, but he said nothing, waiting for her to tell him. 
“We thought, when this is all over,” she said. “I don't know how long after. I guess it depends how it goes.”
“I am happy for you,” he replied. “And I'm sure Evelyn will be as well.”
“Oh, you have to come,” she spoke before she thought. “That is, if you will still want to.” 
“We would be honored,” he said, and she gave him one last hug. They only had an hour before the trial, and she wanted to savior this moment. But eventually, she let him go. 
“You'll want to see Thomas,” she said. “I can show you the way.”
“I can see it troubles you,” he answered. “And I remember the way. But you'll be there?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “I owe him at least that.”
“Then I will see you soon,” he gave her a fatherly kiss on the head and then left the room, leaving Yvette alone. She took a deep, shuddering breath, looking in the mirror. 
The girl that looked back at her surprised her. She seemed strong, fierce. She had put on some weight, and there was color in her cheeks. Her eyes were sharp, and her hair was adorned with jewels. The dragon dresses didn't quite fit her – they always underestimated how small she was – but she felt like they would soon. 
She looked healthy and ready for whatever the day would bring. And more than looking it; she felt strong, and healthy, too. It was something that she had never experienced before. For once, she wasn't grasping for a chair, aching for a nap, hoping for some alone time. She wanted to be with people doing things. She wanted to be inspiring change whatever way she could. 
And this was the world she could do it in. 
She left to find Peter and to speak to him. She had a voice; she was going to be queen, and she needed to use it. Everyone deserved to be redeemed; everyone deserved a second chance. 
By the time the trial commenced, the throne room was packed. Yvette stood off to the side, not wanting to get in the way of the order of the day. She also didn't want to look Thomas in the eye. She knew if she did, her heart might break. 
The crowd parted when he was brought in. She heard the clink of the chains and looked at her feet. She knew it was necessary; she knew how strong he was. But still, she wished that there was a better way.
She looked up at Peter instead, and Ariel sitting on the throne beside him. Yvette could make a better way when that chair was hers. 
“Thomas Donizetti,” Peter's voice boomed across the throne room, sounding more kingly now than he ever had. “Do you understand the crimes in which you are being tried for?”
“Of course, I understand them,” Thomas smirked. “I did them, didn't I?”
“Curb your tongue,” Ariel snapped at him. “Or I will make that prison permanent for you.” 
Thomas was smart enough to say nothing to that, mostly because Armand gave him a little swat. Standing beside him, Armand looked like an embarrassed parent at the school principal's office. 
“For my first witness, I call,” Peter looked up. “My brother, Cole, prince of the realm.”
Yvette's eyes lit up. He was taking her suggestion after all. He had listened when she had frantically whispered to him not half an hour ago.
“Cole,” Peter said, as Cole stepped forward. “You and Thomas are of the same breed, are you not?”
“We are,” Cole said. “Half dragon, half magic, an identity that was mostly hidden from us until late in our lives.”
“And you both fought in the old king's army?”
“We did,” Cole said, glaring out at the confused crowd. They were trying to figure out what Cole's story had to do with Thomas' crimes. As supporters of King Peter, they just wanted Thomas to pay for what he did. 
“And Dr. Donizetti,” Peter said. “You have treated my brother Cole in the past.”
“I have,” Dr. Donizetti answered. 
“And in your medical opinion, what difficulty has these events and this state done to him?”
Dr. Donizetti cleared his throat. “Descendants of two races often have trouble finding a place to fit in. They are sometimes abused for their abilities, and that can leave them with lasting damage, physically and emotionally.”
“But as you see, Cole has fit in just fine here, despite the crimes he had committed,” Peter said.
“I am reformed!” Cole grinned. “Thanks to my beautiful wife.”
On the other side of the throne, Enya blushed. 
“Yes, of course,” Dr. Donizetti replied. “There is little damage that is done that cannot be undone, with love, kindness, and the right treatments.”
“So, you believe,” Peter stated, “that one who has committed such crimes can in fact not re-offend?”
“Of course,” Dr. Donizetti said. 
“Thomas must pay for his crimes!” came a cry for the audience, but Peter waived his hands. 
“Of course, he must pay,” he said. “An eye for an eye.”
Yvette felt her heart dip. Was Peter going to give him a death sentence, after all that?
“Unless…” Peter said. “There is a cause, Thomas, that you are crucial to? A cause where you must save lives, rather than take them? Cole is forgiven for his crimes in lieu of giving his life to care for his wife, who needs his magic.”
“Thomas has been instrumental in my household, and in my surgery,” Armand blurted out, realizing what was happening. “More than once, patients have arrived half dead, beyond my skill. He has managed to save them with his magic.”
“Ah,” Peter said. “So a good heart beats beneath those crimes. That is interesting.”
The crowd roared, and Yvette closed her eyes, hoping, praying. 
“So long as Thomas is saving lives, he may be pardoned,” Peter said, at long last. “But the moment his behavior is different, the sentence will come forth.” He stood up, coming down the steps to look Thomas in the eye. The younger dragon seemed too shocked to speak. He had expected death; he had prepared for death. But instead, he was being shown mercy. “If I find ever again any acts of heresy, any acts of defiance against my rule, I will not hesitate. Is that clear?”
“Yes, my king,” Thomas said, meeting Peter's gaze. Peter held Thomas' eye another moment, speaking words into his very heart. He lowered his voice, so it was barely audible beyond the two of them. 
“If you had been standing here during my father's rule, he would not have saved you,” Peter said. “Think on that next time you consider who to serve.” 
And with that, he ascended the steps, going to sit on the throne. Before he did though, he caught Yvette's eye, smiling slightly. 
She met his gaze with tears. 
“Thank you,” she mouthed, and he dipped his head. Thomas was led out to the roaring crowd, and Yvette bowed her head. 
A second chance. Everyone deserved a second chance. Thomas had his, and now she could move forward with hers; her heart light. 
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Chapter 14
She was surprised when he said yes to an Earth wedding. She had thought that she would expected to be on Umora for the marriage, but it turns out the coronation would be enough for the people. She knew she should be excited to be queen, and she was. But she was far more excited to marry Peter and be his wife. Without him, there would be nothing. Marrying Peter meant so much more than just being his lovely wife. She would be healthier, she would have a new life, and she would never have to struggle or think of money again. Like Enya, she would visit Earth on occasion, and her parents would be none the wiser. She would have to pretend that she had a normal life, but it was a small price to pay for the life she was receiving. 
She had chosen a vintage lace dress with long sleeves that covered her to her finger tips and a form-fitting skirt that ended out in a long train. She felt like a princess as Enya finished buttoning her gown. 
“Was your wedding dress lace?” Yvette asked. 
“Yes,” she replied. “A bit simpler than this. But then, I knew I was going to be married to a prince, not a king.”
“It's not about that,” Yvette said, with a wide grin on her face. “It's about being his wife.”
“Sure,” Enya teased her. “Whatever you say. I'd say you're all buttoned up, and you look gorgeous. Should I get Armand?”
“Yes, I think I'm ready,” Yvette said. 
Her father had never been a strong presence in her life, and she had asked Armand to walk her down the aisle. Although things had been tense, Armand had been much closer to a father to her than her actual father. 
Enya headed out the door and Yvette took one last look at herself in the mirror. She had never expected that she'd be walking down the aisle so soon, but she wouldn't trade it for the world.
“You look beautiful,” said Armand, as he entered the room. He was dressed in a tuxedo, and he looked handsome and put together as always. His eyes were tinted yellow, and it was a stark reminder that she was marrying into dragons. “And Peter is waiting for me.”
“I wasn't going to ask,” she said. “Although I didn't know what I would do if you said that he wasn't there.”
“Come on,” Armand put his arm out. “Let's not keep everyone waiting.”
They had chosen to get married in a church in her hometown. It wasn't the grandest, but it looked like everyone she invited had shown up. She was worried that some of her old friends wouldn't turn up because she had been bouncing around so much. But everyone was in the church, beaming at her as the music began to play. 
Peter was at the end of the aisle, his brothers standing behind him in identical suits. They all had their hands clasped together, looking like triplets at the right angle. 
She knew she should be smiling at her guests, but she couldn't take her eyes off of him. He was her rock, her stronghold, as she was his. 
Once she was at the front of the aisle, Armand handed her over. She placed her hands in Peter's, and he lifted her veil, giving her a kiss on the cheek. The congregation sat down, and she smiled at him. 
They both turned to the priest to indicate that they were ready. The priest cleared his throat, and looked down at the book and read the vows. They had heard the words in rehearsal, but now it seemed different. This was real. 
She squeezed his hands, and he smiled at her. His eyes looked slightly yellow, eager to transform. There had been so many wedding preparations that he hadn't gotten the chance. As soon as the wedding was over, they were leaving Earth to head to the coronation at Umora, where he could have the relief of Dragon form for a while. 
“Into this union, Yvette and Peter now come to be joined. If any of you can show just cause why they may not be lawfully wed, speak now, or else forever hold your peace.” 
No one said anything, although Yvette was sure that many people could say something. Her old friends had been shocked that she was getting married so soon to someone who wasn't Thomas. The dragons had all the reasons in the world to protest, because she was going to be their new queen. But to her relief, no one said anything. 
“Yvette.” The priest turned to her, and she gave a little gasp. She hadn't realized that she would be the one doing her vows first. They hadn't memorized their vows because they had thought that they would be too nervous. She was glad that the priest was going to be feeding her the words, because the only thing she could do was stare at Peter's face. 
“Will you have this man to be your husband, to live together with him in the covenant of marriage? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, be faithful unto him as long as you both shall live?”
“I do,” she managed, her voice barely audible. There was a very good chance that he would outlive her, but she knew that she would be faithful until the end of her life. 
“Peter, will you have this woman to be your wife, to live together with her in the covenant of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, be faithful unto her as long as you both shall live?”
“I will,” he said. He had already helped her through much already. In her mind, he had already upheld all of those vows. Hearing him agree to them, in front of everyone, though, sent shivers down her spine. This was the man who would be by her side forever, or as long as forever lasted. She didn't know about the future, what their rule would bring. But she was confident that together they would do the best they could. 
“Yvette and Peter, having witnessed your vows of love to one another, it is my joy to present you to all gathered here as husband and wife. Peter, you may kiss the bride.”
He dipped her down to kiss her, and the congregation exploded in applause as he brought her back up, and walked her down the aisle, he whispered in ear.
“Are you ready to be queen?”
“Now that I'm your wife, I'm ready for anything,” she smiled at him. Their plans were to go to their reception and then sneak away, landing in Umora before midnight. Tomorrow at dawn, the coronation would begin, sealing her life here. And she couldn't wait. 
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Chapter 15
“So, did you have to do this?” Yvette asked Ariel, as they stood in the antechamber of the large church. She knew that the one in her hometown was not that impressive. But the church on Umora was like nothing she had ever seen before. She was surprised that they had a church at all really. Of course, they worshipped different gods. The dragon gods all had wings and were majestic and grand. It made sense to her, of course. They weren't that different when she thought about. Two societies who did the best they can, and had faith in a higher power. 
She was nervous about the coronation, if she was honest with herself, because she hadn't put as much focus into it as she had put into her wedding. Peter had given her the script, and they had walked through it once before they left. But she didn't have to say as much, although more focus would be on her. He promised that he would be there to guide her and protect her, and she knew that he would. But she still felt very unprepared as she stood in the antechamber, waiting. 
“No,” Ariel said. “Because I am not an anointed queen. When you marry a king or in this kingdom, when you are the highest-ranking female, you become a queen by default. But when you are an anointed queen, that means you are blessed by the gods and therefore chosen to rule. So, in the speech, they will refer to you as a queen, but it's almost like using the same word for different things.”
“But you had power.”
“I did,” Ariel said. “By default, because there was no one else. But now there is.”
“And are you sure you don't mind?”
She smiled at her sister in law. 
“I never wanted to be queen to begin with. Yes, I liked the privileges and the power, but Alexander didn't even tell me I was queen for so many years, it doesn't matter. Besides, I wouldn't have wanted to go through all this hoopla.”
Yvette smiled. When she first met Ariel, she found her abrasive and harsh. But now, she knew it was just her way, and she appreciated her strength. “Shall we?”
“Sounds like everyone is out there,” Ariel cocked an ear. “You look good.”
Yvette blushed and followed her sister in law to the grand doors. It was so much like yesterday. Yesterday, she married Peter. Today, she was marrying his world. 
“I'll see you in there, then,” Ariel said, with a grin. She slipped inside to take her place at the front. 
Yvette heard the music start and looked around the empty hallway. This was it. She was alone, and she was about to be crowned. 
The big doors opened, and everyone rose, just the same as at her wedding. She gulped and kept her focus on Peter. As with their wedding, he was at the front of the aisle. But this time, he was sitting on the throne, grand and majestic. The one beside him was meant for her. 
Yvette approached slowly, trying to keep her hands from trembling. She moved slowly in time with the music until she reached the front. There, the bishop of the church was waiting for her. On either side, the princes and princesses and nobles of the world were there, currently uncrowned. It was a new rule, and they would put on their royal regalia at the appropriate time in the ceremony. 
Peter had warned her that he couldn't speak to her during the ceremony until the appointed time. She had to be presented to the people as the queen first. 
Yvette reached the front and turned around to face the people. The bishop cleared his throat, looking out at the crowd. 
“Sirs, I here present unto you: Queen Yvette, your undoubted queen. Wherefore all you who are come this day to do your homage and service, are you willing to do the same?”
“God save Queen Yvette!” came the cry back. She tried not to jump as they spoke in unison. Their voices echoed off the grand church walls, the marble pillars doing nothing to stop it. The ceiling seemed impossibly high and the church very large. She felt chilly, and tried not to shiver. 
“Madam, is your Majesty willing to take the Oath?”
Yvette cleared her throat. “I am willing.” 
The bishop turned to her, his voice solemn. 
“Will you solemnly promise and swear to govern the peoples of Umora, their subservient shifters, and of your possessions and other territories to any of them belonging or pertaining, according to their respective laws and customs?”
Yvette swallowed deeply. “I solemnly promise to do so.”
“Will you to your power cause law and justice, in mercy, to be executed in all your judgments?”
“I will,” she heard a little tremble in her voice, and she was glad the line was only two words. She glanced at Alexander out of the corner of her eye, and he smiled, giving her courage. They were her brothers now, and they would support her. 
Peter took her hand, and they rose. Everyone began to clap and cheer, calling out one last time. 
“So, my dear,” he said, as he took in the clapping and cheering. “You are the anointed queen. What do you think?”
“Haven't really had much time to think,” she teased him. They had to wait, officially, until the crowd quieted down for them to get off the platform and descend back through the church. After this was when they were finally going to take a honeymoon. It wasn't going to be long, for they had a country to rule. But Yvette was still trying to wrap her head around the fact that she had the rest of her life with Peter. She didn't have to leave; she didn't have to go back; she never had to be without his smile or his touch. 
Finally, the crowd quieted down, and the new king and queen descended the platform His arm was straight out in front of him, and hers was on top of his. They walked slowly, and everyone bowed or curtsied as they went by. Some reached out gently to touch her, their eyes shining. 
“But so far?” Peter asked. 
“It's not the life I expected,” she admitted. “But it is where I belong.”
She smiled at her as they exited the church. He wasn't sure how to navigate this world, even when he lived the first time. But with her as his queen and his wife, he was confident he would be just fine. 
***THE END***
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Chapter 1
“You will take over the throne duty, the appearances, and meet with the House of Lords on Tuesday, then, while we are occupied,” Alexander said, glancing to his younger brother, Nicholas, across the table. “It's a duty that you used to do often when I was King. I have no issue with it.”
“But not until Tuesday,” Nicholas replied, raising an eyebrow. The dragon lord, Second Prince of the planet Umora, was calm about it. He even had a smirk on his face. But his head was calculating exactly how many hours it was until Tuesday morning.
“Yes, I just said that,” Alexander, the current prince regent, his older brother, and the former king before their eldest brother Peter returned from the Other, the Dragon heaven, sighed. “Honestly, Nicholas, one would think that you aren't listening at all.”
“I'm listening!” Nicholas protested. “I just want to make sure that I have heard you right so you aren't wondering where I am on Monday. I will be here on Tuesday, then.”
“Why? Where are you going until then?” Alexander asked. Nicholas gave his easy smirk. 
“Does it matter? You are prince regent now that Peter is back. All the dragons, all the wolves, all the shifters, have to come to you if they can't get to the king, no matter where I am. I have business to attend t, on some of the outer realm planets that has been pushed to the side since we started this mad hunt to find Father. And, frankly, Alexander, I am not sure he is still here. He returned from the Other, yes, but it's been quiet for months. There is nothing to say he couldn't have slipped back into it.” 
“That is wishful thinking, Nicholas,” Alexander waived his hand. “But for now, it is allowed. Go if you have business to attend to, and try to slide back in the door before 9 on Tuesday morning, hmmm?”
“8:59, it is, Brother,” Nicholas smiled, heading straight to the antechamber. The antechamber of the throne room was the easiest vortex not only to Earth, but to the other planets in the galaxy. The universe was filled with shifters of all kinds: dragons, wolves, bears, lions, and more. Some of them were more prominent on planets than others. There were also witches of various varieties, sorcerers, prophets, physics, mages who used magic of types he couldn't even begin to remember. Earth, water, black magic, ancestral magic, the list went on. At the top of the chain, however, were the dragon princes, fueled by magic and ruling for thousands of years. In a lot of ways, he was just a blip in the spectrum, a moment in time. But this moment of freedom was his. 
“Nicholas.” His sister-in-law, Ariel, almost ran into him. Ariel was Alexander's wife, a once marriage of convenience that was turning out quite well. Raised on Earth and working mostly as a dancer, the fiery redhead also happened to be the queen of the carapaces, magical beings that could suck magic from anything around them. The carapaces and Ariel had a broken relationship, and although she hated them for abandoning her as a child, she ruled them as queen by being the daughter of the two most powerful families. She was mouthy, confident, strong, and Nicholas' favorite sister-in-law. She had been dragon queen in their equal opportunity society until Peter married an Earth girl. Now, crown princess suited her just fine. “Where are you going? Off to visit your secret girlfriend?”
“My secret girlfriend who know one knows about,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “And even though I am the worse secret keeper in the world, I've managed to do it for years.”
“Of course,” Ariel replied. “Are you going to Earth? I have some things you could take.”
He paused for a moment, horrified that his secret was out, and then realized she must have guessed that from the way he was dressed. The dress on Umora was much different than Earth, but he kept a regular stock in his closet of clothes that would help him fit into various planets. Today, he was wearing dark dress pants and a white shirt, overlaid by a grey vest. His brown hair was swept back, and he had taken care to clean up his scruff this morning. His eyes, with a hint of dragon yellow, were dulled against the white shirt, and he chose black cufflinks to offset the outfit. He could be just a well-dressed businessman, off to attend to affairs. 
“Sorry, precious. I don't have time to be running errands on Earth,” Nicholas said. “Next time, perhaps?”
“Mm,” she shrugged. “I'll get Cole to take them when he takes Enya.” Cole, the youngest prince, was also married to an Earth girl, and they visited regularly. “You're lucky I like you, or I would accuse you of rushing off.”
“Accuse all you want,” he said. “It won't make me like you any less. I'll see you on Tuesday, yes?”
“Bye.” She was used to him running off. Having been married to Alexander for over eleven years, she was closer to him than the other girls. He also enjoyed her company more because she never pried or judged. If he was running off to some important task, she wasn't going to stand in his way. 
Once she was gone, he closed both the doors. He listened for a moment, making sure no one's desperate footsteps were coming toward him. It was common for dragons to burst into the antechamber to transport themselves various places with their magic. 
All was calm, and Ariel seemed far enough away to use his magic at full strength. 
He closed his eyes, letting the magic swirl around him. He wanted to do it carefully, undetected, which took a little bit more time and energy. The last thing he wanted was someone following him. 
He felt it swirl from the tips of his feet up to the top of his head. With one long breath, he waited until he was completely engulfed and then flicked his wrist. 
When he landed, he had to blink twice to make sure he was in the right place. It was a vortex he had never transported to, even when it was open before. A year ago, the carapaces had raged war and closed many of them, sucking the magic out of the ground, thanks to their newfound numbers. When the veil had dropped between this world and the Other, it brought back many who had died, including tyrants like his father. These days, they had no idea where his father was, and at the moment, he didn't really care. He knew that some carapaces had died as a result of his returned father's attacks. Their death meant the vortexes they had been blocking were now open, which was at least one useful thing that heinous old man had done since he returned. 
He was in the middle of a large city, but it wasn't his final destination. 
He wished he could transform into dragon form and just soar there. But ever since Peter had revealed himself one too many times on Earth as a dragon, they had to be extra careful. So instead, he got his bearings and headed toward the train station. 
He reached into his pocket, turning on the cell phone that he got specifically for his time on Earth. He didn't expect there to be any messages or calls, but he did want it on just in case. 
He was in luck for the train schedule, and boarded right before it left. It was a four-hour trip, and Nicholas' heart beat faster every moment. He had waited a year; he thought four hours would be easy. However, the hours ticked by, and he thought he would die of anticipation before he made it to his stop. 
Finally, the conductor announced the stop. He practically flew off the train, his feet hitting the pavement. 
He looked at his phone, the glaring numbers telling him that it was almost two o'clock
Slow down, he told himself. You have plenty of time. You have two hours to spare. 
He knew he had to get there before four o'clock or it would be too late. He only had this one location, this one bit of information. 
When he had researched it, it had said the place he was looking for was only a four-minute walk from the train station. The street names threw him off, however, and he got lost for at least fifteen minutes before he found his way. 
He had seen, from his research, that the place he was looking for was inside a mall in the center of town. It was a small town, and the shopping center seemed to reflect that. There was barely anyone inside it, which made it easier to navigate his way into the men's wear store. 
He had been born a prince, and so pre-made clothing was hardly something that suited him. All of his clothing was hand-stitched by a tailor, made to fit him like a glove. Even the clothes he was wearing now were made for him, bought nearly two years ago on his last trip here. Men's fashion on Earth, it seemed, hardly changed, and so he could pass it off as brand new. 
“Can I help you?” came a voice. He spun around to find a rather tall, thin woman, staring him down. He supposed he had been staring too long at the vest in front of him. Really, he just wanted to kill time, but he supposed he had been a little suspicious about it. 
“Yes, I'll try this on,” he grabbed it, having no idea if it was his size. But she simply pointed to the back where the fitting rooms were. 
“Someone will let you in.”
“Excellent,” he said, trying to calm his beating heart. 
In the back was a row of fitting rooms, pristine, white, and shining. There was a girl with short hair, cut like a pixie with her back to him. She was sitting on a stool, putting clothing from a table where people had flung reject items back onto a hanger.
“How many?” she asked, and he stopped moving. 
“Just one, love,” he said. 
She spun around so fast that she nearly fell off her stool. Her large eyes met his, and she nearly cried. 
Nicholas bit his lip to hold back his emotions as well. It had been a year since he had seen Rosa – the longest year of his life. But now, she was right in front of him. 
“There's always been just one,” he said softly. 
She slowly reached for the Number One to hang on his door, sliding off her stool. On shaky legs, she indicated he should follow. 
“I'll just give you this one,” she said, her voice low. She waived him toward one of the larger stalls, and he stepped in. Looking around to make sure that no one was watching, she stepped in behind and shut the door, and then she flew into his arms. “What are you doing here?”
He kissed her furiously, his hands everywhere at once. He could kiss her forever, holding her tight against him like they were made to fit together. 
“Rosa, Rosa, I missed you so much.” 
“I missed you, too, my love,” she said, in between kisses. She wanted to melt into him, to never let go. “We're safe here for a moment. There are no cameras here.”
“Good,” he said. “Oh, I was so afraid I wouldn't find you. After they moved you, I was lost. I found out you worked here, but I couldn't find where you lived.”
“I knew you would find me again somehow,” she said. 
“Give me your address,” he said. “I will meet you there when you get off at four.”
“And never leave?” she asked, pleadingly. He leaned down to kiss her again, wishing it were so. 
“One day, my love,” he said softly, placing his chin on her head as he held her. “One day, the world will be safe for you and I.” 
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Chapter 2
Nicholas had fallen in love with Rosa when they were little more than children. She had been a princess, an heiress to the witch coven Halloway, and they had always moved in the same circles. When she wore a crown on her head, draped in jewels and ball gowns, it had been acceptable for him to hold her hand, to stare at her. They got on famously, and there had been talk of marriage. Witches were fueled by magic, their bodies not operating like humans. Their hearts beat because of magic, and their brains functioned because of magic. They were almost nothing but magic taking a human form. 
But the Halloway line had faltered and then fell. Ancestral magic, the kind that they used, needed four living coven members in order to practice and flow. It was easier than one thought for a line to fail. A brother has no children, another one only has three, a battle, an accident. Within three years, the Halloway line fell to the crucial four, and six months after that, one. 
Rosa was ripped away from public life by other witch covens. She was put in hiding, moved from planet to planet, house to house, each time her identity was discovered. She had to support herself, most of the time; the covens helping her had little money themselves. Her death would mean the death of that line forever. She could barely use magic, and each time she did nearly killed her. 
Nicholas knew that people surrounding the dragon princes tended to die. They lived a dangerous life, and although they were strong, wounding them was as easy as killing the ones they loved. 
And he could not live in a world where there was not Rosa. He simply could not function and could not breathe. She was the most precious thing in the world to him, and he needed her to live, even if they were apart.
And so, their relationship fell into hiding. He found out where she was each time she was moved on his own accord. He could not trust anyone to know he was always looking for her.
When he found out, he went when he could, visiting her no more than twice a move. Any more than that, and it would raise suspicion, he thought. Being seen in the vicinity of the same man twice was a coincidence; three times was not.
They never had public dates; they never went to dinner or held hands in the park. But it was enough for him to simply hold her at night and know that wherever he was in the universe, she was safe. 
He was not surprised when he got to the address that she had given him, but he was disappointed. Rosa's job did not lead to luxurious living quarters, and it seemed the covens were giving her no help this time. He wished he could help, but any money coming from his accounts to hers might arouse suspicion. Even paying a bill she normally couldn't would raise eyebrows as to how, and so he could do nothing but leave her a few dollars each time. 
This time around, she had slipped him a key to a studio apartment on the second floor of a building that he wasn't sure was any safer than the world knowing she was with him. 
It was sparsely decorated, with beat up furniture, and a bed in the middle of the room. Normally, if he got to a place earlier than her, he cleaned up, made dinner, and waited. But he could see nothing to clean up, and there was barely tea in the cabinets. 
Sinking onto her bed, he stared at the cracked ceiling as he waited. It was cold, but the heat was probably set low to avoid a high bill. 
This was no life for a princess. She deserved a palace, a crown, and servants. Instead, she looked to be barely surviving. 
Rosa got home shortly after 4:30 and fell into his arms right away. 
“I can't believe you're really here,” she said, trying to snuggle as close to him as possible. “I've spent so many nights dreaming; so many days hoping–”
“Shh, love,” he kissed her head, drawing her into his lean body. “I'm here now.”
“For how long?”
“Technically, until Tuesday morning,” he replied, “but I don't know if it's safe to stay that long.”
“No one is watching,” she assured him. “No one notices anyone here.”
She felt thinner than she normally did. She was small boned, but her normally lean stomach was concave, and her shoulder bones popped through the top of her arms. She moved to get under the covers, shivering, and he wished he could light the whole room on fire to warm her. 
“How was work?” he asked, trying to make the situation normal. “Do you like working there?”
“It's a job,” she rolled over to face him. “It was the highest paying job I could find, so I took it. We get commission on top of an hourly rate.”
“Ah, so I should have bought ten vests,” he said, and she smiled. 
“If you are in need of them, yes,” she replied. “But let's not talk about work now. Do you want some tea?”
“I'll make it, love,” he said, as they both sat up. “You worked all day.”
“I worked four hours, actually,” she said. “It was supposed to be eight, but they cut my hours from this morning, which is a terrible hit on the paycheck.”
He didn't know what to say to that, because he had never been in that situation before. All he knew was that it was terrible, and he wished he could help. 
“The tea is in the bottom cabinet,” she pointed him in the right direction. “I have sugar, but I don't think I have milk.”
“Leave it to me,” he kissed her head and got up, going to boil water in the beat-up kettle. While he prepared the fixings for tea, he watched her out of the corner of his eye.
Rosa had always been quiet and thoughtful. Everything she said and did was pre-determined in her mind, and she often moved slowly. It hadn't ever concerned him until recently. She had never had his high amounts of energy, but something had changed. He knew her well enough to know what she was thinking just from the movement of her eyes. Now, as she got up to do a few things, she seemed to be constantly calculating where the next place she could sit down was to put away an item, charge her phone, close a book. There was a couch, the window ledge, a dining room chair, and the edge of the bed that she moved from. 
The kettle boiled, and he poured the tea, bringing both mugs to the table. 
“Are you all right, Rosa?” he asked, as she fiddled with her phone. She looked up and gave him a smile. 
“Yes. I'm just tired. Perhaps we could have an early night?”
“Whatever you need, my love,” he said, as they both sat. “I'll cook your dinner, do your laundry, rub your feet…”
She laughed. 
“We are remarkably domestic, given our situation.”
“I would trade it all for domestic bliss with you,” he said. “Especially since my brothers are all married now.”
“I saw Cole the other day,” she said, and he looked up. Being half witch, Cole could visit her with no issues. He was up to date on witch affairs, and often went to Rosa for advice. “He looked well, for the brief moment he stopped in to ask a question.”
“And could you answer it?” he asked. 
“Of course, I know everything about magic.” She gave him a teasing smile. “I just can't use it.”
“You will again one day.” He placed a hand over hers, and she looked down. They both knew that the chances of that were unlikely. 
Dinner was a dismal creation, but he thought it was the best meal that he had ever had in his life, because he shared it with her. Cobbled together from various leftovers, it was barely enough for his growling stomach and tall frame. Rosa seemed full after a few bites though, a fact that he was sure contributed to her new figure. 
Everything was normal until they were going to get ready for bed. It was as if they were a married couple, taking turns brushing their teeth and turning out the lights. 
Rosa got up to wash her face when he returned from the bathroom. He glanced down at his phone, and the next thing he knew, there was a giant crash. 
He looked up in terror to see Rosa crashing to the floor. He couldn't move fast enough to catch her, but he managed to at least stop her from hitting her head on the hardwood. 
Two of his sisters-in-law, Enya and Yvette, were humans in ill health. On more than one occasion, he had caught them both when they fainted. This didn't seem like fainting. Her eyes were wide open in surprise and alert as she reacted to the sudden movement. 
“Woah,” he said. “Woah, love. Stay down, don't move, don't move.”
“I'm all right,” she said. “I'm all right.”
“Just stay here a moment.” He pulled her close. “What happened? Did you get dizzy? Have you not eaten enough?”
“No, it's not that.” She leaned against his chest, listening to his breathing. “I'm all right.”
“Rosa,” he picked up something in her voice, “what happened?”
“I…” she swallowed. “Sometimes, the magic just gets a little too weak to support me.”
“What?!” he felt like his world was crashing down. He knew that witches were fueled by magic, of course. He knew they relied on it. But seeing her legs give out made him realize just how much they relied on it. 
“It's nothing to worry about,” she tried to assure him. “I'm fine now.”
“You are not fine,” he protested. “How long has this been happening?”
“I don't know,” she replied, but she was a terrible liar. 
“Rosa,” he whispered softly, “please tell me.”
“About eight months,” she admitted. “Not usually like this. Just–”
“Goodness.” He held her close for another minute until he felt she was strong enough to stand up. “Do the witches know?”
“Yes,” she said. “But it's expected. Ancestral magic without a coven can't last forever.”
“Let me.” He was ready to flood her with dragon magic, anything to give her strength, but she pushed away. 
“You do that, and everyone will know your mark is on me,” she said. “I'm all right. It was a momentary lapse.”
She seemed strong enough and headed to the bathroom. But he wasn't about to let this topic go so easily. 
“How long do they expect it to last?” he asked, point blank. 
“What?” she turned to him. 
“The magic,” he replied. “How long do they expect it to last?”
“Nicholas, there's never been a situation like this,” she replied, lightly. “No one knows for certain–”
“How long?” he demanded again, and she sighed. 
“Six months. A year, maybe.”
“And then what happens to you?” he asked. 
“And then I…” She turned back to look in the mirror. “…will have no magic life to fuel me.”
“And so, you die,” the words felt hollow.
“And so, I die,” she echoed softly. 
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Chapter 3
Tuesday came far too quickly for either of them. He knew that he shouldn't have stayed that long, but after her news, he couldn't leave her side. He did everything he could for her, from grocery shopping to cuddling, but it didn't change the truth. Her legs didn't give out again, but he could see the signs. 
When her alarm went off on Tuesday morning, he wanted to smash it. He wanted it obliterated and to snuggle with her forever. But they had a world to face, as much as it broke his heart. 
“I will be back as soon as I can,” he said. “And I'm going to leave you with some contacts. My sisters-in-law are here regularly, and should anything happen, and you need me, you can reach out. But Rosa, only if–” 
“Only if it's the end.” She looked him right in the eye. “It won't be, Nicholas.”
“I know.” Neither of them believed that. “But if there is…” He wrote down Enya's number and then Yvette's. He was about to write down Ariel's, and then he froze. “No,” he said, and scribbled it out. 
“No?” she asked, confused. 
“Ariel is a carapace,” he reminded her. “Some exposure to her may have been all right once, but not now. You are to stay away from her at all costs. Her kind has already permanently damaged Alexander. I love my sister-in-law, but you can never meet this one.”
“Right,” she took the paper, staring at the numbers. She swore to memorize them by today, because carrying them around was too dangerous. “Come back soon, my love.”
“Wild horses couldn't keep me away,” he said, hugging her tightly. 
Leaving her was the hardest thing he ever had to do. She had to go to work, and he had duties to attend to. She was cold, she was hungry, and there was nothing he could do about it. Worse of all, he had to act as if all was well and he hadn't just spent the weekend having his heart wrenched out by the love of his life. He had to have his usual smirk on his face, strolling through the palace like he didn't have the weight of the world on his shoulders. 
He got back to the palace about nine A.M, wanting to change and clear his head before he was to take over. Peter and Alexander would already be gone, doing whatever it was they needed to do, and he resented that it was him that had to sit on the throne today. This was never supposed to be his duty, even when Peter was dead. Alexander was militant about the throne and tried to be there as much as possible. When Nicholas was regent, he only babysat it for an hour or two a few days a month. Now, it seemed Alexander and Peter had constant duties. 
He was walking the hallway, lost in thought, when Cole called out to him.
“Brother?” he asked. “I didn't expect you back a good hour before you had to run into the throne room. Something has changed within you.”
“Perhaps I thought I'd be responsible,” Nicholas replied. “You should try it once in a while.”
“Maybe,” Cole answered. “But as the youngest prince, my only job is to keep the line alive. So, stay safe and reproduce.”
“Speaking of your wife in such terrible terms,” Nicholas said. “Are you due to Earth in the next bit?”
“Not until next week,” Cole replied. “Why?”
“No reason,” Nicholas answered, trying to appear nonchalant. “I thought that might be the case, but you seem to be on the trail of something witchy.”
“You have spies everywhere, I swear,” Cole answered. “It's nothing sinister. The witches reached out to me for help. There's been many reports of fading magic. They wondered if it had to do with the Other dropping the veil away.”
“Fading magic?” That stopped Nicholas in his tracks.
“Sure. Once powerful witches not being able to cast a spell for coffee. Usually, it's more of a momentary lapse than a fade,” Cole shrugged. “I haven't noticed any issues, but then, I am only half witch, so it's not quite for me to say.” 
Nicholas tried to calm his beating heart. “And do you have any idea what the cause is?”
“Not yet,” Cole replied casually, as if lives didn't depend on it. 
“Report directly to me with any new information,” Nicholas said. “It's not specifically dragon business, so there is no reason to bother Alexander and Peter. But we should keep on top of it in case it starts to affect other shifters.”
“Of course,” Cole gave him an odd look. “It's not like you to care about other shifters, though.”
“Perhaps I'm trying to turn over a new leaf,” Nicholas said. “What does it matter, Cole? Just do it.”
“There's the grumpy brother I know so well,” Cole replied. “I will, don't worry. Now, get to the throne.”
“Do I have a queen?” Nicholas called over his shoulder. “If not, find me one, please.”
“I think Ariel is home,” Cole replied. In the absence or ill health of Yvette, the actual queen, they tried to always have one of the girls on the throne as well to represent the equal opportunity the dragons were known for. They made no distinction in terms of inheritance and rank between males and females. The only reason the princes lorded over the kingdom was because they were four brothers and no sisters. Their wives were equal to them in rank, and Ariel had been queen by default for a time until Peter married. “She's always fun to do throne duty with.” 
“That's fine, Cole,” Nicholas said. But as he walked into his chambers, he wondered if he should be near his favorite sister-in-law at all. Could carapaces pass on their abilities to take magic through osmosis? Was he hurting Rosa simply by being near Ariel? 
He decided to be cautious of it, which made Ariel raise an eyebrow when he didn't take her arm to enter the throne room. 
“I'm trying something,” he said to her. “Do you mind?”
“What are you trying?” she asked. Ariel never judged, but she was curious at times. “How to look single while sitting on the throne with a queen?”
To that, he grinned. 
“Everyone knows that you are in love with my brother.”
“Everyone does not know that,” she said to him. “Mostly because it's not true. Alexander and I have a marriage of convenience, and I am perfectly happy with that.”
“You must think I'm stupid,” he grinned, “to not see the way you two rejoice in each other’s arms.” 
“This is going to be a long day,” she teased him. “Luckily, I like you. But you have been acting funny lately.”
“It's nothing,” he tried to assure her. His sister-in-law was smarter than that, but she said nothing to him. When Alexander returned that night, though, she brought it up. 
“Nicholas is up to something,” she said, as they got ready for bed. In the public eye, they were regal, strong, and were often putting on a show for the public rather than talking honestly. No one saw them when all the walls were dropped and they were just themselves. They were usually quiet, honest, and tired. 
“He is always up to something,” Alexander replied. “How would today be any different?”
“He said he was trying to look single while sitting on the throne.”
“He said that?” Alexander asked, confused. 
“Not in so many words, but yes,” she replied, as she sunk onto the bed. “He's usually the king of affection.”
“He's just moody today, perhaps,” he said, sitting on the bed next to her. “I wouldn't worry about it.”
“Hmm,” she glanced over to him. She was always cautious about the fact that a band of carapaces had ruined his health for good. She knew that her singular energy alone could not do any lasting damage, but it didn't mean she didn't feel bad about it. “All right?”
“Long day,” he answered, shifting down on the pillows. “If you think he's up to something, you are welcome to investigate and report back to me.”
“Pht,” she replied. “What am I, one of your princes to report back to you?”
“No.” He wrapped an arm around her waist. “You are my queen.”
“Go to sleep, Alexander,” she replied, shifting down on the pillows as well. “You're clearly tired if you're being sappy.” 
“I must be,” he answered, closing his eyes. She was perfectly happy to snuggle against him, though, letting sleep take her. 
Outside their door, Nicholas paused. He had been heading to his room for the night, but his superior hearing perked up at their conversation. It tugged at his heart. They may take a night like this for granted, thinking that it was nothing special. But he would give nearly anything to have a night like that with Rosa.
He wished he could bring her here inside the palace walls. Just last week, though, two guards had died in an attack on the palace treasury, and a third one would likely never be seen again. He couldn't subject her to that; couldn't even stomach the idea of her being near such a threat. 
Rosa was currently safe from everyone but herself, it appeared. 
He spent half the night staring at his cell phone. They had each other’s numbers in their minds, but they never called or texted each other. 
The cell phone was primitive technology on Umora, but it hooked up to the internet well enough. Nicholas had always smiled when the Earth girls were shocked by Wi-Fi here, as if it were difficult. 
His hands were shaking, and he knew he shouldn't, but he typed in a few numbers and sent her a voice chat request. He was hoping that at least this way, it would be more anonymous than actually calling her. 
She accepted within moments, and he hit the button for the camera to pop up. This was a huge risk, but he needed to know. 
“Are you all right?” he asked, keeping his voice low when she answered. She was in her apartment, sitting on the very bed that they had spent most of their time on. His chest ached from missing her.
“I'm fine,” her voice came through a bit crackly. “You're calling me.”
“I know. I know I shouldn't,” he said, “but I needed to check on you.”
“Nicholas, really, I'm all right. It was a good day,” she said. “How was your day?”
“Fine, except you weren't in it, so terrible,” he answered. She smiled, her eyes connecting with him through the screen. 
“This is so nice,” she said. “Like a normal couple.”
“Like a normal couple,” he answered. “Just talking on video chat.”
“Ha,” she shifted her position. “Show me your room.”
“My room?” he asked in surprise. “It's just a room.”
“If this is only going to happen once, I want to see every detail of your life,” she said. “Please, show me.” 
“All right,” he got off the bed, angling the camera. For ten minutes, he took her on a discreet tour of his room, pointing out where he spent time doing various tasks. She giggled at some of his comments, or mentioned the things that she liked. It was so simple, yet so delightful. “I miss you so much, Rosa. But I should go.”
“I miss you, too,” she said, softly. “But I know you have to go.”
“For you to be safe,” he reminded her. 
“Yes, safe,” she said. “I know.” 
But her heart ached a little more when they hung up. What was safety without love?
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Chapter 4 
“What are you doing?” Alexander looked at Ariel, confused by the fire after a long day. She was standing up, her hands flying, which told Nicholas she was telling a story. She was so animated when she spoke, and he always thought his sister-in-law should be their spokesperson. That was, if she could keep the filth out of her mouth, which she usually couldn't. 
“It's a musical about American history. But it's a rap musical with modern dance, rather than traditional styles.”
Alexander looked absolutely baffled by this. “Why?” he asked. “I've heard rap is not–”
“The world is changing,” Ariel said, flexing her leg up and then down, as if she were on stage. “Rehearsals are four days a week, and you are not going to deny me my career. I'm 27 years old, Alexander. I'm not going to be able to dance much longer. This is a lead role. I'm going to do it.”
“Can you even rap?” he asked, baffled. “Or sing, for that matter?”
“Excuse me,” Nicholas said, with a smile. “I have heard on good authority that doubting your wife's talents ends badly, always.”
“Does it now?” Alexander glared at his brother. “I'm not stopping you from doing anything, Ariel. Do you intend to stay on Earth?”
“Not if someone can take me back and forth,” she replied. “Essentially, you create the transportation, and I'll continue to smart aleck my way through this kingdom.”
“That's frequent,” he said. “I can't do that.”
“I know that,” she shrugged. “But someone could. They are consecutive days, so–”
“I can do it,” Nicholas spoke up, suddenly seeing an opportunity 
“What?” Alexander said. “Nicholas, that's so much work. We need you here.” 
“Her magical vacuum doesn't bother me,” Nicholas said. “And it didn't bother you for ten years until the carapaces attacked. I could do it safely. I've taken over so many Earth accounts anyway, it might make sense. I could time it to take the girls as well.” 
“What about your work here?” Alexander asked. 
“It makes sense, though,” Nicholas said, “to just have one of us go. And it makes the most sense for me to be the one. Peter is king, you are his regent, and Cole is the last heir. I'm the one who is in limbo, so why not me? The girls can get to their classes, their appointments, and Ariel can rap her way through American history.”
“It does make sense,” Ariel said with a shrug. “Loosen the reigns a bit, Alexander. Nicholas has always done work, despite sneaking off to heaven knows where.” She winked at him, and he winked back. 
“You will have to ask their husbands whether that's acceptable,” Alexander said, always old fashioned. “But I don't see a problem with it. If it's historical, Ariel, does that mean you might be wearing a decent amount of clothing in it?”
“Pht, you like it when I'm dressed like a stripper,” she replied. 
Alexander was too dignified for a response, and Nicholas smiled, reminded of how these two were examples of opposites attracting. 
“I will ask,” he said, as if it was a duty he was undertaking out of the goodness of his heart. 
“Three humans – one of them a carapace – may be a bit much to transport at once,” Alexander reminded him. “At least try to take only two of them.” 
“Of course,” Nicholas replied. “I'll be careful. My sisters are the most precious things in the world to me.”
“No one believes that,” Ariel said. “But I love you anyway. Thank you.” 
“Of course, sister,” he said. “Let me know when you need to be there.”
“Tomorrow,” she said, and Alexander sputtered. 
“Tomorrow? What were you going to do if we couldn't make it work?”
“Move back to Earth,” she said with a shrug. He cocked an eyebrow at her, but said nothing. Ariel was strong, and she didn't need to be with Alexander constantly. 
Nicholas used to think that he was like that. But with each passing day since his last visit with Rosa, he felt the pounding need to be close to her. And now he had an excuse. 
He had to do this carefully. As far as he knew, she was still in the same place. But if she was moved, this could be disastrous, especially if it was off Earth. Neither Peter nor Cole had any qualms with Nicholas taking their wives to Earth when they needed him to. Both girls might have once been uncomfortable with it, but now, they were a family. They had been through so much, and they trusted him. 
He paced his room, his head spinning. His hand was trembling on his phone, but eventually, his heart overrode his head. He pressed the video chat button. 
This time, it rang through, and her automatic voicemail picked up. 
He hung up right away. He may be taking a risk in calling her, but he wasn't going to be so stupid as to leave evidence like that on his phone.
He waited four minutes and then tried again. This time, to his relief, she picked up. 
“My love,” she said. “I am so glad to hear from you.”
“What's wrong?” he asked. 
“Nothing, nothing,” she said. “I just…I'm glad that you called back. We shouldn't, though.”
“We shouldn't,” he agreed, “but here it is. I have news for you. Are you somewhere safe?”
“Yes,” she replied. “But be quick.”
“I'm going to come and see you much more often,” he replied. “I'll be on Earth at least four days a week. Are you in danger of being moved?”
“No,” she said. “Not for a while, anyway, I think. These things are hard to predict, though.”
“I know. Just maintain your normal routine,” he instructed her. “Make it easier for me. Go to work, go home, and I'll see you tomorrow”
“Not that I do anything anyway,” she answered. “That takes money.”
“I…” he wanted so badly to help. “Can I bring you anything? Please, something that can help.” 
“Does Cole have any books on my family?” she asked, and he furrowed his brow in confusion.
“What? I mean, maybe. If it has to do with magic, Cole has the book.”
“Can you look and bring it to me?”
“If I can find it, yes of course,” he said. “But what do you need it for?”
“Just want to look up a few things,” she smiled. “And as you can imagine, it's not easy to google these things.”
“Of course. I'll bring you whatever I can.”
“I'll see you soon. I love you.”
“I love you, too,” he said, and they hung up. 
He stared at the screen, his eyes focused on the call details. He went to delete it, although it felt like a piece of his heart was being ripped out. 
It wasn't fair, he thought. Cole and Peter and Alexander had their loves by their side. They held hands without a second thought. They gave them kisses, and they didn't care who saw. 
Of course, they made their choices. He knew that. Those girls were at more of a risk holding their hands than bungee jumping without a cord. But that didn't seem to stop them. 
The next morning, Ariel and Enya gathered in the antechamber, backpacks on their back and munching on breakfast. 
“So, you,” he said to Ariel, “need to go to rehearsal. And Enya needs to go…to the doctor?”
“To class,” Enya replied. “Which could be mistaken for a doctor’s appointment in how boring it is. But to the university.”
“Education is overrated,” Ariel said. “I never went to college.”
“But you trained as a dancer since you could walk,” Enya pointed out and Ariel shrugged. 
“That is true. And I also won't be qualified to do anything but teach in a few years,” Ariel pointed out. 
“And maybe be crown princess?” Nicholas pointed out, and she shrugged. 
“But that's easy.”
“Is it, now?” he smirked. “Give me your hands, girls.” 
“Cole normally holds me,” Enya said. “Because I'm small, and the landing is jarring.”
“Right,” Nicholas replied, putting an arm around her waist. She reminded him of Rosa, and it put a pang in chest. “Ariel, here.”
“I'm tall,” she said, as she took his other side. “But if you jar the landing and affect my first day of rehearsal, I will kill you.”
“Excellent,” he replied, and closed his eyes. 
The magic swirled from his palms. Alexander was right; it was a bit difficult with two of them. But he had little trouble, and they were soon smoothly on Earth. 
“How was that for a landing, Precious?” he teased Ariel, who shrugged. 
“I've had better. Thanks, though. I'm going this way, and I'll be done at four.”
“You have my number?” he spun around to Enya, who seemed intent to head in the other direction.
“I do,” she replied. “Thank you.”
It wasn't long before he was alone on the sidewalk. He made sure both of them were out of eyesight before he bolted. 
He hadn't lied to Alexander; he was taking over some Earth accounts. Most of it involved checking in on dragons who had chosen to move off Umora. He didn't have much to do today, and he cheated, using magic for every move. He had spent most of last night mapping out the open vortexes so he could travel as fast as possible. He knew that he was taking a risk, but he tried to be as careful as possible. 
Before noon, he had checked off everything on his list. At last, he could do what he came here to do. He had found a vortex that was much closer to where Rosa was, and he used it now, pushing his magic to the limit. He knew he couldn't use anymore if he wanted to safety get back and transport the girls. 
He found himself near the mall where she worked. He experienced a surge of happiness as he walked toward the mall. He felt like the world was perfect as he got to spend another few hours with Rosa. He had a plan to shop for a few new outfits – anything to help her commission. He could buy several things without drawing too much attention to himself. He had the book tucked under his arm and planned to leave it in the dressing room. Everything was perfectly planned out. 
What he didn't plan for was the outside of the mall to be blocked by an ambulance. The lights were flashing, and he blinked, almost blinded as he stepped around it. He had always thought the way humans dealt with emergencies was a bit obnoxious. They panicked so much, running and just adding to the stress of the moment. 
But then, they didn't have an instant healing touch at their fingertips. They had to take their patients somewhere far away, usually dodging traffic. 
He was so distracted by these thoughts that it took him a moment to notice that the crowd was in Rosa's store. 
His heart sunk, and he tried to push his way through the crowd. He was taller than most people, but not all, and quite a crowd had gathered. 
He elbowed and ducked his way to the front. And to his horror, there was his Rosa, lying on the floor. She was awake, up on her elbows, her legs sprawled out under her. As the paramedics lifted her gently, he watched as her legs supported no weight. She looked terrified as she met his eyes. She held out her hand, and he went to her and took it without thinking. 
The whole store saw, and there was no taking it back. They were exposed.
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Chapter 5
“Who are you?” one of the paramedics asked. Nicholas looked to Rosa who bit her lip, her eyes frantic. 
“He's a friend,” she said at last. “He can come with us.”
“All right,” the paramedic replied, and didn't even give Nicholas a second glance. “We're going to Mercy General. Your friend can come in the ambulance or follow in his car.”
“Please come with me,” she said, and he squeezed her hand. He could erase the minds of the entire crowd right now, but he would have no magic left to do anything, including heal her if it came to that. He didn't let go of her hand as they moved, noting how cold it was. 
“Yes, of course,” he said. “What happened, love? Are you in pain?”
“No,” she said. “That's the problem.”
“What happened?”
“I fell.” She met his eyes. “And I can't feel my legs.”
His eyes fluttered closed for a moment, knowing exactly what this was. They had to play this game and go to the hospital. But while Rosa's vitals would likely be fine, he knew they would not find a cause for this sudden paralysis. They would have to run the tests, listen to the doctors, and try to sneak out. 
But nothing the doctors could do would help. Her magic was leaving her. 
“Who can we call?” he asked, and she shook her head. 
“No one. Just wait,” she said, wanting to be alone with him before she could speak freely. 
The ride to the hospital was excruciatingly long. They kept trying to check vitals on her and tried to make sure she was comfortable. But aside from being terrified, Rosa was fine. She wanted Nicholas close by, but she didn't need anything else. 
As soon as they were alone in a room, she dropped her voice, whispering to him.
“I can text the coven that is looking after me. But if they come, and you're here…”
“I can feel them coming,” he assured her. “If you need them, bring them here. I will make myself scarce. But, my love, I am so worried about you.”
“Don't be,” she said, dryly. “It's happened before like this for long periods of time.”
“What?” he replied. “You told me that it was just brief, that it was just–”
“It's gotten worse,” she admitted, and he winced. “Nicholas, don't be afraid. We always knew that it would come to this.” 
“We knew that things might happen slowly,” he said softly. “We didn't know it would vanish all at once.”
“Maybe we'll get it back,” she said, and that was when he remembered the book. He had been carrying it under his arm so long that it almost felt like a part of him. 
She shifted so that he could put it down on the bed. 
He didn't quite know what he was looking for. He had raided Cole's bookshelf in secret, looking for anything that could relate to ancestral magic. 
The Halloway line was one of the oldest, but it had always been weak, if he was truthful with himself. Their numbers were always small, keeping mostly to themselves and not trusting outsiders. That was probably how they got to be in the situation they were in now. 
The book spanned a few clans, but mentioned the Halloway clan more than once. 
For a while, Rosa was quiet. Since her clan had died out mostly before she was born, she didn't know much about them. She turned page after page, fascinated by the history.
To anyone who wandered into the room, it looked just like a fantasy book, and so neither of them bothered to hide it. They took blood, they took her CT and MRI scans, and then returned her. Neither of them expected an answer, and they barely listened, waiting for the moment when they could be released. 
“Not exactly the way you expected the day to go, is it?” Nicholas asked with a smile as he got her a mid-afternoon snack. “But it is a lovely way to spend a day with you.”
“Flatter-er,” she said, and then looked up at the clock. “When do you have to go?”
“I…” The answer was soon, although he didn't want to say it. “Never.”
“Nicholas,” she said. “I've been with you long enough to know when you are lying.”
“I'm supposed to retrieve the girls at 4 P.M,” he said, “but they can wait.”
“Rosa,” a doctor burst into the room then. “How are we doing?”
“I just want to go home,” she answered truthfully.
“I see,” he replied. “And I understand that you've been through this before?” 
“A few times,” she said. “It always goes away.” 
“Rosa, you don't seem too concerned for someone who has paralysis,” the doctor sat down on her bed. “Do you know what's going on?” 
“I…” she glanced to Nicholas. “I have Guillain-Barré syndrome.”
“What?” The doctor asked. “You've been diagnosed with that?”
“Yes,” she replied. “I have. And I'm being treated for it. I was too scared to tell my work, and I was too scared to tell you,” she grabbed Nicholas’ hand, urging him to play along. “I'm sorry.”
“Oh, my love,” he replied, trying to play the part. The worst part was, although the words weren't real, the emotion was. 
“I see,” the doctor said. “And you are under regular treatment?”
“Yes,” she assured him. “Please, I'm sorry for wasting your time.”
“I see.” He looked down at his clipboard and seemed relieved that he didn't have to diagnose this complicated case. “Well, if you know what's happening, and you are under regular treatment, I don't see any reason to keep you.”
“Yes,” she practically begged. 
“Well…” the doctor paused. “You can refuse treatment here. But I don't recommend it.”
“Please,” she said, and he agreed. 
“I'll get you the paperwork. But I sincerely hope you are being treated elsewhere.”
“Of course,” she said, and he relented. Only then did she turn back to Nicholas, sighing. “That was close.”
“What's Guillain-Barré syndrome?” he managed to ask, confused. 
“It's a syndrome that would mirror my symptoms,” she said. “Of course, if they did invasive blood tests, it wouldn't be there. But to a doctor's face, it's a good explanation.”
“You researched this?” he asked in surprise.
“I had to be prepared,” she replied. “Otherwise, it could happen like today, and I'd be stuck here for months.”
“Would that be so bad?” he asked. “You are safe and warm here.”
“Nicholas,” she gave him a look. “I don't live in a palace with my bills paid by the people. I need to pay my rent.”
His heart ripped. “Rosa, you can't do this forever. We have to find out what's happening.”
“We know what's happening,” she said, and gave him a look. “That magic is fading.” 
“Yes, but so fast?” he asked, and then he gasped. “This is related to the veil dropping.”
“The veil? From the Other?” she asked. 
“Yes,” he said. “It dropped, and we had no idea why. Now, your magic is vanishing. It's as if magic is slowly disheartening.”
“It's an interesting theory,” she said, “but weren't the carapaces involved in sucking magic out of things?”
“This isn't the carapaces,” he replied. “Not since Ariel became in charge. I have to talk to Cole. I feel if I present this theory, he'll have ideas.” 
“You have to go,” she reached for his hand. He squeezed it silently. He didn't want to go. He wanted to take her in his arms and return her to her bed, snuggling up safe and warm. But four o’clock was fast approaching, and he knew he needed to go or risk their cover being exposed. They had already taken too many risks today. 
“I know. I can at least take you home.” He glanced at the clock. “You can't even walk, Rosa. You need my help.”
“We'll get it back,” she assured him, but he wasn't so sure of that. He spoke nothing of his pessimism, though. He bundled her up to keep her warm, and made sure to pack her bag full of everything she had brought. He tucked the Halloway book into the front of her bag and zipped it closed. 
The discharge papers were soon signed, and she was free to go. They brought her a wheelchair, but Rosa turned her nose up. Nicholas smirked. 
“Oh?” he said. “How are you going to get out, then?”
“You're going to carry me,” she said, as if it were the most obvious fact in the world. 
“Of course,” he rolled his eyes, “my princess.”
“I could be your princess one day if we get married,” she whispered into his ear as he picked her up. 
“We will get married one day,” he answered softly. “Just as soon as I figure out how to make this world safe for you.”
She lay her head on his shoulder as he walked, burying her face to ignore the stares. 
He barely had time to get her home in a taxi. All he wanted to do was stay with her sweet kisses and her arms around him. 
By the time he got her into bed, she had gained back some mobility, her legs twitching as she stretched them. He could feel it under his palms; her magic was slowly returning. But how long would it be until it happened again, and then for good?
“I'll be back tomorrow,” he assured her. “But please, call me if you need anything.”
“Tomorrow is not soon enough,” she replied. “But I'll try to still my beating heart until then.”
“Mm,” he leaned down to kiss her. “I love you, Rosa.”
“I love you, too,” she said, and then he had to leave. 
His magic was shaky when he got back to the transport spot. He knew he could still do it, but it was going to be rough. The restoration and use of magic on Earth was a bit more difficult than on Umora. However, it was the easiest of the other planets, and so he was grateful to be here. 
“Nicholas.” Ariel met him, looking tired but happy. “What have you been up to?”
“Errands, love,” he said, putting on his usual smirk. She raised an eyebrow. 
“Errands with lipstick on your collar? My, tell me how I get assigned those tasks.”
“What?” He paled, turning to his shirt collar. Sure enough, Rosa's pink lipstick was smeared there. “Dang it.”
“So, who was it?” she teased him. 
“No one, Precious,” he said, although it nearly killed him. “You're not the only one in this family who has random, casual encounters.”
“No judgment,” she said, looking behind him. “But our sister-in-law may be a bit shocked, so tuck your collar down or something.” 
“Good thinking,” he said, reaching to put it under his jacket as Enya approached. “Anything else you ladies need to do?” 
He was trying to delay. The longer the magic could refill his fingers, the better. But both of them were done for the day, and so he had no choice. He took both of their hands, closing his eyes. 
“Oh, Lord,” he whispered, pushing as hard as he could. The magic swirled, and then he felt the dizzying blackness surround him. 
Before he knew what was happening, they crashed onto the antechamber floor. 
“Nice,” Ariel said, a bit miffed at their landing. “Ow.” 
“Sorry,” he said. “Don't tell your husbands.”
“I'm fine,” said Enya. “That was exciting.”
“It will be less exciting tomorrow, I promise,” he said, as they all stood up. “I hope.” 
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Chapter 6
“Vanishing?” Cole asked that night at dinner. “That is interesting.”
“That's what people are saying,” Nicholas said, trying to remain vague. “It seems more to be affecting individual cases and spells rather than large quantities of people. But there is the matter of the Other dropping.”
“There is that.” Cole shoveled food into his mouth like he was starving. “I hadn't thought of putting the two together, but we have had reports of dragons feeling less powerful on Earth. I had always attributed it to Earth's atmosphere.”
“What are you saying?” Peter spoke up from the head of the table. He was always so quiet, so thoughtful. Alexander was his mouthpiece, still, doing so much of the work. “That magic is disheartening?”
“I don't know,” Cole replied. “I don't think it's quite that drastic.” 
“Well, magical hybrid,” Nicholas pointed out, “I think this is your job.”
“Sure,” Cole replied. “But I'd like to consult Thomas.”
“Sorry?” Yvette spoke up for the first time. Thomas Dolcetti was one of the few other magical hybrids in the universe. Like Cole, he was half dragon and half witch. He and his family had retreated long ago to Earth, rebelling against the tyrannical old king, Richard. They were a mismatched family, trying to live in peace on the edge of human civilization. Thomas, however, was a trouble maker, broken and struggling. He had allied with Richard, and Peter had pardoned him for his crimes only on the basis that he used his magic to help with his doctor father. Thomas also used to be Yvette's lover for over a year in her short life. 
“You can consult with Thomas so long as it is on our terms,” Peter said. “He appears before us; you do not go to him.”
“We would have to beef up security,” Cole replied. “The people will riot if they see Thomas here. His pardon was not popular.”
Peter shifted his gaze to Yvette. “I’m aware. That's why he comes here. We do not bow to his rule; he bows to ours.” 
“What are the consequences if magic is leaving?” Nicholas put in. 
“It could be catastrophic,” Cole replied. “But I think we are being dramatic, really. It's probably just a singular issue, someone is behind it. Magic is not fading form the atmosphere; the whole world isn't suddenly going to be magic-free.”
“Welcome to my life,” Ariel put in, leaning back in her chair. “It's not so bad.”
“But for those of us who are used to magic…” Alexander reminded her, and she shrugged. 
“You can adapt. That is the whole reason for being alive. Tell me when you will summon Thomas, and I'll make sure to be in the throne room to calm him. As long as it's around my rehearsal schedule.”
“Oh, I will,” Cole grinned. “Bringing him here again is going to be fun.”
Nicholas was not calmed by the conversation they were having. The truth was, almost every magical being could survive without magic. They would be trapped in human form and unable to transport themselves, but they would be alive. 
Rosa, however, was pure magic. If her magic vanished, there would be nothing left of her. And the thought of it was enough to make him consider throwing himself off the roof. 
“Where are we on sightings of our lovely father?” Nicholas asked. “My intelligence isn't telling me anything. Anyone else?”
Cole shrugged. 
“It's just the same. Unconfirmed reports, a body here or there that can't be linked anywhere. If Father is around, he's keeping it a secret.”
“I expected him back before now, to be honest,” Peter finally said. “A battle for the throne, straight out of the movies.” 
“Good reference,” Yvette said, who had taught him all about modern culture and films. He smiled at her, scraping the last of his plate. 
“In a movie is fine. In our throne room is a different story. In any case, he's in hiding or he's gone.”
“Either way, it's something we should stay on alert for,” Alexander said. “Everyone keep your ears to the ground.”
“Aye,” Nicholas said, as they finished dinner. Yvette stood up, which made all of them scramble to their feet. As the queen, her small presence commanded that they rose when she did. Peter rose as well, taking her hand. “My lady.”
“An early night?” Peter asked, and she nodded. 
 “Nicholas, I need to return to Earth on Thursday, if that is all right?”
“Of course,” he said. “I think, Enya, you aren't coming then? My caravan has room.”
“Excellent,” she said, and the two of them floated off. Cole kissed Enya on the head, beckoning her off as well. Nicholas was left at the table with his brother and sister-in-law who were deep in conversation. Alexander's plate remained half full, which was a constant source of argument. 
“But you can't regain strength unless you do eat,” she tried to argue with him. His decline in health since the war with her people was something she felt terribly guilty over. However, Nicholas felt like he could point out that Alexander had always had issues with food. A civilized dinner was one thing, but the blood lust a dragon needed was a different matter, and he often couldn't separate the cravings he felt. He once thought Peter was the one most unhappy about being a dragon. But Alexander was the one who seemed to fight everything about their dual form. 
Nicholas was about to speak out when his phone buzzed. Discreetly, he looked down, trying to not draw attention to his gaze.
It was a message from Rosa, which she really should have sent. But it was a picture from the book, and he had a feeling that he needed to see it. 
Halloway magic is the strongest and yet the weakest of the coven ancestral magic. It burns bright like a torch for a very short time, and then burns out. Halloway have shortened lifespans, overcome by their magic at young ages. This is a fact often kept secret from outsiders in order to protect them from being the easiest to take down. A Halloway clan of four can take down an entire planet with their magic, but they often have little time to plan such destruction. 
He froze, reading the text in the photograph again and again. 
“No,” he whispered, his eyes widening. This couldn't be. 
And, yet, there it was in black and white. 
Rosa was simply following the pattern that every single one of her ancestors had. Burning too bright and then being snuffed out and overcome. 
The fact that she was carrying the last of her ancestral magic meant for four people was not lost on him. If they had shortened lifespans, hers was going to be significantly shorter from the sheer burden of the amount of magic she was carrying. 
“Goodness,” he said, which drew the attention of his siblings. 
“Nicholas?” Alexander asked, grateful for the distraction. “What's the matter?”
“Nothing,” he managed. “Where's Cole?”
“Who are you texting?” Ariel slid over to him, a teasing smile on her face. “First, lipstick on your collar, and now secret messages? Nicholas, I'm starting to think that you do have a secret girlfriend.”
“No,” he said as he pulled his phone away, but she took that as an invitation to play on. She reached for it, dodging his arms. To his horror, she managed to pry it out of his hands. “Ariel, NO!” 
She stopped, in shock. 
Nicholas had a temper. Everyone knew that. He was out of control, his anger enough to kill an entire room if it manifested into physical actions. But never, in his life, had he yelled at his favorite sister-in-law. 
Alexander rose, throwing his napkin down on his plate and holding out his hand. 
“Ariel, give me the phone,” he said, looking right into Nicholas' eyes. “Now.”
She handed it over without protest. For Nicholas to yell like that, something had to be terribly wrong. Alexander's authority bore into his brother who stood stock still. 
Alexander's eyes flashed over the screen, reading quickly. He was silent for a moment, and then looked to his younger brother. 
“Explain,” he said. 
Nicholas' brain frantically tried to come with an explanation. “I was trying to look into the theory about magic fading,” he said. “So, I asked some witches–”
“No,” Alexander said. “You are lying. Explain, now.”
“Alexander, I can't,” Nicholas begged him. “Please, don't make me. Please.”
Alexander had never seen such emotion in his brother's eyes. He recognized the look. He had seen it in Peter and in Cole when their lovers were threatened. This was the same glassy stare, the same lost eyes, pleading for help. 
“Nicholas,” Alexander chose his words carefully, “is this something that will put us in danger?”
“No, I swear,” Nicholas cried. “I would never do that. How could you even think that of me, brother?”
“I don't,” Alexander said. “But you are not normally so secretive.”
“Please, just leave it be. Please do not make me explain.” 
Alexander held his gaze for a long time and then handed over the phone. Nicholas took it with a sigh of relief, putting it back in his pocket. 
“Thank you,” he said. “I promise this will make sense someday.”
“Do what you need to do,” Alexander said, dismissing him. Nicholas bowed and left, his hands shaking. 
Alexander sank back in his seat, raising an eyebrow at Ariel. 
“Who is she?” Ariel asked. 
Alexander sighed, picking at his plate again. He thought he might have the strength to make it through the evening if he could find a way to get another mouthful or two in. 
“Her name is Rosa Halloway,” he said. “She's a witch, and the last of the Halloway line. I had thought she was long dead, but it appears Nicholas has found her. And from the look in his eyes, it's more than just a business relationship. They knew each other as children, but it appears it has blossomed.”
“Halloway?” Ariel replied, in surprised “There are no more Halloway witches.”
“Didn't they say that about carapaces as well?” Alexander raised an eyebrow at her. “The Halloway are odd witches. They are very powerful, but they use ancestral magic, so they need four. Rosa is all that is left. The rest have died out early, overcome by their magic. It eats at them and eventually destroys their human body.”
“My goodness, that is not a good evolution,” she said. “So he's being all secretive. Why?”
“He's trying to protect her, I imagine,” Alexander shrugged. “The Halloway, like carapaces, were hunted for their power. Killing them off, stealing their power by a transfer, all those things were common. All of those things were things King Richard did.
“I never met your father and I hate him. Have I mentioned that?” Ariel put in. Alexander quirked an eyebrow. 
“You wouldn't be alone. In any case, my dear, I know Nicholas has no evil attentions in mind. If he wants to keep Rosa to himself, it doesn't matter. Without three others, she is useless. She will burn out like the rest, and his heart will break, but that is all.”
“Mm,” she put her hand over his. “Except grief. Which can kill you.”
“He'll be all right,” Alexander sighed. “He's strong like the rest of us. Shall we retire for the evening?”
“Speaking of strong,” she pointed out. “You look like you could do with an infusion of magic yourself.”
“A good night's sleep, that's all,” he slipped an arm around her waist. “A night where I don't have to wear the crown.”
“I can think of ways where you can wear nothing at all.” She nuzzled into his neck, and he chuckled. No matter how dire the situation, Ariel always had a way of making him smile. 
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Chapter 7
Rosa had called in sick for work. She didn't want to, but she didn't know what else to do. They would expect her to after the accident. But she would have gone if she felt like she had the strength. 
She felt so strange, as if her body was fighting a passive war. She needed the magic, but she hated the magic. 
She was staring at the wall, trying to get her strength up when she saw her front door open. 
She jumped about four feet in the air, afraid. If someone was coming to rob her, they were going to discover quite quickly that there was nothing to rob. Perhaps they would get angry and hurt her. She couldn't defend herself, and she didn't want to die this way. 
But to her surprise, the person coming through the door meant no harm. 
“My Lord,” she said, trying to look dignified. Cole stood there, a grin on face. He came and went as he pleased, asking for magical advice whenever it suited him. 
“I caught you at a bad time?” he said. “I was in the area, so I thought I'd pop in.”
“You thought you'd pop in?” she raised an eyebrow. “Right.”
“Okay, I need something,” he grinned. “How are you?”
“I'm uh…” she remembered who she was talking to. “Having problems with magic.”
“So, I figured,” he said. “There was an interesting topic brought up at dinner last night, so I thought I'd come and see you. After all, who is the oldest witch clan in history?”
“Me,” she said. “But I'm currently a singular force, so…”
“And you're experiencing a magical drain. Do you think it has to with the Other dropping?” He leaned against her wall.
“Uh…” she paused. “I don't know. I don't know what's going on, to be honest.”
Cole's brow furrowed. “Rosa?” he asked, moving forward. 
Her reaction was to get up, to pretend everything was normal. It was such a strong reaction that she forgot her legs didn't work. She fell back onto the bed. 
He was beside her an instant, his moves lightning fast. 
“Dang. You are in bad shape,” he said.
She couldn't hold in her emotion any more. “I'm a Halloway,” she said. “We already have such problems living with our magic. If the world is taking it from me sooner, it's just cruel!”
He was taken aback by this sudden emotion. 
“Rosa,” he said as he touched her. He was alarmed at how little magic was under her skin. “Oh, my goodness.”
“I don't know what to do,” she said. “I don't know what to do. I don't want to die.” 
The tears flowed down her face, and he felt pity for this poor girl. He was about to say something comforting when the door opened again. 
Rosa's head snapped toward it, her eyes wide. 
There stood Nicholas, equally shocked. “Brother?” he asked Cole. Rosa looked between the two of them in a panic. 
“Nicholas,” Cole said. “Do you know Rosa Halloway?”
“I–” Nicholas said. This was it, they were caught. Rosa dropped her head. “Yes.”
Rosa was dying anyway, he figured. This was their last chance. 
“We know each other quite well.”
“Cool,” Cole said. “We have to get her to Umora.”
“Sorry?” Nicholas said. “What?”
“You know that Earth has more trouble supporting magic,” Cole said. “Her magic is fading. She'll have a little longer if we could get to Umora.”
“But…” Nicholas sputtered. “Rosa is protected by witch covens who–”
“Who I am in charge of,” Cole pointed out. “If they have a problem with it, they can answer to me. Do you want to help me?”
Nicholas looked to Rosa, trying to stay calm. It was hard not to swoop her up in his arms and just run away. He didn't want her to feel an iota sadness, let alone these tears. “Rosa, you know what this means.”
“I don't know what else to do,” she cried. “I can't take this anymore.”
“I will take care of you,” he assured her, looking her straight in the eyes. “I promise you, my love. I will take care of you no matter what.”
Silently, she nodded, holding out her hands. 
“Please,” she whispered, meeting his eyes. “If these are my last moments, then let them be with you.”
Nicholas reached out to her, the magic swirling already. He was prepared to take her as far away from this perdition as he could. He could transport her in an instant. 
What he didn't expect was his magic to be blocked. 
“Ah,” he cried, almost in pain. His head whipped around, and his heart dropped. To his horror, there was a dark shadow in the doorway. As it advanced, he gritted his teeth. Rosa groaned, and he knew she was being drained. 
Standing in the doorway in human form stood King Richard. The limp body of a carapace, with shocking red hair that reminded him of Ariel, dropped to the ground. Killing a carapace released their magic like a flower with pollen, and Nicholas felt himself start to go weak. 
“Boy,” Richard looked to Cole. “If you know what is good for you, you'll step away from that witch and hand her over.”
“Ha,” Cole said. “Like I'm that easily convinced. I owe you nothing.”
“I will kill you both,” Richard said. “As a human, here and I now. I have no issues with that, I'm stronger than you.” 
“You will not lay a hand on her,” Nicholas growled. The carapace’s energy was still in the room, and he couldn't transform. He didn't care, though. He would kill his father with his bare hands if he even thought about hurting Rosa. 
“Don't you want to live forever, Nicholas?” Richard said, and then he launched forward. 
Rosa screamed and dove backward as fast as she could. She put her hands over her head because she didn't know what else to do. It wasn't as if she could fight or protect either of them. 
She felt air whoosh over them, and she heard crashes and grunts. Her heart beat rose ridiculously high, and her breathing became ragged. 
“Please,” she whispered, to a god she wasn't sure she believed in. “Please, help me. Help us.”
Suddenly, she felt magic flood her. She screamed, unsure whose it was. And then she was on a cold marble floor, trembling and bruised. 
“Rosa! Rosa!” Nicholas scrambled over to put his hand on her back. “Are you hurt, my love?”
She rolled over, blinking. 
His face was bleeding, and his cheeks were filled with color, but he was all right. His eyes were bright, and his hands were gripping hers. 
A quick look to her right saw Cole also sitting on the floor, looking rather proud of himself. There was no trace of Richard. 
“No,” she said, shell-shocked. “What happened?”
“As soon as the carapace magic faded enough, I got us out of there,” Cole said. “He didn't follow. Although, it wouldn't take a genius to know we would come here.”
“Where are we?” she asked, as Nicholas helped her sit up. 
“We're in my palace, my love,” he said softly. “You're safe. At least for now.”
“In the palace?” She looked into his eyes. “But, Nicholas–”
“I know,” he said. “But we have no choice. We are no longer safe apart, my love. We made that choice.”
She leaned her head into his chest, trying to calm her breathing. She felt weak, although that wasn't a surprise with a carapace suddenly spewing every bit of magic they had. What surprised her, though, was how she didn't feel completely incapacitated. She was feeling better every moment she sat here. 
“Magic works better here,” Cole said, reading her mind as he stood up. Despite looking a bit rough, he didn't seem at all bothered by the fact that his father had just threatened his life. “You should be able to stand.”
“How did you know?”
“I'm a witch. I know all things.” He winked at her. “Go on, try,” he said. 
She looked at Nicholas who gently helped her up. Although her legs were shaky, she found more strength than she had in days. She leaned into him. 
“Should we hide me?”
“No, love,” he said. “You're here now. I'm going to make sure to you are taken care of.”
“Why are you–” Suddenly, the door to the antechamber opened. Rosa felt it before she knew what was happening. 
She recognized Nicholas’ sister-in-law, Ariel, standing in the doorway. With high heels and a green dress that brought out her eyes, Rosa immediately felt inadequate at her beauty. She also realized that she felt dizzy at her very presence. 
She stumbled against Nicholas who put his arm around her. 
“Ariel, get out!” he screamed. “To the other side of the palace. OUT!”
“What the?” She obeyed him, although she was clearly confused and annoyed by it. Rosa panted, trying to regain what she had only moments ago. 
“Oh, my goodness,” she gasped, as Nicholas held her tight. “That's–”
“That's why she is their queen,” Nicholas said softly. 
“Well, she's going to be mad,” Cole put in. “I'm going to talk to her before she breaths fire.”
“She can't,” Nicholas said, and Cole grinned. 
“Can't she? Go settle your lady love in,” Cole said. “I'll just fix the world, per usual.”
Cole left them alone, and Nicholas looked down at Rosa, who rose her head from his chest. 
“Are you all right now?” he asked. “I'm going to take you to my room, where you can settle in.”
“We can share your room?” she asked hopefully. 
“Of course, my love,” he said, as they began to walk. He was cautious, on guard, in case Ariel was anywhere nearby. 
Rosa tried to smile. 
“Like a princess,” she said, and he chuckled. 
“You've always been a princess.”
“Nicholas,” she said softly as their footsteps echoed in the hallway. “What did your father mean? About living forever?”
“I…” he was about to say he didn't know, but then he remembered the book and the conversation he had with Cole. “I think he was trying to steal your power.”
“My power?” she said, surprised. 
“Did you know the Halloways were just as hunted as carapaces once?” he asked. “They are the most powerful of all witches, and I think that your power can give him immortality. If not immortality, a very long life.”
“But dragons already have a ridiculously long life,” she said. “Why does he need mine?”
“It may be easier to take since you are the only one,” he replied. “I don't know. We still don't fully understand what is happening with the supernaturals who returned from the Other, but what we do know is that magic in this universe is changing, and possibly fading.”
“That would make sense,” she said, as he let her into his room. She gasped at the vastness and the beauty. “Oh, my goodness, you really are a prince.” 
He laughed, helping her on the bed. 
“Did you not believe me?”
“I didn't dare to dream,” she whispered, as he leaned in to kiss her. 





  
    
    
    Evander
    
  




  




Chapter 8
“Princess,” Cole strolled through the palace, using his magic to trace Ariel. He kept sending out pings and waiting to see where they faded. “Ariel. Come scream at me.”
Wherever she was, she felt his magical shocks and strolled out from the library. It connected to so many rooms, and he was reminded of her power by the fact that he couldn't quite locate her. She didn't look particularly angry, but she did look annoyed. 
“What do you want?” she asked. 
“You want an explanation of what just happened?” he said. “Don't be mad at me. I didn't tell you to go away.”
“Sure,” she replied. “Everything else that goes on in this palace confuses me, so why not?”
“That was Rosa,” he said. He expected to give her more of explanation, but she quirked an eyebrow.
“Rosa Halloway?”
“How did you know?” he asked, and she shrugged.
“Alexander and I snooped in Nicholas' phone last night, accidentally, but on purpose. Is he having a love affair with her?”
“He is, I think,” Cole replied. “But he freaked because she's only alive because of magic. You take it away, and she's done for.”
“Isn't her magic also killing her?” Ariel asked, remembering the conversation she had with Alexander.
“Indeed,” Cole replied. “Halloway need four, so she is carrying the magic of three other witches, and that's too much. If she could just carry her own, there would be room for an actual life force in her, and it wouldn't be such a problem.”
“I don't get it,” Ariel said. “They need four, and yet she has the other three?”
“Because…there is just her?” Now it was his turn to be confused. 
“But there's you,” she said. 
That stopped Cole in his tracks. 
“What?” he asked, increasingly confused. “What are you talking about?”
“Your magic is the same as hers,” she said. “When I absorb yours and hers, it feels the same. Aren't you of the same line?”
The words confused Cole. He realized that nothing he said would make sense. He was half-witch, yes, but he never thought of what his witch origins were. He knew how to use his magic, and it worked, so there was no reason to question it. Despite a brief straying from the palace of his royal home, he knew who his family was. At least, it was the family that mattered. He didn't have any need or want to chase after his birth parents. 
Until, that is, right now. 
“You think my magic feels like a Halloway strain?” he asked. 
“Well, I was only in the room for two seconds,” she replied. “So, I'd have to verify again. But yeah.”
“Huh,” Cole had not expected this to come of the conversation.
“So, is three witches instead of four in her enough to take it over?” Ariel asked. 
“Two would be enough,” Cole replied. Ariel paused, thinking. 
“Thomas.”
“Thomas Dolcetti?” he said in surprise “Are you serious?”
“Cole, I just said it was two seconds. Let me near her for half a minute, and I might be able to tell you for sure,” she protested. “But I think so.” 
“Somehow, I feel like convincing Nicholas of that is going to be very difficult,” he said. “You could kill her.”
“Not in thirty seconds,” she said. “She'll just suffer for a while. But this is sort of in the name of saving her life.”
“Right,” he paused. “Goodness, I never even thought about mine.”
“Sorry to burst your bubble,” she said, but he shrugged. 
“It doesn't matter,” he said. “My family is here in this palace, except if my so-called father shows up.”
“What happened, exactly?” she asked, confused. 
“He tried to steal all of Rosa's power, probably for some sort of immortality.”
“Cole, if the magic really is fading, does that put Peter at risk? He came back from the Other, same as your father,” Ariel said.
“I don't know,” Cole replied. “You hoping for your place as queen back?”
“Not really,” she answered. “And Alexander certainty couldn't be king ever again. But I'm just wondering.”
“I have a suspicion,” Cole said, “that if the Other does reclaim those who have returned, they won't take Peter. He willingly faded away, he wasn't forced. No one has ever done that before. So, I suspect if Peter wants to, he could stay here, no matter what happens to the others.”
“Oh, a special snowflake,” she smiled. “That's good, because with the way the show is going, I really don't have time to be queen here anyway.” 
“Poor princess,” he said. “Let me go talk to Nicholas. He's not going to take kindly to this suggestion.”
“Didn't you have Thomas scheduled to come here?” she asked. “We could put it off until he is here, too, and do it all at once. It's been awhile since I felt Thomas' magic.” 
“I could arrange that,” Cole said. “I'll put in the call to him now. For now, just stay away from her.”
“Thanks,” Ariel rolled her eyes. “I'll be in the library, being a loner.” 
“Thanks, love,” he said, and he skipped away. 
Once he was gone, she did sigh. It wasn't lost on her that she was hurting those whom she had come to care about the most. Ariel didn't often speak feelings of affection, but she did care about her in-laws. They were the only real family she had ever known. The fact that Alexander had been permanently damaged, and now the fact she could kill her favorite brother-in-law's love just by standing there was reasonably painful. 
She and these creatures were not made to be together. But she had spent her whole life listening to people tell her about the things she shouldn't do. She wasn't about to let this stop her from the happiest time of her life. 
She hoped she could help this situation. Detecting magical strains wasn't an exact science. However, she was the strongest carapace in the galaxy; it shouldn't be that difficult. 
If she was honest with herself, she was afraid that she was going to be wrong. It wasn't an idle task; there were lives at stake here. 
If someone had told her a few years ago that she would care so much about something that wasn't her own survival, she would have laughed in their face. Dragons had a way of changing you, that was for sure. 
“Ahem,” she spun around to find Peter entering the library. She realized she had been standing stock still, staring at the bookshelf like she was in trance. 
Peter met her eyes, and she raised an eyebrow. She knew exactly what he was waiting for, and that was for her to bow to him. He may be family and the king, but they were in private, and she wasn't going to take things that far. 
“Yes, Peter, what can I do to annoy you now?” she asked. His English was strong enough now that he could understand her perfectly. But on Umora, he was strict about speaking in the dragon lore, which drove her mad. 
“Why did my brother just go tearing down the hall like demons were chasing him?”
“Because I told him that he's got Halloway magic, and so does the other magical half-breed. Why?” she asked innocently.
Peter choked. “I'm sorry?”
“Why does it matter where his magic comes from?” Ariel asked. “It's not like it's a surprise that he's a magical half-breed. The origin shouldn't matter.”
“Because Nicholas just told me that Father is looking to drain Halloway magic to live forever,” Peter replied, turning on his heel. “And Cole is the last heir.” 
“Is your palace so unsecured that you worry about your father breaking in here?” she asked him. He glared at her. 
“If your entire reign ended because you could not keep your family safe, Ariel, how would you feel?”
“I would do everything I could,” she said. “But if I believed I was the God-granted leader, I would probably also accept that God ended my reign.”
“Huh,” he said. “But not today.”
“Not today,” she said. 
It was not an easy process. Thomas was considered an enemy of the kingdom, and they would have to be careful bringing him in. In addition, Nicholas was not happy about exposing Rosa to Ariel again. However, he couldn't deny them, given what was at stake. The fact that two Halloway heirs may be hiding behind dragon blood was fascinating, and also baffling. 
“What happened to them?” he asked Cole as they waited for Thomas in the antechamber. Peter himself had gone to retrieve the troublesome dragon. “Is that why they died out?”
“I don't know, maybe,” Cole replied. “No one knows why there suddenly weren't any more. But if they started relationships with dragons…”
“More likely, they were forced into relationships with dragons and then killed,” Nicholas said. “As much as I don't want to demonize our kind, it's more likely. Look how desperate Father was to get his hands on Halloway blood.”
“I bet you this means I'm immortal,” Cole grinned, and Nicholas rolled his eyes. 
“Prince Cole, annoying the universe for all eternity.”
“I should put that on a sign,” Cole replied. “Perhaps that will be the motto on my banner.”
“In which case, I'm glad I won't be around forever,” Nicholas replied. 
They felt a sudden whoosh and stepped back as Peter and Thomas materialized. 
Peter had taken no chances and had Thomas shackled with his arms behind his back. He looked grim, and Cole could only imagine how awkward it was. After all, Peter had essentially stolen his wife, Yvette, from Thomas' clutches. There were many versions of the story, but none of them created good feelings between the two of them. It was only because of Yvette's pleas that Thomas lived at all. 
Thomas was mostly silent, not quite impressed with the whole process. 
“Stand up,” Peter pulled at him, trying to get him to not make a fuss. “You don't have to say anything.”
“He does have to say things,” Cole said. “But to me, later. For now, into the throne room you go.”
“You are not my king,” Thomas snarled at Peter. Peter raised an eyebrow. 
“Really?” he said, and waived his hand. It was supposed to invoke a spell called majesty, which forced them to bow. Thomas gritted his teeth, fighting it. But then, as the doors opened and Yvette turned around, his knees weakened. “And is she not your queen?”
Silence passed as Thomas met Yvette's eyes, full of emotion. She wanted all to be well between them, but she knew that it would probably not be. Cole raised his chin as Enya joined him. 
“Technically, I am his king,” Cole said, “and this is his queen. Either way, Thomas, be respectful.” 
“I–”
“You tried to kill us all,” Peter pointed out, and Thomas fell silent. “Bring the girls.” 
“Make it quick,” Nicholas reminded Ariel when she came in. “As fast as you can.” 
“I know,” Ariel said. “But remember, this isn't an exact science. I'm not in the habit of purposely killing innocent girls, though.” 
Nicholas took a deep breath and then went to get Rosa who was waiting outside the throne room. His heart pounded in his chest. This was such a risk, especially for as long as Ariel thought she needed. If she was wrong, then it could be permanent damage. Even if she was right, he wasn't sure what it would accomplish. But they had to try because they had no other solution. It was do or die – in the worst possible way, with the highest possible stakes. 
“Rosa,” he said, holding his hand out. “We're ready.” 
She placed her small cold hand in his and followed him in. 
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Chapter 9
As soon as Rosa entered the room, she felt Ariel's presence. It made her gasp and clutch at her chest. She felt like her insides were being sucked out, and she couldn't breathe. 
It got worse when Ariel approached. Nicholas was trying to protect her, but his sister-in-law shooed him away. 
“You're messing up my read,” she said, and Rosa closed her eyes as he let go of her hand. 
“Here, quick,” Ariel held out a long fingered, well-manicured hand. Rosa took it tentatively, and nearly fell to her knees. The carapace reached out for Thomas' shoulder, and Cole touched her back. 
Ariel closed her eyes, trying to feel the similarities between the three of them. The two dragons had mixed blood and were from different families, which made things more difficult. 
“Just one more minute,” she muttered, mostly to herself. 
Rosa let out a little gasp and a cry. Nicholas was dying inside, wanting to rip her away. 
“Ariel,” he growled, and she glared at him. 
“Shut up,” she said, trying to focus as Rosa's knees waivered, and Nicholas was about to call the whole thing off. Her face was losing color, and she would hit the floor at any moment. 
At the last moment, Ariel stepped away, backing toward the throne on the other side of the room.
“Well?” Nicholas asked, practically begging her. “Ariel!”
She spun around, her eyes on fire as she took a seat on the throne. It was draining, but she wasn't about to admit weakness. 
Everyone was waiting with baited breath as she tried to make a judgment call. She took a deep breath. 
“I think it's the same,” she said. 
“You think?” Cole asked. 
“They are the same,” she declared. “The three of you carry the Halloway bloodline. Which means–”
“Which means I just need one more,” Rosa looked up at Nicholas. “One more, and I can have a chance of living.” 
“Yes,” he wrapped his arms around her. “But the question is, how do we do that? Cole, are there other half breeds running around?”
“Not that I know of,” Cole replied. “Thomas?”
Thomas shook his head, seeming shell-shocked by the truth. “Not that I can think of. We are Halloway?”
“Which likely means we are immortal,” Cole answered. “Huh.”
“My Lord,” Yvette's voice finally broke in, sounding quiet and small. “Could I have a moment alone with Thomas?”
Peter's eyes flickered up, and he seemed hesitant. Of course, he trusted Yvette. He knew that she loved him, and he knew she would never betray him. He didn't trust Thomas farther than he could throw him, however. 
“Are you sure?”
“Please,” Yvette said, and Peter knew he needed to obey. 
“Out,” he said to the others. Thomas raised an eyebrow and held up his shackles, but Peter just laughed. 
“Not on your life,” he replied. “Yvette, if you need help, you call for me.” 
“Of course,” she said quietly as they exited. She waited until the doors to the large throne room had clicked shut before she returned her gaze to Thomas. His chest was still heavy from the carapace experience, and he didn't look particularly comfortable. “You knew.”
“What?” He laughed. “What did I know?”
“You knew that you were Halloway,” she said softly. 
He tried to play it off. “What makes you say that?”
“Because you've always been obsessed with power and with magic,” she said. “If you teamed up with King Richard, no doubt that was the deal that was struck. You knew Halloway blood was the secret to immortality. How did you find out?” 
He was fighting with himself as he struggled for the words. “It was a spell, the way the spells manifested. It never looked like anyone else's. It wasn't until I saw Cole's magic up close that I realized that something was the same.”
“Ah,” she wasn't sitting on the throne, nor was she wearing a crown. But somehow, she looked like a queen. And what hurt the most was that she wasn't mad. She was hurt. “How could you, Thomas? There are so many innocents involved.” 
“Yvette,” he managed. “I did not intend to hurt you. Ever. You have to know that. I did not set out to hurt you, even after you became involved with him.”
“You nearly burned down a mall with me in it!” she cried, and he looked away. 
“We've discussed this. I thought that I could save you.”
“Well, you didn't,” she replied. “Peter did, though, luckily.”
Thomas remained silent on that fact, looking at his feet. 
“What else do you have to tell me?” she asked. “Now that you know my life is mixed up in all of this? Tell me, now, Thomas, because I swear to heaven, I will not make the mistake of sticking my neck out for you twice.” 
He took a deep breath but remained silent. 
“Thomas,” she reminded him. “We were friends. And you promised to protect me forever. You swore it, no matter what happened.”
He still said nothing, although he did look up at her. 
“What is it that you want?” she asked. 
“Do you have the power to grant me what I want?” he asked. 
“I do. You know that I have equal power beside Peter. But it's also my choice. What is it that you want?” She hoped that it was not something horrible.
“I want to be free from the Dolcettis and the life they would have me live,” he said softly. “They retreated from Umora because they did not agree with life here. And I thought I did as well. But Umora is my home, my life. I am a dragon, and I am witch; I do not belong on a planet full of humans.”
“Oh, my,” she said. “Thomas, I can't just–”
“Didn't you say that you have equal power?” he asked. “So why can't you grant me this?”
“They take care of you.”
“You know that they don't,” he cried. “You know that my father has me so doped up on meds I can hardly see straight. Yes, it controls my anger. Yes, it controls my blood lust, but it also controls me. I feel like I'm walking through water, like I'm moving through life in slow motion. I just want to be free, Yvette.” 
“If I make that choice, I take any blood you spill into my own hands,” she said. 
“There will be no blood,” he assured her. “If you wish me back in the Royal Army, I will return. But I cannot live that life anymore. I will live any way you want, just let it be here. You said we were still friends, Yvette.” 
“You can't control your impulses, Thomas. You need help.” She buried her head in her hands.
“I need help here,” he roared at her. “I will die there. Except I won't, because I'm immortal, so it will be a living prison forever. Please, please!” 
She was practically shaking. She knew that if she said yes, there would be backlash and repercussions from everyone. Her family and the entire planet would rebel and question her judgment. 
“I was a loyal subject the whole time,” he said. “You know that I was, you can check the records.”
“Tell me what you know,” she said. “Tell me what information you have, and prove to me that you are on our side. If you do this, I will commute your sentence.” 
“How do I know you won't just throw me back in jail?” he asked. 
“Because trust has to start somewhere, Thomas,” she said, and he sighed. 
He knew he was taking a gamble. Once upon a time, he would have trusted Yvette with his life. He remembered curling up to her at night when he was out of his mind with blood lust, with the drugs, with the demons in his head. She had always been gentle and kind. 
But this Yvette? This Queen Yvette who loved Peter? He didn't know her so well. 
However, she was right. He had to start somewhere. 
“King Richard is using tracer spells to find Rosa,” he said. “He knows that she has the magic of two witches in her, and he does mean to take it from her to survive. Those who have returned from the Other cannot survive forever on this side. The Other dropped because the magic is fading. It's the way of the world, my love. All things must come to an end.”
“That's why you want to return to Umora,” she said. “Your magic will fade on Earth.”
“We who came from Umora will all have to return if we intend to survive,” he said. “On Earth, the magic will be gone quickly. It's already hard to trace – hard to capture and feel. You don't feel it because you are human, but it is fading.”
“Peter,” she said. “Peter came from the Other.”
“Yes,” Thomas said, waiting for her to speak. 
“How do I make him stay?” she asked. “How do I make sure he doesn't return?”
“I don't know,” Thomas replied. “Everything is out of balance. There's one pure Halloway witch, dozens of other bloodlines that have died out, and so many things that are different than the balance nature intended.”
“So, we have to put things back into balance,” she said. She was smart, even when her head was spinning. “How do we do that?”
“I don't have all the answers,” he admitted. “But restoring the Halloway line could be a start.”
“I can't just wave my hands and order another Halloway witch,” she cried. 
“Create one,” he said with a shrug.
“How?” she asked him, aghast. 
“Yvette, do not make me draw you a picture.” He fixed her with a look. 
“I…oh!” She blushed bright red. “So, you or Cole or–”
“It's best to let Rosa do it,” he said. “She is the one with two stores of magic.” 
“Right,” she said. “I can uh…let them know. Until then, you need to go back to Earth.” 
He bowed his head. “I understand. But don't be long.”
“I won't be,” she said. She stepped forward, not quite touching him. But she wanted to. “Thank you.”
“You're welcome,” he replied. There was so much more that could be said between the two of them, but Yvette chose to say nothing. She loved Peter with all her heart and wouldn't change that for the world. She missed Thomas and what they had, but it didn't compare to her love for her husband. She just wished Thomas well. She hoped he found happiness of his own one day; even if the road seemed dark right now. “Wait in the antechamber, and someone will take you back.”
“Aye,” he said. She left the throne room before she said something she would regret. Luckily for her, she didn't have to go too far. Nicholas was waiting eagerly with Rosa in the dining room. Their hands were grasped together, and they were gazing at each other with pure love. She smiled when she realized what she had to tell them. It wasn't such a bad thing after all. 
“Well?” Nicholas asked. 
She paused, looking between the two of them. She couldn't break the news all at once. So, she chose the easier route. 
“You two really should solidify your line to protect the dragons and the witches. A formal marriage would be best,” she said, not wasting any time. “Are you up to that?” 
Rosa blushed, but Nicholas understood completely. Without a word, he slipped out of the chair, taking a signet ring off his finger. He dropped to his knees, taking her hand. 
“I've been picturing this moment my whole life, my love,” he said, slipping the ring on her finger. “Will you do me the honor of being my princess?”
“Yes!” There was no hesitation in her voice, no second guessing. She had been waiting her entire life for this moment, and it was finally here. 
Good things came from dark paths so long as they walked it long enough. 
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Chapter 10
“The final royal wedding,” Peter said to Yvette when he heard the story. “I suppose we were all putting it off for so long, really. Now that Nicholas is getting married, it makes things more secure, especially if they are focused on having an heir.”
“What is a princess wedding like?” she asked. “Does she have to be crowned?”
“No,” Peter replied. “It's really just a wedding with little more fanfare. And then, she'll be his princess, the third highest woman in all the land, after you and after Ariel. Hopefully, a power she will never have to call on.” 
“Mm,” Yvette sank into the bed beside him. Ever since her conversation with Thomas this afternoon, her heart was beating wildly. She was dying to tell Peter the whole truth. Now that they were alone, it seemed as good of a time as any. “I have to talk to you.”
“About what, my love?” he asked as he sat down beside her. “What troubles you?
“It's about Thomas,” she turned to him, trying to be brave. “I promised him he could return to Umora and live in peace if he told me what he knew.”
Peter said nothing for a long time. Yvette was terrified that he was angry and started babbling excuses. 
“Peter, I only did it because I knew that was how he would talk. He trusts me, despite it all. He's a warrior; he's not afraid of death. If you tortured him for information, he would never give it to you. The magic is fading, and Umora is where it will sustain longer. He hates the way the Dolcettis are treating him. He doesn't want to be controlled, drugged, or live as a human.”
“Yvette,” Peter said, softly at last “That is your decision as queen.”
She stopped, confused by his tone. “You aren't angry?” 
“No, my love, I'm not angry,” he replied. “I can't be everywhere at once, and I trust your judgment completely. You calculated the risks and the returns, and you made an educated decision. I'm proud of you, my love.”
“It was still a dangerous decision,” she admitted, and he shrugged. 
“Yes, but that is part of ruling. We make those choices every single day, and hope that the majority of them work out. Those that don't, we deal with.”
“I don't want you to think that this is because I still have feelings for him,” she said. “I love you, Peter. I was thinking of the good of the family.”
“I know you were,” he leaned in to kiss her. “But will it be difficult, having him on the same planet?”
“Not if you're nearby.” She took his hand with a smile. “When you're around, I forget everything else.”
“Good,” he said as he kissed her lips gently. 
Across the hall, Nicholas was in a similar position with Rosa in his arms. 
“I can plan anything I want?” she said, and he smiled. 
“Anything you want, my love, he said. “No expense is spared.”
“I can't believe this,” she said, bursting with happiness. “We’ve dreamed about this for so many years, Nicholas. Now, we are here.”
“It still won't be easy, Rosa,” he reminded her. “You are in incredible danger even being seen at my side.”
“I know,” she said. “But what other choice do I have? Besides, a moment with you is worth an eternity alone.”
“My love,” he took her hand. “You have never been alone. I have always been with you, even from afar.”
“Well, now you can be with me close by.” She grinned, kissing him. “I know how dangerous this is, Nicholas, and I don't take it for granted. I promise to be careful.”
“Is there a chance that the witches could rise up?” he asked, trying not to be too distracted by her kisses. All he wanted was to be lost in her touch, but he was using every ounce of willpower he had in order to think logically. “For you doing this?”
“No,” she assured him. “Their goal was to continue the line. This is how we do that, so everything is validated. I will talk to them, just in case.” 
“And your apartment? Your job?” 
“I can get out of the apartment easily. It's week by week. That is what I could afford,” she said, and he responded in shock. 
“Rosa, you should have been honest about the conditions!”
“Well, it doesn't matter now,” she said, softly. “You are what matters now. As for my job, I'll just quit.” 
“You won't miss selling men's wear?” he teased her, and she laughed. 
“I doubt it. But if I do, you are a prince. I'm sure you could arrange for me to get a job somewhere.”
“No princess of mine will have to work,” he replied. “That is, if she doesn't want to.”
“So, if I do?” she responded. 
“Uh–”
“I'm joking,” she said as she leaned into kiss him. “Don't worry.”
“Good.” He took her in his arms. At last, they could be together without worrying about the dawn coming, or someone tapping on the door. He knew that there would be challenges ahead, but for once, he was inclined to live in the moment. Rosa was with him, his family was nearby, and his heart was bursting with love. 
And she had more of a chance of living now than she ever had, thanks to a carapace that was supposed to be her enemy. 
In the ballroom, the carapace in question was not being quite as kind to her husband. Setting up her phone to blast the music from her latest show – a rap beat that made his head pound – she had blocked off the ballroom to practice. She was determined to get the dance steps right for her next rehearsal, and she forced Alexander into submission in assisting her. 
“Just stand there,” she growled at him from across the room, in leggings and a tube top that were not befitting of a princess. “When I leap at you, catch me and then lift.”
“Ariel, we’ve done this half a hundred times. I am not a dancer” He had taken off his suit jacket, his sleeves rolled up and his muscles already aching. 
“I know, but I can't get the landing right,” she answered. “So, I need you to keep doing it.”
“You're going to be the death of me, woman,” he answered. “You or that music.”
“You're coming to the show, right?” she asked, implying that he did not have a choice. Ariel launched toward him, hitting the beats that she had been taught just two days ago. He always thought it was fascinating to watch her dance. She went from a confident, cocky woman to a beautiful angel, graceful and smooth. She could bend in ways he could never imagine, and she got the most serene look on her face. 
He almost missed her, but he grabbed her waist at the last moment, using her momentum to push her up. Her rock-hard abs flexed as she fought the urge to curl up. She could feel her position was off, and indicated that he should put her down. 
“Again,” she said, as her half-naked and sweaty body brushed against his. Alexander put an arm around her waist, pulling her closer. 
“Ask nicely,” he said, his face inches from hers. She grinned, allowing a kiss. 
“Please,” she said, with those eyes that had once charmed her from the audience. Their attraction had always been undeniable, despite the lack of romantic love. Sometimes, Ariel fantasized about loving him the way his brothers loved their wives. But she acknowledged that they were such a different couple, and they needed to accept that or they would likely kill each other. 
“One more,” he said, sending her across the room. 
Her body was throbbing with the temptation he had alluded to, and she almost missed a step. But this time, perhaps fueled by the hope of what was to come, her beat was perfect and his lift was in line with her momentum. She flexed and then held her body perfectly straight. 
He got a perfect view of her breasts, of her collarbone, and of her perfect body. 
“Good,” she managed, her chest heaving. He lowered her down carefully until her feet were flat on the floor. Only then did he pull her forward, kissing her with passion. 
“How many balls have you danced in here?” she asked. 
“A thousand,” he replied, as she reached to unbutton his shirt. 
“And with me?”
“Half a hundred,” he answered, his breathing labored. 
“And how many balls did you dance with me when you'd rather be making love to me?”
“All of them.” He captured her mouth, and then there was no more talking. 
***
Of the family, only Cole and Enya were sleeping peacefully. Normally the friskiest of the bunch, Cole had slipped off to sleep almost as soon as they had gone to bed. He was looking forward to a good night's sleep, his arm swung comfortably around Enya.
He did not expect to wake up with a gasp, his eyes flying open.
Enya sat up with him, sleep ridding itself from her brain right away. 
“Cole, what is it?” she asked. 
He searched the air, sending out magical pings. Something had woken him up; something had distributed him. But his magical homing signals came back empty. 
“I don't know,” he replied. “I don't know.”
His chest was heaving. For some reason, he was frightened. He felt like there was something terribly wrong, but he couldn't speak as to what. 
“It's okay. It’s probably just a bad dream.” She took his hand.
“Maybe, but I don't remember a nightmare,” he said, his heart beat finally slowing. “In fact, I was dreaming of you.”
“Oh, I see,” she gave him a nudge. “Must be terrible.”
“Horrible,” he said, as they settled back in the darkness. For a while, they were both silent, their thoughts drifting back to sleep. 
“That was quite a day,” Enya said, as she waited for sleep to come. “Started in a potential death and ended in an engagement.”
“Welcome to life at the palace,” he replied with a shrug. 
She laughed. “I knew that when I married you,” she said. “And it's certainly far more exciting than Earth.”
“And if you can never go back?” he asked. “You heard what Yvette said today.”
“If I can never go back, then as long as I am by your side – and I have Wi-Fi – I'll be all right,” she replied.
“Mm, my love,” he closed his eyes, leaning his head on top of hers. She had provided him such solace and such comfort over the last few years. He had once been ready to rip the world apart, and she had showed him that life was worth living. 
It was with his eyes that he felt the first twinges of magic. A few of his pings had returned late, and now they were sending him warning signals. 
He opened his eyes, trying to listen with every fiber of his being. In half a second, he threw the covers off, his feet hitting the cold floor. 
“Cole?” she asked, in sudden concern. 
“Father is here,” he said. “Hide yourself.” 
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Chapter 11
Cole was already summoning magic as he ran down the hallways. He wasn't sure what exactly what he was going to do when he got there. His father was a stronger dragon than he was, and Cole had no idea where his brothers were. 
He was searching frantically when he heard the giant footsteps behind him. Turning around, he found his father in dragon form, stalking down the large hallways like he used to when he was king. Cole knew he would need a moment or two – too long to transform into dragon form. He needed a distraction, but he was currently alone. 
“Father,” he said, “what a surprise. Again. Perhaps next time you can send a letter ahead of time?”
The great yellow eyes flashed, and Cole tried not to flinch. Even though he was a dragon himself, he was a small one due to his witch blood. In human form, he was intimidated by them. 
“So, can I help you?” he asked his father, trying to distract him. But he knew that Richard was not here for him. “With anything? Or could you just stay dead? Because frankly, I was not too sad about it.”
Richard roared, letting fire stream out of his mouth. The ceiling and walls were fireproof; it just made sense for the kingdom of the dragon lords. Cole felt the heat and winced. Humans were so susceptible to burns. 
He cast a spell, dragging the dragon's attention to the magic that was streaming out of him. “Yeah, that's right,” Cole said. “It's Halloway magic that came from. Did you know that's what's flooded through me?”
Richard cocked his great head, watching his adopted child. 
“Is that why you brought me here?” Cole asked. “Is that why you searched the kingdom? Or did you force whoever my parents were to mate so you could have me? Did you have this plan all along?”
Richard advanced on him, and Cole took a step back. He knew that he couldn't hold him off forever, and he was running out of ideas. 
He had never been so grateful to see Nicholas coming around the corner. 
His older brother had time to transform, and as a strong dragon, was almost as large as Richard. Nicholas roared, asserting his power, and Richard turned. 
Cole took it as the moment he needed. He may not be as strong as Nicholas, but he knew that two dragons were better than one. 
Standing beside his brother in dragon form, his wings were extended to exaggerate his size. 
Now that he was in dragon form, he could hear Richard's thoughts much more clearly. 
Bring me the girl, Nicholas. Or I will take her. 
Over my dead body. Nicholas threw his head forward, threatening Richard, daring him to take him on. 
Richard lashed his great tail and a pillar fell. Cole winced, thinking how many thousands of years old it was. But Richard seemed to have no regard for history or for the palace that he had grown up in.
That can be arranged, Richard raised an eyebrow on his scaly face. I am your king, boy, and you will respect me. 
You were not my king the second you cast out Cole, Nicholas answered. 
Cole turned his head to his left, hearing another noise. To his relief, both of his brothers stalked down the hall. 
It was as if the universe had made Peter more majestic since he became king. Taller, stronger, and larger than Richard, something about Peter just invoked an invisible crown on his head. 
By contrast, Alexander beside him looked aged and tired. Once a majestic king himself, the regent now stood tall beside Peter, knowing that he would die for his king. He seemed to accept death as a welcome relief, and Cole growled at Richard, trying to distract him from Alexander. 
However, it wasn't Alexander that Richard's attention went to.
Peter, Peter, you usurper, Richard said. 
Peter did not even pause for conversation. He roared forward, his jaws open. 
It was a signal from their king to attack, and the other three roared in. Richard was stronger and older, but he was no match for his four sons who were determined to protect the women they loved. 
They crashed through the palace with no regard for the things they were destroying. Columns crashed in, walls gained giant holes, and the dragons burned what they could. 
It was probably the most destructive fight the palace had ever seen. No one dared step in, even though they came running, for no one was a match for the strength being displayed. 
The fact that it was a stalemate was becoming clear within minutes. Richard was so strong, and he appeared enhanced. He kept snapping at Cole, knowing the other three would defend him. His age brought him more magic than any of them, and he would not give up. 
Nicholas couldn't focus; he was so terrified for Rosa and their future. Suddenly, he felt himself pulled back to human form. He felt blood drip down his face, and his vision blur. It was shocking and very sudden. 
Around him, the others began to shrink as well. The destruction around them became massive, dwarfing them. 
Alexander grabbed onto a broken column, panting. “Ariel,” he managed. 
Sure enough, his wife stood in the hallway, her body tense. She was absorbing a strong amount of magic, and it hurt, as much as she didn't want to admit it. She faced Richard without so much as blinking. 
“You will stop,” she said. 
“Your whore wife wants to join you in impending death, Alexander,” Richard said, staring her down. “You send a woman to do your dirty work?”
“I am my own woman,” Ariel replied, “and he makes me do nothing I don't want to do. Guards!” She snapped her fingers, and the guard unit she had gotten rushed Richard. 
“After I get the Halloway heir, you will be the first to die,” Richard said, and waived his hand. There was too much magic for Ariel to take care of at once, and he vanished into thin air. 
“What the actual…?” She gaped. “How did he do that without a vortex?” 
“He's been after other witch blood is how,” Cole said as he recovered “There are certain witches that can make vortexes on their own. The Ryersons. The Venoms. No doubt if we search the records, we will find out that he murdered some of those as well to absorb their power.”
“And what if he comes back?” Nicholas asked. “And we don't happen to have a carapace at our disposal? We can't destroy him on our own, that much is clear. Four of us, and he threw us around like rag dolls. We would never stand a chance if Ariel wasn't here.”
“We would,” Cole said. “With two things.”
“And those are, oh smart brother?”
“Earth,” Cole replied. “And a full-blooded Halloway witch.”
“Cole, have you been asleep for the last week?” Nicholas wanted to scream in his face. “There is no full blood Halloway witch.” 
“But there could be,” he answered. “If we go to Earth, the magic is reduced, weakening Father. And then if Rosa can share her power.”
“How does she share her power?” Ariel asked, confused. Cole rolled his eyes. 
“Can I speak, please?” he asked. Everyone fell silent. “When there was just Rosa, it was too much. But now that there's three of us, there needs to be one more. If she were to have a child–”
“A child…” Nicholas paused. “An actual child takes 9 months.”
“It does,” Cole said, “but it also has to be a legitimate heir.”
“Which means, in case you missed it,” Ariel pointed out. “You have to marry her. And soon.”
“We have to be married to make the child legitimate, and therefore transform the power,” Nicholas said slowly. “So, call the priest.”
“On Earth,” Cole said. “Witches belong on Earth. Everything about the marriage needs to be right, perfect.”
“This is very old fashioned,” Ariel said as she leaned into Alexander. He put an arm around her waist, kissing her on the cheek. 
“I'm just glad that I am alive to here you complain.”
“But we were planning a wedding here,” Nicholas said. “She will be a Princess, she will be–”
“Dead if we don't hurry up,” Cole answered. “We can always come back and do a royal wedding. But we need to go now if we have any hope of making this plan work.” 
“Right now?” Nicholas felt like he was still in shock. Cole rolled his eyes. 
“Yes, right now,” he wanted to scream at him for a second time in less than a minute. “Wake her up, pack her bags. I promise you, this is the only way it will work. And you two should come, too,” he turned to Ariel and Alexander. “Even if you can't be near her, or too near each other. We just have to avoid Father for a while, until the ball is in motion. That and,” he winced, “put a protection order around Thomas. If he dies, that's one more heir we need.”
“And a protection order around you,” Peter pointed out. “Are you sure about this, Cole?”
“I'm not exactly a fan of shotgun weddings,” Cole reminded him. “I courted Enya for months before we even figured out that we could make it work. I'm old fashioned. I'm romantic So, if I am telling you to get married now, go and do it!”
“I hope Rosa actually wants children,” Ariel said. “Or this is going to be a very awkward conversation.”
“She does,” Nicholas answered. “But I don't know that she wants them right this second. I'll speak to her.”
“We will be awaiting our deaths if you don't move now,” Cole reminded him with fake cheer. Ariel turned to Alexander. 
“How are you?”
“Hmm?” he asked, confused at her sudden concern. 
“If we choose to run to Earth, you are at risk.”
“And if I don't choose to do that, everyone is at risk from my insane father,” he pointed out. “It will be all right, my love.”
“Mm.” She looked at her shoes, and he smiled. 
“Ariel, are you actually worried about losing me? Suddenly?”
“Don't get all sappy on me,” she dug her hip into him. “Who will keep me up all night with adult activities if I lose you?”
“I am quite sure you have a hundred men waiting in the wings,” he answered. “To answer your question, I'll be all right. At least, until they can find a church and get married. Surely, Cole, you can't mean we stay on Earth for nine months? If we abandon the palace, Father will surely take it over.”
“I'm still working that part out in my head,” Cole admitted. “For now, we need to pack our bags.” 
“Cole,” Peter said. “You come with me until we can find enough guards.”
“But!” Cole looked like a pouty child for a moment, and Ariel had to laugh. 
“Even when we are in the depths of chaos, we’re still a normal family,” she said.
“Absolutely normal,” Alexander rolled his eyes. “At least you'll be on earth for your rehearsals.”
“Wait until you hear the finale,” she replied. “It's beat box.”
“I'd rather let Father eat me,” he answered, as they headed to their rooms to pack their bags. She smiled and took his head. 
Peter took a final look around the palace before they entered the vortex just minutes later. He closed his eyes, his hand on Yvette's, and prayed for the first time in a long time. He wasn't focused on the darkness that lingered in his mind and that Yvette had mostly rescued him from. He was focused on the safety of his family, and the hope that when they returned, it would be to peaceful for once. 
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Chapter 12
Rosa looked in the mirror, her flowing, white dress barely fitting. Everything seemed so hastily planned. There was only one thing that she was sure of, and that was she wanted to marry Nicholas. Everything else was in chaos. 
She knew that she had to do this. She knew that she wanted to do this. And yet, when it came down to the moment, she was terrified. What if this didn't work? What if this was the last moment of happiness they ever had? She had spent so long dreaming of this moment, imagining so many alternatives. None of them had ever ended up like this. 
The church was mostly empty, and she was trying to steel herself for that. She felt like she was doing something wrong, sneaking. And yet, it felt so right. 
“Ariel just wants to say good luck,” Enya said as she came into the room with a phone. “On Facetime. No carapace magic can get to us through the magic of Apple.”
“Of course,” Rosa took the phone from her, looking at the beautiful face of her red-headed, soon-to-be sister-in-law. “Hello!”
“Hi,” Ariel said. They weren't too far away, but Alexander had chosen to stand in solidarity with his wife. Their bond grew each day, although it pained Alexander to not attend his brother's wedding. Rosa knew Ariel would never ask her husband that, but he had chosen to watch from the phone rather than attend. “Have fun.”
“That's your advice?” Rosa raised an eyebrow. “Really?” 
“Don't look at me,” Ariel smiled. “My wedding was a drunken whirlwind, and the best part was the hot sex after. But hey, it worked out for me.”
“Ariel!” Alexander called in the background, embarrassed. She grinned. 
“So, you'll be fine.”
“Thank you,” Rosa smiled, used to Ariel's comments. “I'm sure I'll see you soon.”
“Hopefully safely,” Ariel said. “Congrats, sister.” 
Rosa handed the phone back to Enya as Yvette put the final flowers in her hair. “Well, I think it's honorable to do this. I think it's beautiful,” Enya said.
“I just…I want to be able to know we were locked together for our lives,” Rosa said. “Even if it goes wrong.”
“It won't,” Yvette assured her. “Unless Peter trips as he walks you up the aisle.”
“Excuse me,” Peter swept into the bridal room then. “I have never tripped in my life.”
“You tripped on the way to breakfast yesterday morning!” Yvette cried, and he smiled. 
“I suppose there was that,” he said. “Are you ready? Everyone who is going to be here is here.”
“I think so,” Rosa said. “So, by everyone, do you mean five people?”
“The priest, two of my brothers – one of whom is your future husband, I give you – your sisters in law…” he counted on his fingers, “and myself.” 
“Oh, six,” she said. “Excellent.”
“Come,” he held out his arm. “What matters now is your wedding day and your happiness.”
She accepted that and took his arm. 
She didn't care that it wasn't a grand wedding. She didn't care that there weren’t a thousand people in the church, or that it wasn't in the palace. As soon as she saw Nicholas at the end of the aisle, all she could think about was how much she wanted to be his wife. 
Peter's arm was tight around her waist, guiding her as carefully as he could. Her legs had barely recovered, and they had placed a chair at the end of the aisle. It looked plain without any dressings. She had enough time to make an IPod play list, but not much else. She wished she had gotten her dress tailored or had asked a few friends from work. But it was too late for all of that. 
As soon as Peter put her hands in Nicholas', she forgot about everything else. He held her steady while Nicholas took off her veil, kissing her and then letting her sit. She focused on his face, his sparkling eyes, and everything melted away. 
They were getting married, at long last. That was what mattered. 
Nicholas turned to the priest, who nodded and cleared his throat. Everything had been so hastily planned that they hadn't even had time to look over the vows properly. They had read them over just once from an internet printout before handing them over to the priest. Rosa hoped that she remembered what to say. 
The priest looked to the few of them gathered at the front pew, standing silently. She could feel their eyes boring into the back of her head, but she didn't turn around. 
“Into this union, Rosa and Nicholas now come to be joined. If any of you can show just cause why they may not be lawfully wed, speak now, or else forever hold your peace.”
Of course, no one said anything. She didn't really expect any noise, although, she supposed, there was always the excuse that this was pointless. She knew that his brothers thought they couldn't stop the cycle that had already happened. But they had to try. 
“Rosa,” the priest said as he turned to her. She was so glad that he was feeding her the lines, because there was no way that she could remember them. 
“Will you have this man to be your husband, to live together with him in the covenant of marriage? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, be faithful unto him as long as you both shall live?”
“I do,” she whispered. Somewhere in the middle of the words, it hit her. This was forever. They were getting married; their dream forever. She just prayed that they had some time for happiness. She didn't want forever; but she wanted a few years to live in this wedded bliss before she slipped away. The way things were looking, though, even a year was a stretch. 
“Nicholas , will you have this woman to be your wife, to live together with her in the covenant of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, be faithful unto her as long as you both shall live?”
“I will,” he said, looking up at the priest with emotion in his eyes. None of those words really compared to what they had already gone through. It seemed like they had been to the ends of the Earth and back without even thinking about it. Sickness and health would be easy compared to what they would be facing. 
As for forsaking all others, he had done that the moment he had seen her. There was always Rosa, and no one else ever held a candle to her beauty. He would be faithful to her until the end of her days. 
“Will all of you witnessing these promises do all in your power to uphold these two persons in their marriage?”
“We do,” the small crowd behind him said. 
“Rosa and Nicholas, having witnessed your vows of love to one another, it is my joy to present you to all gathered here as husband and wife. Nicholas, you may kiss the bride.”
He leaned over to kiss her gently, and she relished in his touch. 
“We're married!” she said, leaning her forehead against his. 
“We are,” he whispered, “and I promise to take care of you forever.” 
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Chapter 13
“Nicholas. Nicholas!” Rosa poked him and then poked him again. He grunted, rolling over. 
“My love?” he asked, in confusion. It took him a moment to figure out where they were. In the past ten months, they had adopted Rosa's style of living. In league with the witches, they had been on the run. This time was a little bit different because he had the money to fund their exhibition. They never went hungry, and they were never cold. The witches were just glad that the Halloway line was due to return, and at any moment. At forty weeks, he should have guessed exactly why Rosa was calling to him.
“It's time,” she said. 
“It's time?” he asked in shock. “Oh goodness, it's time.”
He practically fell off the bed. Despite her contractions, she laughed. 
“It's okay, we have a little bit more time than that. We don't have to fly me there.”
“Right,” he said. “We should…I forget where we are. What do we have to use? Are there emergency numbers? Are there humans on this planet?”
“We're on Terratuva,” she said softly. “It's like Earth. There's a phone right there. They deal with lots of humanoids, and the emergency number is the red button.”
“Right,” he said. He remembered they specifically chose Terratuva because it mimicked Earth, in many ways. They did deal with humans, and the magical content was even lower than Earth's atmosphere. It wasn't too far from Umora, considered a more remote planet. “Red button.” 
He pushed the button, barely able to get out garbled speech about where they were. The dispatcher though, told him to remain calm and breathe. “Aren't you supposed to be telling that to my wife?” he asked. 
“Sir, your wife seems calm in the background. It's you who seems to be having a panic attack.” 
He blushed. 
“Sorry. It's my first child.”
“That much is clear,” said the weary dispatcher. “Help will be along shortly. I'll stay on the line. Just put the phone down and hold her hand.”
“I can do that,” Nicholas responded, leaning over to Rosa. “Are you all right, love?” 
“I'm fine,” she said. “My water broke, but it doesn't hurt too bad yet. Should you, um…do you want to call your brothers?”
“I can,” he said. “But I thought maybe we could just enjoy this moment, you and I? After this, everything will change.”
“Yes,” she squeezed his hand. “Everything will change” 
They sat in silence for a while, listening to the sound of distant sirens. 
“Do you think this will bring balance back to the magic world, like Cole said?” Rosa asked. “I love our baby more than anything, but it's hard to believe that one baby can bring balance to an entire world.”
“That is what some religions believe,” he said. “Also, some movies.”
She rolled her eyes. 
“Are you seriously talking about Star Wars while I'm in labor?”
“And Christianity!” he pointed out. “And other religions that have had a prophet. You always think the prophet is someone other than yourself, but it could be you and I and our baby.”
She smiled. 
“I'm just happy for a healthy child,” she replied. “The rest is bonus.” 
“Yes, me too.”
Rosa had asked Cole whether the gender of the baby mattered, and he assured her that it didn't. So, she had insisted on it being a surprise. Everything was going to be taken care of for them. They would have unlimited funds, a nursery, help, clothes, and everything else they needed once they made it back to the palace. She didn't have the added stress of choosing clothes to suit a budget, or painting a room blue or pink. All she wanted was to meet her child, boy or girl. 
“Do you think your father has figured it out yet?” she asked. 
“I doubt it,” Nicholas replied. “Father used to yell at me all the time for my tantrums. He's probably thought that, since I'm not in the palace, I've just done something like that again.”
“Vanishing to see me?” she asked, and he smiled, kissing her forehead. 
“Yes, of course.”
“You endured all that for me?” she entwined her hands in his. 
“Rosa, I would endure anything for you,” he assured her, sitting on the bed beside her. 
The dispatcher had been right; it wasn't long before help arrived. The process was actually very smooth, given that Rosa's pain increased. And, Nicholas noted, she was flexing her hand, letting out tiny sparks of magic. 
“Rosa,” he whispered, covering her hand to not alert the paramedics. But he realized why she was doing it right before it was too late. Neither of them had thought about things like heart monitors and vital signs. Fueled by magic, Rosa had none that would show up. She was trying to imitate them. 
He shot his own magic through them just in time. The monitors began to beep, and the paramedics look satisfied.
“Well,” Nicholas said to her in dragon lore as they headed toward an ambulance, “good thing I learned what human vital signs are supposed to look like.”
“It will get better once I have the baby,” she said. “I will be able to do that on my own.”
“You will,” he assured her, although he knew there was a chance that she wouldn't. 
Cole's guesses had been only that – guesses. They were probably the most educated guesses someone could make, but they were still taking a huge risk. 
The other option, though, was certain death for all of them. So, Nicholas chose to be happy and excited about this child and dreamed about their life. He couldn't think about what would happen if he didn't. 
He missed his brothers so much, but he respected her wishes. He also wanted a moment alone with her, to revel in being a father.
He hadn't been frightened until they got to the hospital. Then, his heart rate rose as she started to struggle with pain. She held his hand, and he tried to flood her with as much magic as possible to keep her calm. She wasn't afraid, but she certainly wasn't comfortable. 
“Is this your first?” the doctor asked. 
“Oh, yes,” Nicholas replied, “but it won't be our last.” 
“Yes, it will!” Rosa cried. He would have smiled if she wasn't in so much pain. 
It was over in a moment. One minute, she was in terrible pain, and then the next, there was a different cry in the room. 
“It's a girl!” the doctor said, handing Nicholas the child as soon as he had checked. “Congratulations!” 
Nicholas wasn't sure what he was going to feel in this moment. He thought he would be excited; he thought he would be over the moon. But he was also full of emotion, tears popping into his eyes. 
She was beautiful. With his blonde hair and Rosa's dark eyes, she was stunning. As her tiny hand reached out to grab his, he burst into sobs, turning to Rosa. 
“I have a daughter,” he managed. She met his eyes, tears equally filling her own. 
“We have a daughter,” she reminded him. She was exhausted but happy. 
They only had one moment of peace before the alarms suddenly pierced the silence. The doctor and nurses rushed to Rosa's side, but she was fine. 
She was more than fine, in fact. Her cheeks suddenly flooded with color, and she took a deep breath as if she hadn't been breathing in months.
He knew exactly what was happening. There were four Halloway heirs now, four witches to carry that magic. She could finally be flooded with the line force she should have. 
“I'm all right,” she assured them. The doctor looked confused and took her pulse. It beat strongly, and she had bright eyes. 
“Perhaps it was a  machine error,” he said at last. “I will get you new ones. For now, take a few minutes with your baby, and then I'll be back.”
“Thank you,” Nicholas replied, settling onto the edge of the bed with Rosa. “You did wonderful, my love.”
“What should we call her?” Rosa asked. “The first baby born of the new generation.”
“Charity,” he smiled. “We are going to call her Charity, because that is how our rule is going to go. No more tyranny, no more terror. Only goodness.” 
“Beautiful,” she said. “I approve.”
“Well, I sure hope you approve,” he said, “because you'd have to live with it the rest of your life otherwise.”
“Oh, what if I didn't like it?” she teased 
“Then we would change it immediately.” He was a smarter man than to anger his beautiful wife. “She is lovely, though, isn't she?”
“What now?” Rosa asked. “Immediately back to Umora?”
“I think as soon as you are able,” he answered. “It's the safest place. Now that the Halloway magic is active again–” 
“I can kill your father,” she finished for him. 
“Or at least control him,” Nicholas answered. 
She took a deep breath. “What do you want?”
“He's my father,” he said, “but we cannot live with him threatening our lives at every turn. I know how he is. He won't stop until he has what he wants.”
“Immortality and the throne,” she turned to Charity. “And he won't get it, not from me or my daughter. We will defend the throne.”
“The four of you should be enough to send him back to the Other,” Nicholas said.
“Do you think he might stop if he met his granddaughter?” Rosa asked.
“Any other man, I would say yes,” Nicholas answered. “But him…I don't think so. That's the sad bit.” 
“Then we won't take any risks,” she sat up straighter. “Give me a day to recover, and then we shall go.”
“I should call my brothers,” he answered. Gingerly, he handed over Charity who smiled at her mother. “I don't want to leave her for an instant.” 
“We won't go anywhere,” Rosa assured him. “But maybe if you just stand at the other end of the room to make a phone call?”
“Brilliant,” he said, standing up. “What would I do without you?”
“Just make the phone call, Nicholas,” she rolled her eyes as she turned her attention back to her daughter. 
Pulling out his phone, he punched in the numbers and then stopped himself. 
“What am I doing?” he said, switching to Facetime. They may be able to call each other over Wi-Fi, but the technology of making phone calls did not go through planets. Clearly, he was distracted. 
He called Alexander first, expecting the calmest response. Each brother had always taken care of the one closest in age to him, and Alexander had practically raised him, encouraging him despite Nicholas' shortcomings. He wanted to tell him first, and hopefully the rest of them were close by. 
To his surprise, Alexander didn't answer, which was odd. Alexander always answered his phone, no matter where they were. 
It rang and rang before he hung up, trying Cole next. Surely, Cole would be waiting for the news, excitable as always. 
Except, Cole did not answer his phone either. 
“What is happening?” he asked himself, confused. 
“Maybe they are throwing us a party,” Rosa suggested. “Ready for our return.”
“Maybe,” Nicholas said. He tried Peter, although he knew that Peter was terrible at answering his phone. Peter hadn't quite grasped Earth life as well as anyone would have liked, although he was much better these days. 
“Try the wives?” Rosa suggested. “I have their numbers if you don't.” 
“One of them should be answering their phones,” Nicholas frantically dialed Ariel. To his relief, she picked up, right before it went to voicemail. “Oh, thank goodness. Precious, is everything all right?”
“Why wouldn't it be?” Ariel answered, confused. In the background, he could hear strains of music. 
“Are you on Umora?”
“No, I'm at rehearsal,” she said. “Did Rosa have the baby?”
“She did!” He was momentary distracted by the terrible feeling in his chest. “A girl. Charity.”
“Really? I mean congratulations, but so old fashioned.”
“That's us,” he answered. “Where's your husband?”
“Everyone is on Umora,” she replied. “I think there's some strategy meeting going on right now.”
“So, they are all in the same place?” Nicholas responded 
“They should be. Why?” Ariel answered, confused. 
They were all in the same place. They weren't answering their phones. 
“Ariel, text me exactly where you are,” Nicholas answered. “We have to get back, and now.”
He hung up without giving her an explanation. Rosa clutched Charity closer, confused. 
“What's the matter?” she asked. 
“Something is wrong. Hold her tight,” Nicholas replied. “We're going to get Ariel, and we need to go.”
“But…” Rosa answered.
“My love,” he looked right into her eyes. “I will take care of you. I promise.” 
She took a deep breath. This was what it had all been about, wasn't it? Being his wife, saving his planet, loving him. 
She stretched out her hand and then stopped. 
“Wait,” she said. “I can transport myself now.”
“Do you know the spell?” he was taken by the momentary happiness. They had wanted for this for so long and had dared to hope for this. It was a shame that they finally had to experience it under such circumstances. 
“Yes,” she said. “Close your eyes, Nicholas, and tell me where to find her.”
“Here,” he showed her the map, and Rosa gathered her strength. 
“Let's go home, Nicholas.”
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Chapter 14
 She hadn't expected it to be as easy as it was. They had all made big claims about how hard a transport was, especially with more than one person, never mind a carapace. But Rosa felt the spell fill her and move them as easy as breathing. 
She was strong. She had never been strong before. Her landing was even smoother than any of the dragons had ever managed. Magic came naturally to her as if she had been doing it all her life. 
And in a lot of ways, she had done it all her life. Every aspect of living had been done with magic instead of a life force. The simplest things were really just spells. She was just existing then as a holding cell. But now, she was alive. 
Charity was clung tight to her breast. She felt half exposed, but Nicholas grabbed one of the ceremonial robes from the wall. It was meant for a queen to sit on the throne. It fit her like it was made for her. 
“Are you all right, my love?”
“Yes, strangely enough,” she said. “I know giving birth is supposed to be exhausting but–” 
“It's the magic giving you strength,” he assured her.
“Hey, you two,” Ariel was already standing. “I'm happy to celebrate my niece, but maybe in a moment. Listen.” 
“Listen to what?” Nicholas asked, cocking an ear. “I hear nothing.”
“Exactly,” she replied. “It's the palace in the middle of the day. Shouldn't it be bustling?” 
She looked fierce, in boots and an American revolutionary coat, her hair pulled back, and her eyes lined. Nicholas made a mental note to go see her play one day when there wasn't chaos in their lives. 
“What's the plan?” Ariel prompted him.
She was right about the silence. It was deadly, as if someone had wiped all trace of life from the building. For all Nicholas knew, there were hundreds of bodies lying just outside of the door. The building could be about to collapse. He needed to find out. 
“Rosa,” he said. “If we find my father–”
“You've made your wishes clear.” She held her chin high. 
“But our baby…”
“For such a time as this we were placed upon this Earth.” Rosa clutched the child close to her.
“All right, enough sap,” Ariel pushed open the door. 
The palace was empty and cold. There was no trace of life anywhere. The epic battle that they had engaged in last time had caused quite a bit of damage, and not all of it was repaired. But Nicholas noted there was still debris on the floor. 
“This is new,” he crouched down. “Someone has been here. Ariel?”
“Step away from me a moment,” she said, trying to feel the magic around her. She closed her eyes, extending her palms, and then re-opened her eyes. “He is here. Near the bedrooms, I think.” 
“The bedrooms,” Nicholas replied. “Of course. It's the easiest place to trap them all, away from the vortex. This way.”
He was questioning his movements even as he made them. What kind of father brought his newborn child into a battle that they had lost last time? What kind of father introduced his child to the world through violence and tyranny? 
It was the price children paid to be born to royals, he knew. He had survived, and his brothers had survived, but it hadn't been easy. 
This poor child wasn't even a day old and was already filling her princess duties. 
“Here,” Ariel stopped outside the king's bedroom. She could feel the magic coming from that room, stronger than any others. Nicholas pushed the door open, half expecting it to be locked. It opened with no resistance, and what he saw in the room shocked him. 
There was blood and the stench of death everywhere. Two servants lay on the floor, clearly devoid of life. 
Peter lay on the bed, bleeding out of a stomach wound. 
“Peter!” Nicholas grabbed his hand and was relieved to find a weak pulse. “Peter! Peter, can you hear me?” 
To his relief, Peter's eyes flickered open. Nicholas had never gotten along with his oldest brother, but he was eternally grateful to see him take a deep breath. 
“Nicholas,” Peter managed. “Father…” 
“I figured,” Nicholas said. “Where is he? Where did he go?” 
“I don't know. He's somewhere,” Peter gasped, clearly in great pain. 
“It's okay,” Nicholas replied, trying to soothe him. “It's okay, Peter. You're going to be fine.” 
“This is Charity,” Rosa stepped forward. Peter was momentarily distracted from his pain by the baby. 
“Oh,” he said, looking upon her as if she were an angel. “Oh.” 
Charity's little hand reached out, touching Peter's finger. Nicholas thought it was one of the most endearing things he had ever seen. 
He did not expect it to also stun him. From Charity's tiny hand, pure white magic began to flow. He had heard of white magic before, but he had never seen it. It was reserved for those who were the kindest – the best of all their race. Pure white magic was stronger than the yellows and browns that came from the dragons and older witches. 
To his amazement, Peter's wound began to close. His eyes cleared, and his blood knitted a deep scar. His chest stopped heaving, and he looked puzzled. 
“What?!”
Rosa could only smile in pride. “She is a Halloway, after all,” she said. “It's no real surprise she can do that before she can even walk.” 
Peter eventually sat up, his head clearing. Ariel hung back as far as she could, keeping watch in the hallway. 
Her heart was pounding at the thought that Alexander was in the same state somewhere. Peter may have been able to hang on, but Alexander certainty couldn't. 
She reached out with her hand, pushing her strength to feel for his magic. She didn't want to drain him, and it took a minute longer than she expected. 
All of a sudden, a rush of magic hit her like a tidal wave. 
“Nicholas,” she said, heading down the hall way to the queen's rooms. “This way!” 
Her brother-in-law turned rushed down the hallway after her. He wasn't sure what they were going to find, given the state that Peter had been in. He felt more confidence, though, with Peter at his side. They were going to win; they had to. There was no option for failure. 
Alexander, Enya, and Yvette were in the queen's chambers. None of them appeared to be hurt, but they were bound and gagged. Ariel needed no magic to rip the cloth gag off her husband's mouth. 
“What happened?” she asked, as Alexander shook himself free of the bonds. Alexander looked more angry than hurt. 
“Father had dragon minions with him,” he said. “At least fifty of them. We were no match for them. Their orders, luckily, were not to kill.” 
“Lucky you, because he ripped my intensives out ten minutes ago before taking Cole,” Peter said.
“Where would he take Cole?” Nicholas demanded. “Does he have Thomas?” 
“If he has both of them, they are alive,” Rosa answered. “I wouldn't feel this way if they wouldn't.” 
“I keep getting flashes of magic, and then nothing,” Ariel said. “I think he's blocking himself somewhere.” 
“Cole's room,” Nicholas figured out. “That's where he could do it.”
“How?” she asked. 
“Cole is the last heir,” Alexander reminded her. “The youngest heir's room has enchantments on it in case of a palace attack. He will stay hidden.” 
“You all put a lot of faith in that mischievous kid,” Ariel replied. “No offense, Enya.” 
“Cole told me that Father needed all the Halloway heirs,” Enya said. “So, he is likely keeping them alive and waiting. And oh, my goodness, your baby.” 
“Charity,” Rosa said, proudly. “I'm hoping that perhaps we can have a proper baby shower when all of this is over. But for now, Nicholas…” 
“You know that your magic can kill him now,” Nicholas replied. “But it's whether you can get a clear shot at him without killing any of us. You know his style of attack. It's rough and wild. There's a good chance you could destroy the palace or our lives.” 
“So, you need to give me a clear shot,” Rosa replied. “If that's my job, then this is yours.” 
“Remember when we were children,” Peter put in. “We used to play Capture the Flag?”
“What?” Nicholas turned to him in shock. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“The four of us would split up into teams and take turns distracting each other,” Peter replied. “We'd trade off every time the prize was in sight. We had it down to a science.” 
“Am I the flag?” Rosa answered, a bit horrified. Alexander actually chucked. 
“I suppose you are. Don't take offense.” 
“I don't think I've ever been called a flag before,” she answered. “But I'm game if you are.” 
“That's the plan,” Peter said. “Alexander? Nicholas?” 
“If I can get my hands on him,” Ariel said. “I can weaken him. I'll stay behind him. It should make it easier.” 
“What can we do?” Enya asked, eager to help. “Please do not leave us out.” 
The two girls were humans, and sickly ones at that. No amount of strategic planning could make them strong in the fight. But Rosa saw the need in their eyes, to be with their husbands, to fight for this family that had become their own. 
“Can you take care of Charity?” Rosa said, handing her over. She never wanted to be separated from her baby, but this was the moment she had been born for. “I can channel her magic, but I need her to be safe.” 
“Yes,” Yvette said, touching the baby's head softly. “We can keep her safe.” 
Rosa kissed the top of Charity's head, and Nicholas did the same. For a moment, they stood, a small family of three, their eyes closed, praying for hope. 
But then Rosa opened her eyes, meeting her husband's. 
“Now,” she said, and he was not going to argue. 
“Now,” he echoed. Now was the time they would bring their father down. And this time, they would make sure that he stayed dead. 
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Chapter 15
 Nicholas wasn't sure whether he was happy or angry that they had been right. Sure enough, as soon as they reached Cole's room, they knew that Thomas and Cole were in time. And from the crashing, his father was likely in there as well, in dragon form. 
“Should we?” Nicholas asked. Alexander nodded, glancing to Peter for agreement. Ariel stepped as far back as she could, and they stretched their necks, giving each other room. 
“I'm impressed with how you can control your powers,” Rosa said, as the princes began their transformation. “I didn't realize it before. But being around you, you are completely in control and you can flex it. That's rare.” 
“Practice,” Ariel said, grimly. “More than I would like. In the recent months, I've tried to control it even more around Alexander, just in case.”
“Hopefully, all that practice comes in handy at the moment,” Rosa answered. Ariel winced, watching, with her arms crossed. 
“They say practice makes perfect,” she said. “But to what end?”
Once the three dragons were standing in the hallway, they checked in with each other, waiting half a moment. 
And then they stormed the door, breaking it down. 
King Richard was standing in the middle of the room. Both Thomas and Cole were bounded as Alexander had been. They were injured, but alive, frantic for help. 
Ah, my boys are all together. Richard looked at the three majestic dragons in front of him. His long neck swiveled down to look at Rosa. His eyes flared, recognizing that the magic had finally reached its peak. Immortality. 
Is that really what you want, Father? Peter distracted him with a slight step to the left. The throne is terribly exhausting. 
Of course, you think that. You were never properly prepared. You hate what you are. 
Do I? Peter cocked his head. Or did I just hate what you tried to make me? 
Richard focused on Peter for a moment and then turned his head back to Rosa, trying not to be distracted. 
You fashioned him into a tyrant, Alexander put in, circling him. When in truth, he's a much better king than you could ever dream to be. 
Richard snapped at Rosa, and she jumped, trying to be brave. Nicholas got in his way, his nostrils flaring. 
Why don't you give up, Father? He asked. You can't win. 
You forget, boy, Richard said. I taught you everything that you know. I know how you move. I know how you fight. I know how you think. 
 Do you? Alexander taunted him. Do you think we take after you? 
 I think we take after Mother, rest her soul, Peter said. 
The conversation was hard to follow; Richard's head going every which way. Ariel pushed herself up against the wall, taking a step and then another one and another. She was edging behind Richard, moving carefully, one leg behind the other. 
Rosa snuck toward Thomas and Cole. She didn't dare take off their bonds for fear that Richard might notice. But she thought she could channel their power better if she was touching them. 
She didn't need to touch Charity, for they were forever bonded as mother and child. Even apart from her, she could feel Charity's heart beat in her own and feel her life force growing stronger with every moment. 
She crouched down very slowly, almost not moving. Luckily, Cole picked up on what she was doing and leaned in, touching her. Thomas did the same, and she felt their magic flow through her. 
This was much different than when she had two bodies of magic in her. Those didn't belong there had made her sick. But this way, it flowed through her and out her fingertips, growing every second. A gift, rather than a duty. A choice, rather than a punishment for being alive. 
She could see the scene in her head half a second before it played out. She knew, somehow, that Peter was going to step to the right and Alexander to the left. 
Ariel had made her way behind Richard, and had her arms spread out, ready to grab his massive sides. 
Rosa nodded very subtly to her, and Ariel tensed. 
This was it; it was now or ever. 
Peter did exactly as she predicted he would. Nicholas ducked, Alexander moved to the other side, and she shoved every bit of magic forward. 
To her surprise, it was white as well – pure. 
“AHHHH!” she cried, as it shot from her hands and hit Richard square in the chest. 
It was an explosion; it was fireworks – pain and pleasure all at once. He rose half a meter off the ground, Rosa's magic filling him. 
This was for Charity, for the Halloway, for all the carapaces that he had murdered. This was for Nicholas, for Peter, for Cole and Alexander. This was for her sisters-in-law who had to live Richard had created. 
She wasn't sure how long it was. Her arms grew tired, but she didn't waiver, focusing on her goal. 
And then, in another second, it was over. Richard was gone as if he had never existed, fading quickly. 
Ariel fell backward, her head slamming into the wall. The windows shattered, and the bedframe collapsed with a terrible crunch. 
And then there was silence. 
“He's gone,” Rosa said, in shock. “He's just gone.” 
She turned to take Cole's gag off, operating on autopilot. He sputtered, shaking his hair. 
“Into the Other,” Cole said. “I felt it.” 
“I killed him.” She had never killed anyone before. It felt shocking, and yet, peaceful. He couldn't stay here; he was ruining their lives. He didn't belong here. 
She hadn't expected to feel this way the first time she killed someone. She knew as a witch, a supernatural creature, it would eventually happen. But now, she was in peace, knowing that she had done the right thing for her child. 
“You sent him back to a place that he had already gone,” Cole replied. “That was all. Welcome back, Halloway.”
“Ariel!” Alexander had shifted back to human and rushed to his wife. 
“Ah.” Her eyes were fluttering open. She had gotten a good knock on the head, but she was already moving. “Dang it.” 
“You did so well, my love,” he kissed her head. Rosa smiled as Nicholas came toward her. 
“I think that is the first time that Alexander has said he loved her.” 
“We dragons are loving creatures,” he took her in his arms. “Very loving. I am so proud of you my love.” 
He wrapped her in a hug as Cole moved over to undo Thomas' bonds. 
“I can't believe that we did it,” Rosa said. “I can't believe, all these years…” 
“This is what you were meant to do,” he said. “You saved us.” 
“Not just me,” she said, humble as ever. “We all played our part. And we all couldn't do it without each other.” 
“Ah, my love,” he couldn't stop holding her, kissing her. He never wanted to be separated from her again. “I love you. I love you. I can't think of anything else to say.”
“Let's go see our daughter,” she said into his ear. “That's all I want to do.”
“Yes, I agree,” he finally managed to tear himself from her neck and shifted to let her take his arm. 
All around him, everyone was standing, recovering. In a reverse of power, Ariel was in Alexander's arms. He was taking no chances with her head, although he looked like he'd rather cuddle her all night than take her to the sick bay. 
“I can't believe we are finally free of him,” Cole said as they walked. “Although, it is just like him to come back uninvited.” 
“He won't come back,” Rosa assured him. “Not with the four of us here. Even if the Other spits him out again, it won't be hard. Your rule,” she turned to Peter, “is secure.” 
“For now,” Peter said, with a soft smile. “No rule is ever secure. But I think mine is as safe as it can be.” 
“I want to thank you all for not throwing me in with him,” Thomas suddenly spoke up. 
“And how will you repay us, Thomas?” Yvette turned to him, a small smile on her face. She knew that there was good in him, deep down. Thomas only wanted a life where he was treated well; where he could be himself. He had never meant to hurt them. He only wanted to be free, and now he was. 
Thomas surprised them by getting down on one knee, his head bowed. 
“I promise you, I shall be your loyal servant. In anything that you need.”
“Mm,” Peter said, hugging his queen. “Since you did provide us such information, perhaps I can trust you again. In a position closer to the palace.” 
“What?” Thomas' head shot up. 
“Yes,” Peter mused, looking to Yvette. “Perhaps you would like to resume your post as a warrior in my army.” 
“My Lord,” Thomas sputtered. “I would be honored.” 
“Excellent,” Peter said. “Then rise. You shall return to your position as a lieutenant in the army.”
“Thank you,” Thomas said, rising. 
Yvette and Enya had kept their promise, and they proudly handed Charity back to Rosa, safe and sound.
“Thank you,” she said, and Enya smiled. 
“I have a feeling that we have a lot more to thank you for.”
The moment that Charity was put back in her arms was the happiest moment in Rosa's life. She felt complete as she turned to Nicholas. 
“We will make this world a beautiful place for her,” he said, as the others gave them a moment to be reunited with their child. “A beautiful place that she can rule over, with a fair and just hand.” 
“I just want her to be happy,” Rosa said. “And free.” 
Nicholas kissed his wife's head. “I will always give her those things, no matter what our position in this world.”
The others came forward then to revel in the newest heir to the throne. Nicholas convinced Rosa to let her go for another moment, drawing his wife into his arms. 
“Well,” he said, “when she grows up, we can tell her quite an entertaining story about her birth.” 
“Not a story most children want to hear,” Rosa rubbed her nose against his. “But I think in this case, we can make an exception.” 
“She and her siblings will have quite the experience,” Nicholas grinned. Rosa choked. 
“Sorry, her siblings?” she asked. “Nicholas, she's not a day old.” 
“Well,” he replied. “We better start planning at the very least. I want so many that the throne room will be full.” 
She chuckled, leaning in to kiss him. She didn't know what the future held. She was sure there would be more challenges. They might even see Richard again, if they were so unlucky. But whatever the future brought, she knew they would be able to stand tall and face it together. Together, with Charity between them, they could do anything they set their hearts to, for love could conquer all. 
***THE END***
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Chapter 1
“I love you.” 
“I love you, too.” 
He always knew her, even when he felt lost. There were the physical signs: the eyes that were blue and green, the dimple that appeared on her chin. But more than that, it was a certain feeling that he got when he was around her. His heart beat faster, his chest felt tight, and his world felt complete. 
Spencer always knew Katianna, even when she had been dead for years. Even when he was in dragon form, his thoughts muddled, and she was a small human below him, he knew the love of his life. And now, he knew that she had reincarnated for the fourth time by his side, the only creature in the world who could do so. How she did it was beyond him, and beyond her, because each time he found her again, he had to remind her of who she was, and who she loved. Dragons had an unusually long life span, and although his years were reaching one hundred, it didn't affect his physical well-being or his mind. In his mind, he was as spry and as in love with her as the day he first saw her. 
Spencer was a dragon shifter lord. Once upon a time, his family had controlled the dragon throne on Umora at the top of the universe. It was generations ago, though, and he was happy to just be close to the throne and able to live a life of luxury. The family in charge of the throne now were four princes – brothers that he knew well. They were a kind, compassionate group, and he enjoyed seeing them often. He had been away from Umora for years, though, since the old, tyrannical King Richard had died and his oldest son, Peter, had taken over. As with most things in the dragon world, though, it was more complicated than a simple succession. Peter had also died, but the veil between the Other, their heaven, had dropped, bringing back some of those supernatural creatures who had died, including Peter, and eventually Richard. 
Last he heard, though, they had destroyed Richard, letting Peter rule with a clear and just heart. Spencer was glad to hear of peace, at last, on Umora. He did intend to return now that things were safe, and he intended to bring Katianna with him. That was, as soon as he convinced her of who she was. 
The students started flooding out of the building, and Spencer stood up, closing his suit jacket. He had been watching her for weeks now, and he was sure it was her. Aside from the fact that her eyes were mismatched and her age was right from when she had died, he just knew that the girl with the purple purse and long, brown hair was Katianna. 
In this life, her name was Bethany, and her parents owned the hotel downtown. She was attending the local community college for hotel management She had so many traits from the last time around: obedience, a quiet demeanor, and a love of the arts. Today was the day he was finally going to approach her. 
To get home, Bethany had to walk past the cemetery. Every time she did, she turned to look at it, pausing. She didn't know that a former incarnation of her was buried in there. 
She always died young, barely making it into her twenties. Sometimes, it was an accident; sometimes, it was fated. Each time, it ripped his heart out until he found her again. 
She was running the front desk of the inn today, a fact that he managed to find out by conversation. Today, he was going to book a room and speak to her. 
He had exactly one week to tell her that the universe was much bigger than school had taught her, that supernatural creatures existed, and that she was an age-old soul who had loved him before. 
Don't forget that we need you at the Council meeting, his phone beeped, and he checked it with annoyance. He also had one week to return to Umora for a summoning of the House of Lords. Nicholas, the middle brother, had taken over correspondence of the dragon lords, and he seemed to like to do it in a very modern way. 
I'll be there, Spencer texted back quickly. He didn't dare disobey his princes, even when distracted. 
The text had made him pause, and given Katianna enough time to enter the inn ahead of him. He counted to ten and then strolled in, his face neutral as she settled behind the desk, taking over for her mother. 
“Hi. Can I help you?” she said, with a smile, brushing back her hair from her eyes. She used to do that all the time, too. 
“I'm looking for a room for the night,” he said. “Do you have any vacancy?”
“We should,” she turned to the computer, her fingers already flying. “What kind of room?”
“Your finest,” he replied. Speaking to her again was setting his heart afire already. He had dreamed of this moment since he found her dead last time. Being back in this town made him shiver in memory. It was three incarnations ago, just after the Second World War. There would be no one alive to remember him now; and if they were, they surely wouldn't be taken seriously if they recognized him. He couldn't believe she had reincarnated in the same spot. “Money is no objection.” 
 “I have a suite on the top floor,” she replied, looking up. “It's currently $300 for the night.” 
“That will be fine,” he said. “If you think it's your finest?”
She laughed, and he had to smile. 
“It's great,” she said. “What's your name?”
“Spencer St. John,” he replied, and he saw her pause. Did she recognize it? Did it alert her to a memory?
“Sorry?” she asked. “S-t? Or S-a-i-n-t?”
“The former,” he said, and then tried an old conversation trick. “Have we met before?” 
“I…uh…” she looked up at him. “I don't think so. Have you stayed here before?” 
 
“I've been to town before,” he answered. “I used to live here.” 
“Oh,” she replied, cocking her head. “That's neat. Like, how long ago?” 
“A very long time ago,” he smiled as she handed over the room key. “Thank you. Do you work here all the time?”
“Pretty much! My parents own it,” she said with a shrug. “So, if you have any questions, you can let me know, and I should be able to answer them.”
“I'm looking for someone to give me a tour of town, actually,” he said. “Show me the way things are now, because I feel like they are quite…different.”
“I don't know. Things haven't really changed around here,” she gave him a small smile. “But I can do that if you want. I'm studying tourism so I was thinking of starting to give tours.”
“That would be lovely, Katianna,” he said, and she paused. 
“Sorry, my name is Bethany.” 
He shook his head, as if he made a silly mistake. 
“Of course. Bethany,” he replied. She always had a different name, but she always came to remember her real one before it was over. “When can we arrange that? I can pay for the service, of course.” 
“Oh, um…tomorrow?” she said. “I'll see if I can get a group together from here. Around three o'clock, if you don't have plans?”
“That's fine,” he replied, taking his room key. “I'll be looking forward to it.” 
“See you then,” she turned back to the computer and began typing. He wanted to linger so much. After all, it had been so long since he had seen her. But he knew that, especially at the start, he had to be careful. 
Spencer made his way to his room just as his phone beeped again. This time, it was Cole, the youngest dragon prince. He handled everything to do with witches and magic, seeing as he was half-witch himself. 
Earth dragon, do you know this face? Cole asked, sending over a picture. Spencer rolled his eyes. Cole had a habit of doing this when he was at a dead end, asking everyone on the planet for help. 
No, Spencer said after briefly looking at the picture. I'll be there soon enough to help you. 
Awesome, the youngest dragon prince responded, and Spencer threw his phone on his bed. He knew he had a duty to the princes, and he did plan to return to them soon enough. Hopefully, though, it would be with Katianna in tow. 
Waiting until three o'clock the next day and not constantly inventing excuses to go downstairs was a nightmare. He didn't want to go out because he knew she was in the building, and he wanted to feel close to her. 
Three o'clock felt like an eternity, but he managed to curb himself until two forty-five the next day. 
At two forty-five, she was already waiting downstairs, looking adorable in a dress that he thought could have belonged to her mother. Her style this time around was vintage, as if she was reaching for the last time she had lived. 
“Hi,” she said. “It's just us, if that's all right.” 
“Of course,” he replied. “Can I pay for the service?”
“No, just give me a good reference if anyone calls,” she said with a smile on her face. “It's my first time, so go easy on me. But I have lived here all my life, so it shouldn't be that difficult. What would you like to see first?” 
“I'm quite a fan of history,” he replied. “Perhaps you have some historical ruins around here?”
“History? Sure,” she said, and turned to a young man who was working the desk. “I'll be back in an hour, all right, Brian?”
“Sure,” Brian shrugged, intent on typing. “Bye.” 
“Thanks for caring,” Katianna said, as she smiled. “Sorry. My brother. He's a jerk.” 
“You have a brother?” Spencer asked, in surprise. “You didn't used to.” 
“I'm sorry?” she asked, confused. He practically bit his tongue in frustration. 
“I mean, you didn't mention it before,” he replied. “Sorry, English isn't my first language.” 
She seemed to accept this excuse with a shrug. 
“What else do you speak?”
He was grateful that she didn't ask his first language, because that would be difficult. 
“I can also speak Spanish,” he replied. “And French.” 
“Oh, that's lovely,” she said. “I've never been outside this town, so it's always nice to hear from travelers. This is the oldest buildings in town, by the way.” 
He was hit in the face with a memory like it was a tidal wave. She was right; it was the oldest building in town. The library once housed a military barracks, and he had a memory of standing in the doorway with her, holding her hand. It had been pouring rain, and it was the simplest moment, debating whether to wait it out.
He missed those simple moments where they were just normal. It didn't seem fair that everyone else could walk down the street, holding the hands of their sweetheart, and he was stuck waiting for twenty-year periods. Dragons had a long life span, but they weren't immortal. Sooner or later, time would run out for them. He had no idea how many times she would be reincarnated, either. Would it continue after she was gone? 
The one person that could probably answer that question was Cole, on Umora. He was an expert on all things magic, and he enjoyed impossible problems. Spencer had been away so long that he had never brought it up. This time around, he felt an urgency, as if time was running out. He needed to reveal his secret and have his answers quickly. 
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Chapter 2
It was only a week before he felt like she was starting to remember. They were getting on as if they had known each other all their lives, which Spencer knew he just had to convince her that they had. 
She was doing so many things that he recognized: a twitch of the eye, a smile, the way she straightened her skirt. 
On the seventh day of his stay, he asked for another tour; this one of the cemetery. After the first tour, they had simply chatted at the desk, sometimes for hours or more. She was friendly and smart. He did notice that, despite her chosen profession, she seemed to be a bit more timid this time around. She could smile and give tours, but her body language was more closed off. He wondered if it had anything to do with the fact that she died so harshly the last time around; she was now afraid of things she couldn't explain. 
“The cemetery?” she said. “Sure, it's historic. I should have asked you if you wanted to see that beforehand. Is that what you do for a living?”
“Visit cemeteries?” he asked, with a smile. 
“No. Do you work in history?” she asked as she shut down the computer. Being a family owned hotel, they had limited check in hours, and he had figured out when she could leave the desk unattended. She was so beautiful in the dying light with the sun glinting off her eyes. 
“Sometimes,” he replied. He wondered how much she had suffered for those beautiful eyes of hers in this lifetime. He thought they were enchanting, but he knew not everyone felt the same way. She had been accused of being a witch for them in one lifetime, which wasn't entirely untrue. 
“Cool, let's go,” she said as she grabbed her purse. She made sure to lock the front door behind her, knowing that any guests could just key in the code. She was much more curious in this lifetime as well, and he wondered if that was just a product of her time. In past lives, she was often obedient, submissive even. This time, she was much more independent. 
He wondered when the right time would be to tell her that he was a dragon. They had talked about everything else already. He thought it wouldn't be that much of a surprise, After all, she was born to be with him. 
The cemetery was basking in the dying sun as she pushed open the creaky old gate, looking around. There wasn't a soul in sight, just the white tombstones, some of them tumbling down. 
“Which is the older section?” he asked. It was an experiment, but she seemed to know the way. 
“This way,” she said as she led him down rows of graves. “These are all last generation, and then these here should be two generations ago.” 
“Yes, I see that,” he said, his eyes scanning the tomb stones. 
She saw it before he did: a once great grave that had tumbled. He had made sure it was grand and decorated before he had left town last time; with gilded gold paint, and wings sketched into every corner. They were dragon wings, a bit obscure, but dragon wings all the same. 
It sent a shiver down his spine to stand there at her grave, remembering how he lowered her body into it, and then seeing her standing right beside it. 
“This one is…different,” she said, crouching down. She reached her hand out, and he sucked in a breath. 
Katianna reacted like she had been shocked when she flew backward. It was like she had been hit by the same tidal wave that he knew all too well. 
“What the…” she said, softly. 
He didn't move, not wanting to frighten her. 
“What is it?” he asked softly. 
“I feel like I've been here before,” she said, turning to him. “Isn't that weird?”
“I don't think it's weird at all,” he said. “I think we've all lived past lives.” 
Katianna said nothing for a long moment, her hands running over the name on the grave. He waited with baited breath, hopeful. She turned to him, her eyes confused. 
“Do I know you?” she asked. 
“Yes,” he managed. “You do.” 
For a long moment, she didn't move. Crouched by the grave, it was as if she was frozen. But finally, she stood up on shaky legs. 
“Do you think that's me?” she asked. 
“I know that's you,” he replied, and she took a giant step back. 
“Who are you?” she asked. “What do you want with me?”
“Katianna…” he started, and her eyes widened. 
“That's the name on the grave!” she cried. “Is this what you think? Is this what it's about?”
“Look inside yourself,” he tried to stay calm. “Look inside and see what you remember. Don't you feel like you know me?” 
“I…” she couldn't deny that. She looked from him to the grave, and back again. “I do, but I…This is creepy. How do I know you aren't trying to scam me?” 
“Why would I do that?” he asked. “What have I done that would give you that impression?”
She was shaking, but to her credit, she didn't run. Instead, she turned toward the grave, her eyes reading it again. 
“She died young.” 
“Yes,” Spencer replied, “she did.”
“Was she sick?”
He took a deep breath. 
“Not that time,” he replied. “She was hurt.”
Katianna said nothing for a long time, reaching out again to trace the top of the grave. She closed her eyes, searching her mind. She was looking for something – anything that would trigger this moment. 
“Was it an accident?” she asked softly. 
“I don't think so,” he replied. “They said that it was, but–”
“It was murder,” she answered, crouching down. “Unsolved?”
“Yes.” He didn't delight in bringing back these memories. “I know it was committed by those things which were trying to take you away from me. This was the best way to hurt me. And I'm so sorry.” 
She went to look at him again, her lip trembling. 
“On my head?”
“Your neck,” he said. “You broke your neck, falling down the stairs.” 
Her hands trembled, and she reached up to the back of her neck as if she could feel the pain. 
“Spencer,” she whispered. “This isn't right. This isn't–” 
“You don't have to believe me right away,” he replied. “You usually don't. Please, I don't want to hurt you. Take your time and think about it. If you search yourself, I'm sure that you will find that I speak the truth.” 
She stayed a moment more and then took another step back. 
“I'll see you later,” she said, turning and taking the path on the other side of the cemetery. He wanted desperately to follow her, but he didn't. 
Instead, he crouched down by the grave, touching it lightly. 
“Don't make it difficult this time, my love,” he whispered. “We have to get our answers, and soon.” 
Closing his eyes, he tried to remember as much about this lifetime as he could. If she had reincarnated in the same town, it was possible that the same tactics as before would work. He assumed that she would take a few days to settle to the idea and then ask more questions. That was how it always went, especially with the similarity to the body that had been here before. That girl had been learning to be brave and afraid of her future. She had no idea that her life was going to be cut so short, all because they wanted to threaten a dragon lord. 
He stood up, about to return to the hotel. He would stay as long as it took to convince her. It didn't matter whether it was days or weeks; his chest ached for her. 
He didn't expect to spin around and find her right behind him. 
“Katianna,” he blurted out in shock. She must have circled around, creeping up behind him while he was lost in thought. 
“How do I know this is real?” she asked, her chin raised high. “How do I know that this isn't just some trick?” 
This was not a question she had ever asked before. It startled him, and he searched for an answer that he had given before, that he knew had worked. She had a defiance in her eyes that he didn't recognize 
“What proof would you like?” he asked, softly. “Anything in my power, I can show you.” 
She paused. 
“I don't deny that I feel a connection to you like no one else. From the second we met, I felt like I knew you. And this past week has certainly been intense. But that could just be life. You are talking about reincarnation, about magic, about things that humans don't know.” 
“Yes,” he replied. “I am speaking of all those things. It is more than humans, though. The entire galaxy would be perplexed by you and your case. You are unique, Katianna.” 
“There is no one else like me?” 
“Not as far as I know,” he answered. “But I was hoping that in this lifetime, we could find that out together.” 
He held out his hand, his palm upturned. They had held hands before; it would be nothing new. Even in this lifetime, their hands had brushed as they walked down the street. He had squeezed her hands in thanks, and she had seemed unburdened by it. 
This time, she held her ground, which confused him. Katianna had never shied away from touch before. 
“So, show me something I can believe,” she said, her palms clenched at her sides. 
“I don't know what I could…” he started, and then he stopped. He could show her what he was. It would either work or have her running for the hills. Earth slowed their magic, but he probably had enough in him to convince her it never happened if she was too frightened. “There is one thing.” 
“What?” she pushed. He took a deep breath, looking around. The graveyard was empty, and the hills hid enough of the view from the street. It was getting cold and starting to rain outside; no one was likely to come now. 
“Step back,” he said, and she raised an eyebrow. 
“Why?” 
“Just take my word for it, my love,” he replied. “Step back.” 
She considered this for a moment, and then decided it was better to step back then move forward. 
In her pocket, she had her hand on her cell phone, just in case. 
Spencer took a deep breath, the magic swirling around his palms. It was faint at first, but then it changed to bright yellows and golds. 
He closed his eyes as he heard her gasp. 
Dragon transformation wasn't painful, but it was jarring. His dragon brain wasn't as clear as his human one. Impulse control was lessened, and his thought process was slowed. He heard her shift another step backward as the process was complete, her body tense. 
Even sight through dragon eyes was different, and she looked different in his yellow-speckled orbs. Everything was different except for her eyes: two different spots of clarity. 
Katianna looked upon him without fear. She was nervous; she was curious; and she was uncertain. But he didn't smell fear on her. That was different from every other time as well. This version was brave, and maybe it was exactly what they needed in order to figure out what was happening. 
He could not shake the feeling of time running out and of impending doom. Whatever Katianna thought, he hoped it was positive, or at least open to his heart. 
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Chapter 3
“Who was I?” she asked. It was late, but she didn't care. They had come to sit by the grave, his back resting against it, and her at his side. She was playing with grass; ignoring the blackness of the night as they talked. “Last time?”
“Last time was not here,” he said. “You were my wife; we married when you were eighteen.” 
“Eighteen?” she said in shock. “That is not common, even for that generation.” 
“You're right, it's not,” he said. “But you were sick. You didn't expect to see nineteen, let alone the twenty-three you did see. So, we married and got five glorious years together by the sea.” 
“What was it?” she asked, her head cocked. 
“Brain cancer,” he answered. “At first, they could treat it…and again, and again. But eventually, it became too much.” 
“And the time before that? Here, that was an accident, or murder,” she answered. “And the first time?” 
“The first time was a bullet,” he replied, softly. “Someone challenged me to a duel, and you…” he choked up at the memory because it had been so painful. Even though she was beside him now, he would never forget the moment that she had slipped away the first time. 
“I put myself in front of you,” she replied. “Did I try to stop it?”
“Had you been a moment sooner, you would have,” he said. “But it was too little, too late.” 
“Was it in my head?” she asked, and he choked on the response. 
“Yes,” he replied. “You remember?”
“It seems that everything is head or neck,” she pointed out, and he paused, a soft chuckle coming from his lips. 
“Huh,” he said. “I didn't even think about that” 
“Why would you when your girlfriend is dying in your arms?” she shrugged one shoulder, playing with the blades of grass. “Are there others like you?”
“Yes,” he replied. “Other shifters as well – wolves, bears, lions. Dragons are the top, though, and we rule from a planet not too far from here.” 
“What do you mean, ‘we?’” she asked. “Are you a prince?” 
“No,” he said. “But I am closely related to the throne. There is no bad blood. The family that is on the throne now is wonderful, and we are close. I'm more of a…Duke, maybe, in English?” 
“I was a duchess, then?” she turned to him with a smile. 
“If you like,” he replied. “We've only been there in the first lifetime, so it's been a long time since we've had to think about titles.” 
“Oh,” she said, leaning further back against the grave. She shivered then, and he reached to put an arm around her. As if it were an extension of herself, she leaned in, placing her head on his shoulder. “Why haven't we been back?” 
“This is your home,” he said softly. “Umora is mine. We have to compromise.” 
She took a deep breath, closing her eyes. 
“This is a lot,” she pointed out. 
“I know,” he brushed some hair from her face. “You usually don't ask so many questions so fast.” 
She giggled at that. 
“Blame it on the age of Google,” she replied. “Everyone wants to know everything at once.”
“But are you all right?” he asked. “Do you doubt anything that I can help answer?” 
“It's sort of hard to deny the fact that you turned into a dragon right in front of me,” she pointed out. “After seeing that, everything else becomes believable. Besides, there are many human religions that believe in reincarnation. I can't be the only one.” 
“I have thought about that,” he replied. “But so far, you are the only one that I can find.” 
“Is there someone who would be more knowledgeable?” she asked. “Someone who might know? Because as much as I would like to be rare and special, I just can't believe that part.” 
“There is someone,” he replied. “On Umora.” 
“Right,” she said, looking to him. “So do we…we've kissed before, yes?”
He smiled. “Yes,” he said. “But not in this lifetime.” 
“Maybe…” She looked deep into his eyes. “Maybe I will remember what it's like if you kiss me.” 
He was taken aback by this. She was not normally this forward either. He had to remind herself that he had gotten so used to the old version of her that he had forgotten how different she could be. 
“I could do that,” he replied, leaning in. 
She leaned forward, closing her eyes. He reached out, cupping her cheek, and laid a kiss on her soft lips. 
It felt like nothing he had ever felt before. It didn't feel familiar, which alarmed him.
She felt like she had died and gone to heaven, melting into his arms.
“Oh my,” she said, as she fell against his chest. He ran a hand through her hair.
“Do you remember?” he asked, trying to calm his own fears. She was a new body, that was all. It was sometimes unfamiliar, he knew that. But he ached so bad for the feeling of his love by her side and her lips on his. 
“I don't even know my own name,” she replied. “In any lifetime. Does it feel the same?” 
“Uh…” he didn't want to lie to her. “You are new, my love. We will get to know each other again.” 
“Sure,” she smiled, kissing him on the neck. “We should go back to the hotel. My parents will start to wonder what happened to me.” 
“Of course.” He sat up quickly. “I don't want to get you in trouble.” 
“You won't get me in trouble,” she replied. “Besides, how do you think they might react when I go to a different planet?” 
That sentence stopped him in his tracks. “What?” he asked.
“To…What did you call it? Your dragon planet?” 
“Umora?” he answered as they both got up. “You already have plans to go there?” 
“Well, didn't you say that is where the answers are?” she asked. “So, why wouldn't we go?” 
He was stunned by this. She wanted to move so fast and was so sure of herself. This modern era was certainly different than the last generation. 
“Unless I can't, for some reason?” 
“You can go,” he said as they both dusted dirt off themselves. “I was just surprised to hear you be so open about it. Normally, it takes a while.” 
“Again, the dragon transformation was a bit of a deciding factor,” she smiled at him. “We can come and go, can't we? I don't have to go with you and never comeback?”
“Of course,” he said. “Sliding between worlds is easy if you have proper magic. Last time we were there, you weren't quite comfortable, however.”
“Why wasn't I comfortable?” she questioned, confused. 
“You weren't…” He searched for the right words, not wanting to offend her. “You weren't born for palace life. You were always determined, and always wanted to work hard.” 
“A peasant, you mean,” she quirked an eyebrow. 
He put a hand out. “I meant no offense, my love.” 
“There's none taken,” she assured him. “Perhaps one-hundred years ago, there might have been, but the world is changing. There's nothing wrong with working hard.” 
He smiled, offering his arm. She took it as they strolled out of the graveyard. 
“There is not,” he assured her. “And you and I have always worked hard to ensure that we are happy.” 
“It will take a while,” she tried to assure him, “to properly fall in love. But if it's meant to be, I have no doubt that I will. I believe in fate.” 
“As do I,” he said. “I am quite happy to court you.” 
“Court me?” She smirked. “That is old fashioned, isn't it?” 
“Why, what do you say nowadays?” he asked, as they walked. 
“Hmm,” she though. “Date? Take out? Hit me up? Netflix and chill?” 
“Somehow,” he tried to maintain his composure, “none of that seems as elegant.” 
“I'll give you that,” she smirked. “How long can you stay in town?” 
“As long as you'd like,” he answered. “The entire purpose of this trip was to see you.” 
“But you must have other things to do with your life,” she said. “You can't just spend the whole time wandering around, waiting for me to figure it out?” 
He smiled. “I don't. And I have done many things over the years to take care of you and make sure we have a future. Sometimes it's on Earth, sometimes on Umora, and sometimes on a different planet all together. Regardless, you are always taken care of. You don't have to worry.” 
“I do have to worry if I can't get up for class tomorrow,” she said as they reached the hotel. “You'll forgive me for not wanting to ditch my whole life on the spot.” 
“Of course,” he said as they stepped into the library. 
“But can we go to my room to talk?” she asked. “It's up this way.” 
“No,” he was firm on this. “Katianna, we are not married yet. And until we are, I don't wish to compromise your reputation.” 
“My reputation?” she was about to sputter out that he needn't worry about that. But the look in his eyes was so genuine and so pure that she couldn't bring herself to do it. “I see.” 
“So, if you wouldn't mind,” he said, leaning in to kiss her on the cheek, “I'll bid you goodnight here.” 
“That's…um…fine,” she blushed, feeling a bit embarrassed. “I'll see you in the morning, then?” 
“I'll be counting the hours,” he replied. 
She took the left staircase up to her room where he imagined the family's quarters were. 
He watched her go, his heart beating a hundred miles a minute. She always did this to him, no matter how long they had been together. His palms were sweaty, and his heart was ablaze with love. 
This had been so much easier than the other times. She seemed to believe things, and her memories were flooding back with only a little prompting. If this was what the world was coming to, then he welcomed it with open arms. 
His phone pinged as he went up to his room, and he pulled it out, annoyed. 
Your services are required tomorrow, said the message from Nicholas. It was firm, and there was no explanation.
Spencer paused his fingers over the keyboard. He didn't want to seem like he was questioning his princes, but he couldn't leave – not now. 
I am engaged until at least a fortnight, he wrote back. He figured a fortnight would be long enough to convince Katianna that she could take a break and come with him. Now that he had found her, he didn't ever want to be apart from her again. 
The message came back almost right away, and it was harsh. 
You will come when your princes demand, or you will be held in contempt. Spencer, you are a second bloodline lord, and we are summoning you. 
His heart was set aflutter, but this time, it was for an entirely different reason. 
Yes, my prince, he wrote back as he closed the door to his room. He knew that he didn't have a choice. While the dragon princes weren't merciless, they did not stand for people questioning their rule. They had been through so much in the last few years, and he didn't blame them for needing to be firm. He was a loyal servant, and he would come. 
But he was determined not to leave Katianna ever again either. 
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Chapter 4
He waited until the afternoon. The texts from Nicholas had stopped coming, but he could feel his displeasure across the galaxy. All dragons were connected to their royals through magic. Whenever the royals walked into the room, they were forced to bow as they invoked majesty. Spencer bowed before the magic got to him, for he respected them and considered them friends. Today, though, he was cursing them as he waited for Katianna to get out of class. 
She was wearing jeans and a long sweater, her hair pulled back into a ponytail. She couldn't have looked more like an Earth girl if she tried, and it made him wince. Yesterday, with her vintage dress, she might have been able to fit in. But today, unless he gave her a moment to change, she was going to stand out like a sore thumb if she wanted to come with him. 
He told himself that it was all right. After all, all the princes were married to human girls. One was a witch, and one was a carapace – the opposite of a witch – but they were all human and had lived on Earth at some point. 
“You look pensive,” Katianna said when she approached him. 
He tried to smile. “How was class?” he asked. 
“It was all right,” she said with a shrug. “I'm taking the degree as a formality and hopefully to learn a little bit, but the truth is that I already know most of it from running the place. Everyone is learning check in information systems, and I've been using them since I was twelve.” 
He smiled, offering to take her backpack as they walked. “So, are you top of the class then?” 
“No, surprisingly,” she gave him a grin. “Apparently, there's a correct way to do things, and then there is my way. Besides, I couldn't focus too much today.” 
“Oh?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. 
“Because I kept thinking of you,” she gave him a sly grin. 
“Oh, I see,” he replied as they walked. He wanted to hold her tightly, but he wasn't sure if she was ready for that. He considered the fact, though, that if she wasn't ready to be hugged in the middle of a public street, she was probably not ready to journey through planets for him. “What are you plans for this afternoon?” 
“Homework,” she said. “Aside from that, nothing. Today is my day off from reception, and I don't even have class tomorrow.” 
He paused at that, trying to sound casual. 
“So you don't have to be back until the day after tomorrow?” 
“Indeed,” she said, turning to him. “Why, do you have something wonderful planned?” 
“I uh…” he tapped his fingers against his leg, looking for the right words. “I have something planned.” 
“Tell me,” she said with a grin. “I'm sure I'll like it.” 
“I'm not so sure,” he said, turning to her. “But you have to know that I love you, even if you haven't learned to love me yet. And I would never do anything to hurt or harm you. In addition, I never want to be apart from you again.” 
“Oh goodness, are you proposing?” she asked him. 
His jaw fell open. “No,” he said. “Not right now.” 
She laughed. “I'm teasing you,” she said, amused by the look on his face. “Did I never tease you before?” 
“You were always more serious,” he said.
“Oh,” she said. “Maybe I was a product of my time. Actually, though, Spencer, what is it that you have planned?” 
“Maybe something equally as shocking,” he replied. “I told you that I am close with the dragon princes. They are summoning me to return. I don't know what it is, it may be urgent, but I doubt it will be long. I could go without you. But, my love, I never want to be apart from you again. I understand, though, if this is too much, too soon.” 
“You want me to come with you?” she asked. “To the dragon planet?”
“Yes,” he answered. “If you'd like. You mentioned that you are free.” 
“I would love to come,” she smiled. “You've spent some time in my home, why should I not see yours?” 
“You'll come, then?” he asked.
“How do I go?” she said. 
“I can take you. It's magic, and it doesn't hurt, although it can be a little jarring,” he said. “We cannot transport from anywhere, but there is a spot – a vortex – not too far from here. A train ride for an hour or two will take us, and once we reach the vortex, it's instantaneous.” 
“And we can be back in a day or two?” 
“Yes,” he said. “That I promise you. I will not whisk you away to an unfamiliar place and leave your commitments on Earth stranded.” 
“Oy,” she said as they got back to the hotel. “Let me just lie to my parents then. And pack a bag. You should probably check out. “
“I can leave the room paid for,” he replied. “I have every intention of returning here.” 
“Right, then,” she said, “just act normal, and I'll meet you back outside in an hour. Of course, I'm an adult and I'm allowed to go anywhere I choose, but a forty-eight hour whirlwind trip to a dragon planet might have them asking too many questions.” 
“I'll be waiting with baited breath,” he replied, and she leaned in to kiss him. 
“Don't look so nervous, Spencer, I trust you. And I've been dreaming.” 
“Dreaming?” he asked. “About us?” 
“Yes, about us. But I think it's been about things that I have done in the past. Was I nurse, ever?” 
“You…” he searched his memory. “During the war, there were some fights here about whether to enlist or not, and it left some men wounded in the street. You held one of their legs after it was cut with a bottle until the doctor came. You were very brave.” 
“That's sort of what I remember,” she said. “Bandages and a lot of blood. That must have been a long time ago. Does it always come back?” 
“The memories?” he asked. “No, they don't. You will get flashes, and we will talk more, but you never remember a full life.”
“Perhaps it's for the best,” she replied. “I wouldn't want three lifetimes to come back. I can barely remember when I have class.”
“Right now, all you need to remember is to pack whatever you need for a day or two. There's Wi-Fi there,” he said. “It's an advanced civilization; you will be able to charge your phone.”
“Amazing,” she kissed him on the cheek. “I'll be right back.” 
“I'll wait,” he said, used to the fact that she would probably take an hour to get ready. She was always meticulous in her packing, making sure she was prepared for anything. 
It shocked him to no end when she was back downstairs in ten minutes. 
“Don't you want to see your family?” he asked, looking at her backpack. “Are you sure that's everything?”
“It's only a few days,” she replied. “What did you expect? I said goodbye and told them I was going on a quick school field trip.” 
“Already?” he blinked, wondering if he had lost time. She smirked. 
“Oh no, I was one of those girls who packed everything and the kitchen sink, wasn't I?” 
He smiled, reaching his hand out. “It's all right,” he said. “I'm sure anything that you have forgotten, they have on Umora. If you are truly ready, we should start our adventure together.” 
She took his hand, trusting him to lead the way. For someone who had never been outside of town and had never even considered traveling, she was surprisingly brave. He thought it might have been left over from another life – this braveness; this comfort level. She even seemed to know how to board a train and hand her ticket over. 
She leaned against the cold leather seat, watching as he put their bags up and settled down beside her. 
“So, is it like a sci-fi movie, then?” she asked. “Umora?” 
“No,” he knew instantly what she was talking about. “It's more of a medieval fantasy.” 
“With Wi-Fi,” she said, and he smiled. 
“Yes, that's right.”
“And these princes?” she said. “Are they like the books say they will be?” 
“They are not to be feared,” he said. “You've met them in one incarnation, a long time ago, when they were much younger and just princes. The youngest, Cole, is half-witch and is married to a human girl, Enya. She is his opposite – calm and pure to his mischief. If anyone knows about reincarnation, it is him. In fact…” he pulled out his phone, shifting through it for pictures. They were recent ones, taken at Nicholas' recent wedding. “This is Nicholas, the former regent, married to Rosa, who is a witch. They have a daughter who's about two or three now.” 
“Oh, my goodness, she's adorable!” she squealed. “A dragon-witch baby. Look at those eyes!” 
The way her face lit up told him that she wanted some of her own one day. She leaned forward, cooing, and he slipped an arm around her. 
“Are your eyes like that?” She turned to him and smiled. “They are. There's some yellow.” 
“That's the dragon in me,” he said. “The yellow tint is always a giveaway.” 
“I think they are beautiful,” she said. “To think that two weeks ago, we didn't know each other.” 
“Except we did,” he pointed out.
“We did,” she smiled. “So, Cole and Nicholas. Is that it?” 
“This is Alexander,” he zoomed into the picture. “The former king after his father died. He's the current regent, and his wife is the former dragon queen. This is Ariel, and she is carapace, which means she takes away all magical ability.” 
“I know her! She's a dancer in The Nutcracker. She's the one that does the dancing on knives.” 
“On knives?” Spencer raised an eyebrow, and Katianna took out her own phone, googling quickly. 
“Here. She's revolutionary. We studied her in dance class in high school.” 
“Oh.” She was half naked in the picture, which fit with the image of Ariel that he knew. The one time he had met their wives, she had been the most scantily clad, and the most provocative. 
“And she's married to the dragon king? Wow, what a life.” 
“It was a marriage of convenience, from what I understand,” Spencer replied. “Unlike the other three's marriages. And he is the former king. When King Richard died, he was the next in line. Until his brother, Peter, here, returned from what would be your version of heaven – the other world, whatever you want to call it. He is married to Yvette, who used to work with dragons who had returned from the Other, catch them up to speed.” 
“Isn't returning from heaven reincarnation?” 
“No,” Spencer replied. “Because it's the same body and the same memories. And that's a recent phenomenon that we can't quite figure out.” 
“Oh,” she said, leaning back. “So, they don't know about me?” 
“I didn't mention it,” he replied. “I thought...I thought they would think I'm crazy. But so much is changing. I think it's finally time.” 
He didn't mention the sense of urgency that he had, the sense of impending doom, and the clock running out of time. She accepted this answer, leaning her head against his shoulder and closing her eyes. The train bumped along, and he closed his eyes as well, perfectly content to simply be by her side. Whatever was coming, they could figure it out now that they were together again. 
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Chapter 5
When the train finally reached the spot where Spencer knew there was a vortex, they had to shake themselves awake. It was a scramble to grab the bags and rush off the train before the doors closed. Katianna gave him a grin as they half stumbled onto the grass. 
“Are you all right, all powerful dragon lord?” 
“My love,” he said as they got some strange looks by other people exiting the train. “As much as I love you, you might want to keep your voice down.” 
“Right,” she said. “Sorry. Slip of the tongue.” 
“In a few moments, you won't have to worry about that at all,” he assured her. He took her by the hand, bringing her toward the back of the train station. “On Umora, you will be the one that stands out.” 
“People have always said I stood out,” she said, touching her face. “My eyes are unique, too, remember?” 
“Your eyes are how I find you,” he said. “I would never change them, not for a moment. I think they're beautiful.” 
She smiled, leaning in for a kiss. No one had ever told her that her eyes were beautiful. They told her that they were unique or interesting, but Spencer made her feel like the prettiest woman in the world. He never so much as looked at another woman, his gaze constantly on her. She felt so much stronger, so much more powerful when he was by her side. It was as if the world was her oyster. 
It also explained how she felt drawn to the TV when a dragon had appeared on Earth a few years ago. The media covered it up as a prank, but she always knew that something wasn't right. It was too real to be a doctored video, and people had died. They had quickly covered that up as well, but she had spent far too much time googling it. She had always been interested in sci-fi and the paranormal, although she had never told anyone just how obsessed she was. This was a dream come true. 
“What do we do?” she asked, resisting the urge to kiss him again. 
“Take my hand,” he replied, making sure that there was no one else around. He squeezed her hand, and then took the other one. “It's going to be jarring. You are going to feel the magic and then a whoosh of blackness. I'll do my best to hold you up, but you are probably going to end up on the throne room floor.” 
“Oh,” she shrugged. “All right. Sounds easy enough.” 
“It's jarring at first, but you'll get used to it. I hope,” he squeezed her hand. “Close your eyes.” 
She did as she was told, trembling half with excitement and half with fear. She felt it exactly as he told her she would. First, it was warm, and then it was a bit concerning. She felt dizzy, like she was floating. 
She was about to open her mouth to ask him if it was all right. But when she did, she nearly passed out. The world around her was swirling, and then it went black. 
She crashed onto the hard, marble floor with a yelp, falling against Spencer's arms. He reached his arms out to hold her, trying to soothe her. 
“It's okay, Katianna. It's all right.” 
She was not used to that name, and she almost felt like correcting it. But she had no time to as she quickly found that they were not alone. 
She looked up to see who she recognized as Cole standing in front of them. He said something, but she did not recognize the language.
He was taller than she had thought, long and lean, and with the flash of yellow in his eyes that she now recognized as dragon. He looked slightly different, with a shorter neck, and more human features. She remembered that he wasn't fully dragon, and wondered if he could transform just as easily. 
It was amazing what facts she was accepting. Two weeks ago, she was a student who planned to run the family hotel the rest of her life. 
Spencer responded in the same language, and she quickly realized that this was what he had been referring to when he said English wasn't his first language. 
“Mmm,” Cole responded, before his eyes turned to her. She smiled, holding out her hand. Her parents had taught her to always be friendly. 
“Hello, my name is…uh…” She turned to Spencer. “Bethany.” 
He spoke at the same time. “Katianna,” he said. 
Cole raised an eyebrow and switched to English. 
“No,” he said, looking between the two of them. “It isn't.” 
“It is,” Spencer replied, turning to his prince. “And it's a long story.” 
“I've heard a lot of long stories around here,” Cole replied, looking at her closely. “Katianna as in your wife, correct?” He seemed to recognize her multi-colored eyes and cocked his head. “Huh.”
“Do we know each other?” she asked. Cole grinned. 
“If you are her, then we know each other,” he said. “But I'm not sure what your crazy boyfriend is talking about, so let's sort that out, hmm? Spencer? Nicholas summoned you, correct?” 
“Yes,” Spencer replied. “And I have returned, as a loyal lord does.” 
“I see that,” Cole said. “With an enigma. Should I take our enigma to a room to take it all in while you meet with my brother?” 
“Would you like to rest, Katianna ?” Spencer turned to her. “I imagine this is all a bit much.” 
“Sure,” she shrugged. She was more curious than she was afraid, and Spencer had said that this was safe. “I can do that.” 
“Are you from Earth?” Cole asked her. She nodded. “When my wife first came here, she was grateful for a soft bed. To your room, Spencer?” 
“No,” Spencer replied, sharply. “We aren't married.” 
Cole quirked an eyebrow. 
“You were,” he said, shaking his head. “I don't have a lot of time on my hands to question what is going on here. Come with me,” he said to her, and she picked up her bag. She turned back to Spencer, who nodded, and she followed Cole out, scampering to keep up with him. “Thank you for having me. It's very kind.” 
“I don't see how you can be Katianna,” he said. “She died nearly twenty years ago. I was barely a teenager when–” 
“Eighty,” she said, and he turned to her in surprise. 
“What?” 
“The first time I died was eighty years ago,” she said. “At least, that's what Spencer said.”
“Oh, what Spencer said,” he replied. “And what do you say?”
“I am learning,” she replied. “Look, I know it sounds crazy. It sounds crazy to me, too. But I can't deny my feelings for him, and I can't deny that I remember things from long ago.” 
“Really?” Cole stopped her in the hallway. “What do you remember about here?” 
She stopped, taking in the hallway. The ceilings were high, and there were white, marble colors with gilded-gold paint that was straight out of a story book. It was breathtaking. She squinted at the paint and the swirls in the plaster for a moment. 
“My grave has those,” she said, pointing to the corners. “Those wings.” 
“Your grave?” Cole said. “He's buried you and thinks you've returned without so much as a disturbed plant?” 
“Yes?” Katianna replied. “I think that is where he must have gotten inspiration, from your palace.” 
“Right,” Cole looked doubtful. “And how long, pray tell, have you known Spencer this time around?”
“A couple weeks?” she shrugged. 
“Oh I see.” Cole smirked. She realized he didn't believe her, and it put a shadow of doubt into her as well. What Spencer had said made sense to her when they were the only two on Earth that were let into the secret. But now, there was more than just their two infatuated minds involved. She switched topics, trying to be polite. She ignored the growing feeling of dread in her stomach. 
“Your English is very good,” she said. “Were you taught it in school?” 
“Not really,” he answered, and they began walking again. “My wife is from Earth, and she is a translator, a linguist.” 
“Oh, that's neat,” she answered. “So, that's where you learned most of it?” 
“Indeed,” he said. “I can get her if there is something you need. Whether or not you are Katianna, this must be confusing.” 
“It's all right,” she replied. “To tell you the truth, I've never been out of my hometown, so this is what I imagine every other place but home looks like.” 
He smirked at that as he pushed open a door. She gasped. 
The bedroom looked like it belonged in the sixteenth century, with a four-poster bed and furniture that was fit for a king. There was mahogany furniture and a warm bedspread with tapestries on the wall. 
The tapestries were what caught her eye the most. In beautiful woven fabrics, she saw Earth and majestic dragons circling it. There were other planets surrounding it, planets she didn't recognize. She was as good at science as the next person, but these planets were not something they had taught her in high school science. 
“The rest of the galaxy,” Cole said, following her gaze. “Did you think your solar system was the only thing around?” 
“It was the only thing we knew,” she said, looking up. “Why? Did your wife know what they were?” 
“No,” he checked himself, realizing how mean he was being. “She was a lot more baffled than you, actually, come to think of it. And it certainly took longer than two weeks to get her to trust me.” 
“Could it be,” Katianna turned around with a smile, “because I've done this before?” 
“Checkmate to you,” he said, handing her a giant key. “The room is yours. If you want to see your boyfriend, ask any servant in the hallway, and I'm sure they can tell you where he's at. If he's talking to my brother, it might be a long time.”
“I hope nothing serious is wrong?” Katianna answered. 
“Just the usual chaos and destruction,” Cole replied. “Enjoy your stay. Oh,” he reached out his hand, “you're from Earth. You'll want Wi-Fi.” 
She handed over her phone, slightly shocked that this magical place had access to technology as well. Cole pushed a few buttons and then handed it back. 
“Enjoy a Wi-Fi speed like you've never seen before,” he said with a smile. 
He closed the door behind him, leaving her to spin around in awe. 
She certainly wasn't at home anymore. 
She threw herself on the soft bed, dropping her bag by her feet. Staring at the ceiling, she closed her eyes. That transport had been exhausting, and she felt like it was catching up to her now. She took out her phone as it beeped. 
Where is it you are going again? came a text from her mother. 
None of this had really unsettled her until she saw that text. Suddenly, everything came crashing back to her. She was a reincarnation of a girl who died nearly eighty years ago. The supposed love of her life was a dragon, and he had transported her onto a planet hundreds of thousands of miles away. She was in the dragon palace, and everything the story books said was real. 
“Oh my goodness,” she said to herself. “What is happening to me?” 




  
    
    
    Evander
    
  




  


Chapter 6
It was an hour before Spencer came back to see her. She didn't really mind or notice as her thoughts swirled. But when he entered the room, she sat up with a start, her arms out. 
“I missed you,” she said, and he chuckled, kissing the top of her head. 
“Was it that long?” he asked. 
“No,” she laid her head on his chest, “but it felt like an eternity.” 
“It felt like an eternity in the meeting, as well,” he answered. “Nicholas has an endless supply of problems and not enough agents to deal with them.” 
“Like what?” she sat back, feeling calmer now that he was back with her. She brushed the hair out of her eyes, settling back against the pillows. 
“Don't worry yourself about it,” he said. “We will take care of it. In the meantime, they have invited you to stay the night, and for dinner.” 
“Oh,” she said. “That's very kind. I had thought we'd just go grab food.” 
He raised an eyebrow, and she realized that she had probably said something wrong. 
“That's not a thing people do, is it?” 
“Not here,” he answered. “Here, they follow the rules of old. They dress for dinner.” 
“Like, fancy?” she glanced at her backpack. “I did not bring fancy. The nicest thing I brought is a decent pair of jeans.” 
“I'm sure you'll look lovely either way,” he replied. “But if you are in need of a dress, I can certainly ask if you can borrow one. Nicholas' wife is about your size. I'm sure she has a few.” 
“I wouldn't want to be a burden when we just got here,” she said, but he rose. 
“It's no burden,” he said, looking around the room. “I think we stayed in this room before.” 
“My grave,” she said. “I saw the corners of the palace in the hallway. Is that where you got the inspiration for my grave?” 
He turned back to her, a smile on his face. 
“Do you like them?” he asked. 
“Yes, they are beautiful,” she said, searching her mind. “I liked them before, didn't I?” 
“You did,” he said. “You always admired them, no matter how many times we came here. So, when the opportunity came to customize your grave, I thought it was appropriate.” 
“That's nice of you,” she said. “Although the idea of a grave scares me.” 
“Why?” his brow furrowed. “You've always had a beautiful, well attended funeral, with–” 
“No, not that part,” she said. “Just the idea of staying in one place forever. I always thought that I would be cremated and scattered.” 
“Oh, my love,” he said with a smile, “you aren't exactly staying in one place forever, are you?” 
She paused. “I guess not,” she said with a grin. “So perhaps that explains such a fear.” 
“Give yourself time,” he tried to reassure her. “Things will come back into focus. You will soon feel more like yourself.” 
“Am I different?” she asked, and he let out a breath. 
“A little,” he admitted. “But I'm sure it's just the times. Now, I'll see about that dress.”
“Thank you,” she said as she reached to undo her hair. “I'll just attempt to make myself pretty while you're gone.”
“You are always pretty,” he said, as he went to the door. “I'll see you soon.” 
She blew him a kiss and then got off the bed, heading to the vanity. 
Her reflection stared back at her, young and lean, with an oval-shaped face. Her eyes stood out more in the sunlight, making her face asymmetrical. She cocked her head, closing one eye. 
It made her feel almost normal to only see one color. It changed the way she looked – from unique to standard. She had never felt she was beautiful, but then again, she had never thought much about her looks. Her parents had told her it was school that mattered, along with a career and a friendly smile. 
And yet, her eyes were changing her life. 
When Spencer returned, it was with a beautiful, purple dress that took her breath away. It had long sleeves and a full-length skirt that came with layers of tulle underneath it. She could tell by the touch of the fabric that it was more expensive than anything she had ever owned. 
“Oh my,” she said, taking it. “Thank you. This is beautiful. Although, these sleeves...” 
Normally, a dress with a full skirt would be sleeveless. He cleared his throat as she fingered them. “The women here are more conservative than on Earth,” he said. 
“Old fashioned,” she said, and he shook his head. 
“It's more about equality. Women are equal to men here in all respects. When Peter was king and he had no wife, it was Ariel by default. The queen owns fifty percent of the kingdom and has equal opinion on all matters. The women do not use any tactics of beauty here; it's unnecessary. Beauty comes in the mind and in the smile.” 
“That's what my parents taught me,” she said. “I was just thinking about that.” 
“That and dragon women are stunning, always,” he said, stepping closer to her. “Almost as stunning as you.” 
“Mmm,” she relaxed in his arms. “Did you want to help me dress?” 
She thought that she was teasing him, but he looked away, stepping back. 
“One day, my love. One day. But for now, I'd rather wait to perverse your modesty.” 
“My reputation,” she said. “It's clashing values, don't you think?” 
“No,” he said, looking up. “I respect you for so much more than what your body can offer. When we are married, we will enjoy all of those pleasures, and it will be worth the wait.” 
“All right,” she smiled, accepting this reason. It was refreshing compared to Earth views, and she found that she enjoyed it. Perhaps it was her upbringing, or perhaps it was just happiness at a change of pace. Either way, she was grateful. “Thank you.” 
“Get changed, and I'll be waiting outside,” he said. “I will escort you to the dining room, where you meet the rest of the royal family.” 
“But no pressure,” she replied, turning back to the mirror and holding the dress up to her neck. “I'll see you in a moment.” 
“Do you need me to send in a maid to assist you?” 
“No, I've got it.” She smiled at him in the mirror. “I've been dressing myself for quite a while. I'll figure it out.” 
“As you wish.” He bowed his head and left. 
As soon as he was gone, she stripped down, stepping into the dress. 
It proved harder than she thought. There weren't any zippers; it was all ties and buttons. She sucked in her small stomach, spinning the dress around to button up the front before turning it around to the back and struggling into the sleeves. She felt the sweat drip down her back and briefly considered getting the maid. But she told herself that she was a strong, independent woman, and she could dress herself. 
It took nearly half an hour before she felt like she looked presentable. She ended up braiding her hair and putting it behind her neck, leaving a few twists hanging down. She didn't usually wear makeup, and so she simply scrubbed her face, hoping she didn't look too tired. She pinched her cheeks and smiled at herself in the mirror, forcing energy into her eyes. Spencer was probably wondering if she died, but she couldn't possibly go to dinner with royals looking like she had just run the track at school. 
She had never pictured herself having dinner with princes in any version of her life. This was just as novel as being transported here. 
In the mirror, her reflection showed a mature young lady. With a high collar and long sleeves, she felt like a proper adult, her hair dripping down and her eyes sparkling. She was so used to jeans and polos, vintage dresses with cutouts, and black eye liner. The woman that stared back at her made her look twice at herself. 
Maybe she could do this after all. 
She finally stepped into the hallway where Spencer was leaning against the wall. 
“Sorry,” she said. “The dress and I got into a fight.” 
“It was worth the wait,” he assured her, looking her up and down. “You look wonderful.” 
“You clean up nice, too,” she said, noticing that he had changed into a dark suit. It didn't look quite right for Earth, but within these beautiful halls, it was perfect. She almost lost her breath at how handsome he was with his yellow eyes and strong jaw. He held his arm, and she took it, drifting down the hall. 
“Are there any tables manners I should know about?” she asked. “That are different from Earth?” 
He chuckled, shaking his head. “No. The only thing that may be different is that no one eats until the king does.” 
“Whose name is Peter,” she remembered. “I can do that.” 
“Then you'll be perfect,” he laid a kiss on her head as they approached the banquet halls. The doors were several feet high and intricately carved. Two guards pulled it open, and Katianna resisted gasping again. 
It was even more beautiful than what she had seen, if that was possible. 
There was a long banquet table, with only a few place settings put out. The table cloth was ivory white, and the plates were crystal with the same gold as the hallways painted around the edge. The cutlery looked to be made of pure white gold, and the glasses at the place settings were majestic tumblers. 
“Oh my,” Katianna said, taking it all in. “I'm almost afraid to eat dinner here. I might ruin something.” 
“This is a dragon table,” Spencer assured her. “It's seen worse than a human dropping food, I promise.” 
“That's a boost for my confidence,” she said, and smiled at him. 
“Spencer.” She spun around as a voice spoke. She recognized Nicholas from the pictures, his wife Rosa on his arm. “Oh, my goodness,” Nicholas' mouth fell open as Katianna met his eyes. “You weren't joking.” 
“My lord,” Spencer tipped his head. Katianna followed his lead and gave a small curtsey. Rosa was beautiful, clearly a princess, with a tiara woven into her brown hair, and several heavy rings on her fingers. “May I introduce Katianna, my once and future wife.” 
“I'm Rosa,” the witch-girl said with a smile. “Welcome to Umora. Again, as I understand.” 
“I'm trying to remember,” Katianna gave her a pained smile. “Have we met before, too?”
“No,” Rosa said, smiling at her husband. “We are recently married, although I did hear about you once.” 
“I told you when she died,” Nicholas said. “Spencer was torn up.” 
“That I was,” Spencer replied. 
“But don't be sad anymore.” Cole entered with Enya on his arm. “She's here. And my brothers will be here shortly.” 
“Oh, the dress looks perfect on you,” Enya went right to Katianna, holding out her hands. Katianna was warmed by her friendliness and smiled. 
“Thank you for lending it to me,” she said. 
“Nonsense,” Enya replied. “The first time I came to Umora, I had nothing to wear as well.” 
“Neither did I,” Rosa pointed out. “I had just given birth hours before.” 
Katianna turned to Rosa. “You win this round,” she said. 
Rosa smiled. “Turns out it was worth it,” she said. “Motherhood does bring on a hunger. Shall we sit at least?” 
She led the way to the table, the men pulling out the chairs for the ladies. Katianna was even afraid to sit on the chairs, for they were so beautiful. 
But she only had the chance to sit for a moment before trumpets blared, and everyone's head turned to the door. 
Spencer rose right away, and she followed suit, looking confused. 
“The king,” he said, and Katianna felt her heart leap. 
What a day this was turning out to be, she thought, as the majestic doors opened. 
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Chapter 7
Peter was clearly a king; there were no two ways about it. Tall and majestic, a crown on his head, and his eyes blazing; he looked like he controlled everything with the twist of his finger. His eyes blazed, and his jaw was strong and set, looking to the table as if he were calculating his next move. He was certainly the most serious of the princes. 
On his arm, his wife was the opposite. Draped in light linen, her dress the color of clouds, Yvette was small and thin. She was nearly a foot shorter than him and much younger. She was smiling, though, despite the weight of her heavy crown, and her stick-thin arm was locked in his head. 
Everyone bowed or curtsied, and Katianna knocked her knee against the table trying to do the same. 
Behind him was the final brother, his Irish twin, she understood, and the former king. 
Alexander was slightly shorter than Peter, and Katianna was surprised to see he looked older. His face was grey and drawn, and his temples showed salt and pepper against the dark hair. His chest rose and fell with more effort than the others, and his teeth were half clenched. 
Beside him, Ariel was clearly the most beautiful woman in the room. Katianna felt like a child playing dress up beside the tall red head. She wore a green dress that was cut in the front, nearly dipping to her naval. Her long, red hair fell in waves nearly to her waist, and she wore a crown as majestic as Yvette, her fingers and neck dazzling in jewels. She looked more of a queen than the actual queen, standing shoulder to shoulder with her husband in flat shoes. 
The others dipped to a bow appropriate to the current Regents, and the men pulled out the chairs for their wives. 
To Katianna's delight, Ariel was seated beside her. She turned to the redhead with a friendly smile. 
“I'm Katianna. I've seen your dancing. You are amazing!” 
Ariel turned to her as if seeing her for the first time. “Thanks,” she said, looking her up and down. “You must be Katianna. We've been briefed.” 
“Briefed?” Katianna asked. 
“On the…unique situation that Spencer claims is happening,” Alexander spoke up, clearing his throat. The servants advanced forward, placing warm platters on the table.
“How are you, my lord?” Spencer asked, trying to change the subject.
“I am well, thank you, Spencer,” Alexander said. “It is nice to see you again. Thank you for returning.” 
“Of course, my lord,” Spencer replied, keeping his head bent as he was served. 
“He doesn't look well,” Katianna lowered her voice, whispering to Spencer. He caught her eye, shaking his head, and she understood to ask about it later. 
“Do you have any sightings to report, Spencer?” Peter spoke up. Katianna had her utensils in her hand, her mouth salivating at the meat that was placed in front of her. She hadn't realized that she was hungry until this moment. 
“Of King Richard?” Spencer asked. “No. It was my understanding that he was killed.” 
“He was,” Peter said. “We just like to check. You spent many years on Earth.” 
“I spent many years everywhere,” Spencer corrected him. “But I assure you, since the report came that he perished here, I have heard and seen nothing.” 
“Unless he's been reincarnated,” Cole said, smirking. Spencer's head shot up, his eyes narrowing. 
“It's possible,” Spencer said, coolly. 
“And it's possibly I could figure out how to transform into a wolf,” Cole replied. “Magic works in mysterious ways.” 
Katianna felt the feeling of dread in her stomach again. She waited until everyone was deep in conversation before she spoke softly to Spencer once more. 
“He doesn't believe us,” she said. 
Spencer sighed. “Cole is just snarky,” he said. “He hasn't had a chance to look into anything yet, so he's living inside his own box. Don't worry, my love, he will find an answer.” 
“And if he doesn't?” Katianna asked. 
Spencer raised his eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 
“I just mean, if he doesn't find evidence that reincarnation exists?”
“My love,” he looked right into her eyes, “you know in your heart that this is real, don't you?”
“I…” she couldn't deny it when he was looking right into her eyes and sending shivers up and down her spine. “Yes, I know it's real.” 
“Good,” he said, leaning over to kiss her. “Then that's all we need in the end. But Cole will find an answer. Once he removes his head from his–” 
“Spencer,” Katianna exclaimed, with a laugh. It drew attention back to them, and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Sorry,” she said. 
“Share the joke, please,” Peter said, looking right at her. Her eyes widened. 
“Oh no, it was just something funny that happened on Earth,” she said. Peter raised an eyebrow. 
“Which was? Don't be afraid. You are among friends here.” 
“Which was....me...falling into the mud on my first date with Spencer.” It was a lie, but it was the only thing she could think of. “So embarrassing” 
“Oh my,” Enya saved her. “That would be awkward. Clearly, though, Spencer was not too bothered by it.”
“I did laugh,” Spencer got into the story. “Only for a moment.” 
“What would you do if I fell in the mud?” Enya turned to Cole, cocking an eyebrow. 
“Ask you to stay down there so I could snap a picture, and then help you up?” Cole smirked and she laughed, shaking her head.
Luckily for both of them, the conversation topic turned, and Katianna let out a sigh of relief. 
Dinner was finished soon enough, and everyone rose to retire to the library for drinks and general socializing. Katianna felt like she was in the sixteenth century with all these formalities. 
She noted that Ariel rose first, reaching her hand out. Alexander took it, and his wife's arm flexed to support him as they headed into the library. 
“What's wrong with him?” she asked. Spencer's eyes flicked upwards to make sure that they were far enough away, and then spoke. 
“The relationship between supernatural beings and carapaces has always been odd. Sometimes, they were allies, but mostly they were hunted. When Ariel married Alexander, there was many carapaces who didn't like it. Prolonged exposure to them, especially in the numbers they brought, was damaging. He will never recover.” 
“Yet, they continue to be together?” 
“Alexander argues that one carapace, even the queen, isn't damaging. He just can't be on Earth where the rest of them are.” 
“She's the queen of carapaces?” Katianna replied. “Wow. I understand what you mean for a marriage of convenience, but it's not that way now.” 
“What do you mean?” Spencer asked, confused. 
Katianna smiled. 
“They love each other, isn't that clear?” 
“I…” he looked between them and back to Katianna. “I don't know. It's always been accepted that they were what you call a powerful couple.” 
“Spencer,” she said softly, “can't you see love when it's looking you in the eye? 
He smiled down at her, kissing the top of her head. “Of course, I can,” he said. “I see it every time I look at you.” 
She squeezed his hand as they settled into the library. It seemed an odd way to spend an evening – among princes of Dragons. And yet, somehow, it seemed natural. 
It was only half an hour of quiet conversation before the day hit her. She yawned loudly, and then covered her mouth, blushing. 
“Oh my goodness, I'm sorry.” 
Spencer laughed, rising. “Come, my dear. I shall escort you to your room. It's been a long day for both of us.” 
“Thank you for everything today,” she said to the others, dipping low. “It was…wonderful?” 
Alexander smiled briefly. “Goodnight,” he said, dipping his head. “It was an honor to have your company, Katianna.” 
It was only once she was gone that Cole spoke up. 
“You don't really believe that's Katianna, do you?” he asked his brother. 
Alexander's eyes flickered to his youngest brother. “And what is your opinion, Cole? Although I'm quite sure I can guess it.” 
“That's not the same girl,” Cole said, firmly. “Reincarnation is just not something that happens.” 
“Are you sure?” Rosa spoke up, meeting his witch eyes. “You didn't think the Dolcetti line could be revived. You didn't know what magic you were holding until you were told. I'm not questioning your ability, Cole, my dearest brother. I'm saying that we learn new things all the time.”
“No, you don't.” Cole glanced at Enya. 
“What?” Enya asked, a sinking feeling in her chest. 
“The last time Spencer brought Katianna around here, I…she and I…” 
“Sorry, you did what?” Nicholas smirked, from his place by the fire. “Did you steal her virtue, Cole?” 
“I did not,” Cole replied. “But I may have kissed her. More than once. She may have run because she was avoiding me. I don't think Spencer knows, but she chose to go back to Earth, likely to stay faithful to him.” 
Her husband's romance before they met didn't bother Enya. But she was still put out by his lack of respect for an existing relationship. 
“Were you in love with her?” Enya asked, and Cole laughed. 
“No, it was just a thing. How do you say it? A fling. It meant nothing to me, but I get the feeling it meant everything to her. I know her, and that isn't her.” 
“Cole,” Alexander put his palm to his eyes, sighing. “Thank goodness you finally got married before you bothered the whole kingdom.” 
“If she's got magic to reincarnate,” Ariel said, “I could possibly feel the same thing from an old corpse of hers? If she doesn't just vanish?”
“Do you feel magic on her at all?” Alexander turned to his wife, and she shook her head, sliding into his lap. 
“Nada. But there's so many of you around. Maybe I'll make nice and get her alone.” 
“My concern,” Peter said, speaking up for the first time, “is that if he is right, and some people do have the ability to do this, what if Father does as well?” 
Everyone fell silent at that, looking to each other. Cole had not considered that. They had killed old King Richard in a violent battle that no one would forget anytime soon. If he wasn't really dead, everything was for naught. 
“I will look into it,” Cole said, at last. “But really, I'm not sure.” 
“Be sure,” Peter stared down his youngest brother. “Our future depends on it.” 
Ariel leaned into Alexander's chest, her eyes staring off into the fire. He squeezed her shoulder, a small smile on his face. “Penny for your thoughts?” he asked.
“I was just wondering if someone could learn how to do that,” she said, looking back at him. 
“We have to find out if it's real first, Ariel,” he said, and she shrugged. 
“I know. But if you do eventually go before me, maybe you could learn how to do that.” 
“One would think you are fond of me,” he said softly. 
She giggled. “Or I like being a princess. Either way.” 
“Either way,” he echoed, staring into the fire. This world was getting so confusing. No one stayed dead, except, it seemed, for the ones they wanted. 
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Chapter 8
When Katianna awoke, she forgot where she was for a moment. It was only after a confusing look around that she remembered she was in the palace of the dragon princes. And apparently, she was dating one of the nobles. She hadn't actually discussed their relationship in detail, but somehow, the idea of being with Spencer seemed like it was the easiest thing in the world. They didn't need to have a talk; she didn't need to post a Facebook status. She just knew that she was with him. 
Her stomach growled, and she threw off the covers to get dressed. Her Earth clothes felt inadequate, but she couldn't very well go to Enya and ask for yet another dress. She didn't want to be a burden, even if they assured her it was all right. 
She assumed that breakfast would be served in the banquet hall like dinner was. She followed her nose, almost sniffing for the smell of bacon. 
It seemed to be very early; the hallways were empty. She found her way easy enough and was happy to smell some sort of food. There were no guards at the door like last night, and she pushed them open, straining under their weight. 
There was only Cole in the banquet hall, surrounded by what looked like a feast. When he saw her, he smiled. 
“Good morning,” he said. 
“Good morning,” she replied. “Sorry, I didn't mean to intrude.”
“You aren't intruding,” he pointed to a chair near him. “We're just the only ones who have the sense to eat at a good time.” 
“Where is everyone else?” she asked, looking over the choices for breakfast. She was used to a buffet-style feast from the hotel, but this went above and beyond anything she had ever seen. There were plates and plates of food on silver platters, beautifully displaced and piping hot. It was as if the palace was expecting several hundred people, rather than just the ten of them. 
“Alexander and Peter are always up early. They work at the crack of dawn and never eat,” Cole replied. “Nicholas has taken Yvette to Earth, and my own lovely wife is still asleep. As, I assume, is your Spencer.” 
“We had a long day,” she said with a shrug as she sat down, “but food always wakes me up.” 
“Didn't used to,” he said, and she stopped eating. 
“I'm sorry?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 
He smiled. “You don't remember anything about your previous life, do you?” 
“I remember bits and pieces,” she answered, meeting his eyes. “The wings on the side. And that we were friends.” 
“Sure,” he said, taking another helping of food. “We were friends.” 
She heard an edge to his voice and avoided his eyes. There was something about his voice that made her shiver. 
They had been friends, hadn't they? Was there something she was missing? 
Katianna closed her eyes, searching her mind. She was looking for a memory – anything that didn't fit into her current life. He was friendly, sure, and he was handsome, but that didn't mean anything, did it? 
When she opened her eyes, he was looking right at her. His yellow eyes sparkled as he broke the gaze. Katianna felt ice go down her spine. 
“Were we more than friends?” she asked. 
Cole smirked. “Well, if I told you, that would be cheating, wouldn't it? Or is that how Spencer has been telling you things?” 
She took a deep breath. “Why are you being so mean to me? Even if I turn out to be not who you all think I am, what have I done to offend?” 
“Nothing, love,” Cole answered. “But you have to figure it out for yourself, don't you? I can't tell you, and neither can he.” 
“But I know what I feel,” she protested. 
“Aye well,” Cole said, holding her gaze again, “love works in mysterious ways.” 
“How…” she fought for calm. “Didn't you fall in love with your wife almost by accident?” 
“That I did,” he replied. “She was supposed to be the key to my success and my destruction. Instead, she saved my life.” 
“That's quite a story,” she said. “So why is my story so unlikely?”
“Hmm,” he said, pouring himself a cup of coffee. There were no servants today, no beautifully dressed butlers and charming maids. It was just the two of them, and she felt the expanse of the room. “I suppose it's not. But I've never heard of it before. And I know everything magical.” 
“No one knows everything,” she stood up. She had thought that it would be pleasant, but he couldn't stop attacking her. She couldn't sit here and listen to this, not when she wasn't quite sure herself. The truth was, she had doubt deep down in the pit of her stomach. And the last thing she wanted was anyone exploiting it. 
She had thought that she was happy in her life. But she didn't know happiness until Spencer was at her side. 
“Ah, love, don't mind me,” Cole said, indicating she should sit back down. “That's just the way I am in the morning.” 
She paused, her hand trembling. He had made her angry, it was true, but his smile was disarming. 
“I'm sorry,” he said, honestly. His eyes were sincere, and she sighed, sitting back down. 
“I accept your apology,” she said, at last. He nodded, pointing to a platter of eggs. 
“These are good, you should try some.” 
“Cole!” 
Both of them jumped as Nicholas burst into the room. Cole scrambled to his feet, looking like he had been caught at something. 
“Did you invite Evan Moonlit here?” 
“What?” Cole answered in shock. “Why would I invite the wolf king here? He's Alexander's best friend. Why don't you ask him?”
“Alexander isn't here right now,” Nicholas said , through clenched teeth. “And Evan is asking if he's here, with a trunk at his feet. He's been invited by someone, and it wasn't Alexander.” 
“But I didn't,” Cole said. “We don't have anything ready, security wise.” 
“What's going on?” Katianna couldn't help but ask, looking between the two of them in confusion. Cole glanced to her and then decided that there was no harm in telling her. 
“Evan Moonlit is the wolf shifter king. He's an ally, very close to my brother. But when a king visits from another realm, we have to up security, make sure that he feels safe. Nothing is ready,” Cole ran a hand through his hair. “He's going to think we're a raggedy bunch.” 
“Even more so if we don't figure out who invited him,” Nicholas said. “Never mind that we don't have a room for him.” 
Those words perked up Katianna 's ears. “I can help,” she said, standing up. Both brothers turned to her in confusion. “My parents run a hotel, and I'm studying tourism. Stalling a VIP guest while we scramble to figure out what is going on is my specialty.” 
The two looked between each other, and then Nicholas shrugged. 
“Better than what I could come up,” he said. “Come with me then. He's an easy fellow, but we need to make preparations.” 
“Right,” Katianna scrambled after them. Nicholas said something to Cole in dragon lore, and it made her gasp. “Does he speak English?” 
“He speaks dragon,” Cole said, glancing to Nicholas. “Does he speak English?” 
“Why are we arguing over this when your wife is a translator?” Nicholas asked. “Go get her, and we'll make it right.” 
A blast of trumpets made them all tense. Nicholas' eyes widened, apparently listening to the notes that were played. 
“That's…” he said, and Cole filled in for him, equally shocked. 
“The lion queen?” he asked. “Tahitian hasn't been here for a year, and suddenly she shows up unannounced?”
“Are you sure you didn't invite a mass convention of rulers and forget about it?” Nicholas asked. 
“Why would I do that?” Cole shot back. Katianna was about to speak up when they rounded the corner. 
In the front hallway, waiting to be served, were clearly two rulers. Evan was dressed sharply, a middle-aged, lean man with kind eyes and long hair, the way werewolves were portrayed on television. Tahitian was stunning, with strawberry-blonde hair and a sleek figure. Both of them were accompanied by an entourage and trunks. They had clearly been invited, but it bothered Katianna that no one knew by who. 
She searched her mind, trying to remember what her parents had done when someone had shown up without a reservation. Nicholas made small talk for a few moments while Cole scrambled off to get Enya. It seemed the two youngest dragon princes were a bit of a loss without their older brothers. 
Enya scrambled into the room, looking exactly like she had just been dragged from bed. But Nicholas introduced Katianna, hoping she could take over while the princes scrambled, and Enya translated for Katianna who bowed deeply. 
“I'm new to the palace, but I'm happy to welcome you,” she looked between the two of them. It took a while for Enya to translate, as she had to try a few languages before she found a common one. Finally, both of them smiled. “It's so wonderful you could both make it. Were you aware that you were both invited?” 
Tahitian said something, and Enya raised an eyebrow, turning to Katianna. 
“King Richard must have planned this well, for the note was postmarked nearly ten years ago.” 
“What?” Katianna hissed to Enya. “Isn't that king dead? How…?”
“She thinks that the note was old,” Enya replied. “A delayed email if you will. I wonder what it says?” 
“Ask them if we could have the note,” Katianna thought fast. “For his sons would be grateful of anything that their father wrote. For memories.” 
“Good thinking,” Enya said, and turned back to the royals, translating. 
Katianna was so busy practicing her tourism smile that she didn't realize until after they were settled just what had happened. Werewolves were real, dragons, lion shifters, and who knew what else? Everything she had been told was fake was a lie. She was starting to question her own reality. Was Santa Clause real as well? 
But then, it seemed questioning things was what people did around here, given how Cole had been so harsh to her at breakfast. 
She was grateful that Spencer found her shortly after the incident. She had perched on a windowsill, fiddling with her phone and staring out into the majestic countryside. 
“My love,” he said. “I'm sorry. I didn't realize that they had gotten you involved. They shouldn't have done that.” 
“It's fine,” she replied, reaching her arms up for a hug. “How are you?” 
“I'm fine,” he said. “I was sorting through a few things for Nicholas, and I got carried away. But you are all right?” 
“I'm fine,” she said with a smile. “It's not my hotel, so I don't have to worry about a lost reservation. But it does seem odd. They say they are here, invited by a posthumous letter from the old king.” 
“And did it say why?” Spencer asked. “That's not like King Richard. He was not that organized.” 
“I didn't know him,” Katianna said “But I was thinking, what if it's just meant to look like an old letter? And he's back?” 
“They killed him,” Spencer replied, flatly. 
“You buried me,” she said. “And yet here I am. What's the difference?” 
Spencer leaned back against the windowsill, his chest sinking as he thought about that. She was right. 
If King Richard was back, it meant this planet was going to go to war in a way no one had expected. 
“Thank you,” Cole said to her that night at dinner. He said it in passing, but his voice was kind. “For fixing that, this afternoon. One would almost think you belong here.” 
“Maybe I do,” she said, and he smiled. 
“Maybe you do,” he said. “Or maybe you've done it before.” 
She winked at him, and he chuckled. All was forgiven, at least for now. Dinner was full of the nobles that had arrived by the late king's letter, and while everyone was on edge, they were also reveling in each other 's company. And for the first time in Katianna 's life, surrounded by lions and witches, dragons and wolves, she felt like she belonged as well. 
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Chapter 9
The headaches started on her third visit to Umora. She had been with Spencer for nearly nine months, and she was glad for an escape to the dragon planet when her school holidays came up. Exams had been stressful, and her parents had basically put her on the front desk every moment she wasn't in class. They also were suspicious of Spencer's extended stays, despite his charm. They knew she was with him, and they chose to just shake their heads quietly. Romance with guests was a faux pas, even if they respected their daughter's choices as an adult. Still, she was grateful for the break from her hotel world, even if it meant packing a suitcase full of Tylenol. 
“I'm just going to sit in the library for a while,” she told Spencer when they got there. “It's dark and quiet there, and it helps.” 
“I need to be in the throne room,” he said worriedly. “But maybe I can–” 
“No, you have work to do,” she said to him, giving his hand a squeeze. “I'll still be there when you get back. Don't worry.” 
“You summon me if you need anything at all, all right?” he made her promise. “Someone can get me in an instant.” 
“I'll be fine,” she assured him. “It's just a headache. Too little sleep.” 
“We will make sure you turn in early tonight then,” he said, kissing her head. “If I see any of the princesses, I will send them to you.” 
“I would love to see them, regardless of my head,” she said, splitting off from him in the hallway. 
Entering the library, she just wanted to sit by the fire and read a book. It was usually empty during the day, with everyone scrambling around for work, so she was surprised to find Cole going through the shelves, looking confused. 
“Hey,” she said, and he looked up. 
“My favorite hotelier,” he said with a smile. Since the first visit, they seemed to be on better terms. She quite liked him, texting when they were away, and speaking with him and Enya frequently. 
The truth was, although she didn't have too much in common with Enya, she felt it was proper to speak to his wife more than him. She didn't want Enya to think that she liked Cole a little too much. 
“What are you looking for?” she asked, settling down in a chair. It was so different from the first time they met. Before, they couldn't speak without snapping at each other. 
“When you are royal, everything is documented,” he said. “People take pictures, they make paintings, they write about every appearance that you ever made.” 
“Sure,” she responded. 
“So I'm looking for photos of my father, records of if he has ever been to certain places, even briefly.” 
“Shouldn't all that be digitized?” she asked as he opened and closed books. 
“Not all of it,” he gave her a smile. “Umora is a funny place. We're lightyears ahead of Earth in one way, and behind in others. Most of the royal records are still here.” 
“Why are you even looking?” she asked, confused. 
“Because there have been more reports of his appearances. There have been photographs coming from unknown settings, letters, but something about them doesn't fit.” 
“Is this about the letter from the first time?” she asked. “Didn't they say it was arranged before he died?” 
“My father was not that organized,” Cole snorted. “Not organized enough to send letters arranging regular meetings between rulers at regular intervals ten years in the future.” 
“So, you think he's back.” 
“Except,” Cole answered, “I saw him die.” 
“Well,” she drew up her feet, “Spencer saw me die.” 
He didn't say anything to that. She knew the topic of whether or not she was Spencer's first love was still up in the air, at least on Umora. Cole opened and closed another book or two before he turned to her. 
“There's something I want to show you,” he said after a while. “This can wait.”
“What could you possibly want to show me that is more important than your father returning?” she smiled. 
“Come with me,” he said, beckoning her. “Don't worry about my crazy father for a moment.” 
She laughed at that and pushed herself up. It took a moment for her head to stop pounding, which it often did when it was like this. She winced, and Cole put out his hand. 
“I'm all right,” she said. “It's just–” 
“I know you're all right,” he said, “but there's no reason to suffer stubbornly.”
He took her hand before she had a chance to react and pushed magic into her. It was something that Spencer did on occasion. She knew it was temporary, but it was a better pain relief than Tylenol and Advil.
She was grateful for Cole's persistence and took a deep breath. 
“Thank you,” she said. He met her eyes, looking down at his hands and then back at her. The moment lasted a bit too long before he beckoned her into the hallway. 
“I'm surprised your boyfriend didn't do that,” Cole said, as they walked down the hallway. 
“Sometimes, I feel like I've built up a tolerance to him,” she said. “His magic isn't always effective. Is that possible?” 
“Maybe,” Cole seemed half distracted as he walked. “Or whatever is going on with your head is getting worse. I can't cure Enya, and it's harder to push magic when it's on Earth. He could have run out at the time or not been strong enough to push it properly. But most supernatural beings respond quite well to magic.” 
“Maybe I'm just tired,” she said, with a shrug, missing his meaning. “What are you showing me?” 
“Just something you left here last time,” Cole said, as he took her down a flight of stairs. He pushed open a door, and she gasped. 
Inside was a room packed to the rafters with treasure. There were gold, jewels, tiaras, and swords. This was clearly their treasury room. What baffled her the most was how there was no guards at the door. 
“It's spelled,” Cole said. “Only those of the throne's bloodline can get in here. If one of us breaks in and steals things, that's on us. But otherwise, no one else can so much as set foot in here without one of us.” 
“This is so much,” she spun around, looking at the hordes of treasure. “You really are a prince.” 
“In case you doubted the palace setting,” he said, as he went to a chest. He opened it, and she watched as he pulled out a small, white box. Turning back to her, he placed it in her hands. 
“What's this?” she asked. He smiled, crossing his arms. 
“If I told you, that would be cheating,” he replied. “Go ahead. Open it.” 
Katianna cracked open the box with curiosity to find a plain gold band staring back at her. There was nothing special about it that she could see. It wasn't extravagant or particularly large. It had no jewels, no markings. It looked as if it were bought at any generic jewelry shop on Earth. 
That thought hit her like a smack on the face. 
“Is this mine?” she looked up to Cole. “This is a wedding ring. Is this my wedding ring?” 
“What do you think?” he asked, leaning against a pillar. 
“Why would I leave it here?” she asked. “Was it an accident?” 
His yellow eyes flashed as he shifted positions. He looked so handsome standing there, watching her. 
For one moment, Katianna saw what she thought was the past. Cole, standing in the hallway, his arms open as she flew to him. 
She took off the wedding ring, pushed it to him, and shook her head. 
“Did you give me this?” she asked, her voice a whisper. 
“Did I?” he asked, his voice also low. “Or did someone else?” 
“Did Spencer…” she put a hand to her mouth. “Did we…?” 
“You always said your connection to Spencer was the reason you believed him,” Cole replied, standing up straighter now. “What about your connection to me?” 
“I…” she trembled under the weight of the memory. 
“Do you feel nothing, Katianna?” he asked. 
“I came to love you,” she said. It slipped out of her mouth before she realized what she was saying.
They stood in silence for a long moment. Her hand closed over the ring box, her knuckles white. 
“Did he know?” 
“He ran away with you right afterward,” Cole answered. “So, I have no idea what you told him. I am discreet in my affairs, but he's always been on guard about me.” 
“What happened?” she demanded “Cole, what happened in that lifetime? Ah!” Her headache came back with a vengeance, and she bent over, trying not to hit the floor. 
He didn't offer magic this time, flexing his hand as if the magic was flowing without consent. 
“You died,” he said simply. “The rest doesn't matter.”
The silence this time was much longer. He waited until she straightened up again. She pushed the ring toward him. 
“I don't want this,” she said. “I don't want to know.” 
“You don't have to have it,” he replied. “But if your argument is based on the feelings you have inside, you should focus on more than Spencer's eyes,” he said. “Come on, I'll take you to your room.” 
“I think I can go by myself,” she said, trying not to cry. “Please don't tell him.” 
Cole shrugged. “The past is the past, Katianna. Nothing can change it.” 
She said nothing to that, turning on her heel. 
She barely got into her room before the hot tears spilled down her face. She pressed her hands against her face, trying not to completely dissolve. 
What had she done? What was happening? 
If Cole was lying, she couldn't find the reason behind it. And he was right about her feelings. Despite the fact that she had once found every word that came out of his mouth annoying, she couldn't deny what she was starting to feel for him. 
But she loved Spencer, didn't she? Hadn't she always loved him – been fated to love him? 
She couldn't think straight; she didn't know what was real and what was not. 
The pounding in her head didn't make things any easier. She curled up on the bed, trying to block out the sunlight. Life had been so easy a year ago. She had thought this new life was what she wanted: excitement, travel, and romance. But all she wanted was to be home in the hotel, in her own bed. A year ago, her biggest problems were that she had to go to class too early. Now, she was wondering if a previous incarnation of herself had done something unforgivable. Was she being punished for the sins of the past? 
She couldn't bring herself to face Spencer the rest of the day. She stayed in her room, napping and working on homework, trying not to cry. When he checked in on her, she claimed homework and skipped dinner, her chest aching. 
She loved him; she knew that. But she had loved Cole, too, she realized the more she thought about it. Had Cole loved her back? What had happened before this body of hers took an old soul? 
She closed her eyes as the sun set, searching her memory. 
She had done something terrible once, she knew that. But she wouldn't do it again, she vowed. She loved Spencer more than anything. She wanted to be with him in this life and any other. But to do that, she needed to be far away from Cole. 
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Chapter 10
“What are we drinking to?” Spencer asked as they retired to the library after dinner. Most of the women had retired, and they were more relaxed after an intense day of discussions. Only Ariel remained with the men, which included the werewolf king, Evan, sitting at Alexander's side like a protective guard. “This seems a generous sample.” 
“The fact that our father has yet to appear and wreck this palace again,” Nicholas said with a grin as he threw back a shot. “Nothing new, Cole?” 
“I mean, it depends how you want to look at it,” Cole said. “Either the evidence is faked, he was highly organized, or he's back. Equal arguments for all, which is very dragon.” 
“We can't spend the rest of our lives like this,” Peter said. “Wondering if father is returning. Wondering if he's right around the corner. I want answers, and I want them soon.” 
“Aye aye,” Cole answered. “But I thought we were relaxing for another hour or two. Spencer, another drink?” 
“One more,” Spencer replied, holding out his glass. “I should check on Katianna. She's been getting headaches that are debilitating.” 
“Any idea what it could be?” Evan spoke up sympathetically. He wasn't quite aware of the dynamics of the situation, so he spoke out of kindness. Cole exchanged a look with Alexander, but said nothing. 
“No,” Spencer said. “But I do worry. Katianna has always left me because of some issue with her head or her neck.” 
“You can't think like that,” Alexander said, leaning forward. “It's like Peter said, living your life in fear will get you nowhere.” 
It was only after a few more rounds of drinks that Ariel spoke up. Spencer mentioned checking on her a second time, and Ariel snapped. 
“If she's in that much pain all the time, why don't you just reboot?” 
“I'm sorry?” Spencer asked, unbelieving. 
“You heard me,” the fiery redhead said. “Why don't you do away with this body, which is weak, and start over? You don't want her to be in pain, do you? Cole said your magic wasn't always working on her. We could try to heal her here, or you could restart.” 
Spencer sputtered in shock. 
“I…”
“Why?” Ariel challenged him. 
“Because I'm not sure her lives are unlimited,” Spencer finally replied. 
“No, you're not sure this is real,” Ariel blurted out. Alexander put a hand on her arm, but she brushed him off. “The rest of us have sat silent while you've preyed on a girl that I'm not even sure could drink at her own wedding. If you are sure this is her, you should have no issues giving her a stronger body.”
Spencer rose, his eyes on fire. 
“And who are you, carapace, to speak to me that way?” 
“I was your queen,” Ariel snapped. “But regardless of that, I am a carapace, you are right. Reincarnation would require magic. She has none. I've stood next to her for months, there is nothing to drain, nothing to change.”
“How dare you–”
“Because you are preying on her, manipulating her,” Ariel snapped. “Don't you think that if reincarnation was real we would find a way to help my dying husband, your prince?” 
“You are the one killing your lover!” he screamed at her. 
“As you kill yours, multiple times over!” she screamed back at him. 
Silence befell them all at those words. Ariel was trembling, and Spencer saw as much pain in her eyes as he had carried for years. 
“Gentlemen,” he put down his glass. “I take my leave of you.” 
Spencer left the room before anyone could stop him. All eyes turned from his exit to Ariel, who was still standing in the middle of the room. Her fists were clenched, and her hands were white. 
“Ariel,” Alexander said softly, “I am not immortal, regardless of your presence. Come.” 
She closed her eyes, shaking her head. “I'm just sick of this back and forth,” she said. “How dare he prance around like there is hope?”
“I felt her today,” Cole said, and everyone's head turned toward him. “She had a headache, and I pushed magic into her.”
“And?” Evan spoke up, trying to diffuse the situation. 
“I've pushed magic into Katianna before,” Cole answered. “The first time she was here. You know how magic feels when you give it to someone. This was not the same thing. It felt radically different from anyone I've ever pushed magic into, except…” he paused. “It felt like Enya. A pure human. That's the only time I've done that.” 
“You see?” Ariel went to sit at Alexander's side again. “Cole agrees with me.” 
There was suddenly a crash from the dining room. Their heads whipped toward the left, ears cocked. 
“What the heck?” Peter stood up. “If that was a servant…” 
There was another crash, and then another. Suddenly, a scream came, followed by a growl. Evan snapped to his feet, moving quickly. He didn't say a word, but he didn't need to. The others followed swiftly, tense. 
Pushing open the door between the dining room and the library, they were met with blood everywhere. 
Two of the butlers lay on the ground, their blood pooling out from under them. Ariel nearly gagged when she saw one of them was missing half of his face.
“What the?” Nicholas' eyes searched the room until he found the cause. It only took half a second to lay eyes on three wolves in the corner. They were giant werewolves, and they were clearly angry. 
To his right, he was startled by Evan's knees weakening. The werewolf king fell to his knees, his head bowed. 
“Evan?” he asked, startled. 
“Majesty,” Evan managed to growl as his head was forced downward. “One of them in invoking majesty.” 
“Argh.” Ariel tried to push the magic out of the room, but there was far too much going on. Four princes and three wolves were too much for even the queen carapace. The best she could do was put an arm across Alexander, protecting him from any magic that would be thrown at him. But Alexander was trying to move, already backing up. 
“You are the king, Evan,” he said. “How could one of them be–” 
“This is an older king,” Evan said. “A greater King.” 
“That's not how that…” Cole started before he got an idea. He pushed Ariel forward, even as the others backed up. “Ariel, feel his magic. Is that Father? Dragons can invoke majesty on wolves.” 
The wolves were growling, but they recognized that they were outnumbered. Ariel closed her eyes for half a second before they flew opened. Her jaw fell opened. 
“That is…I think that's–” 
“Is it him?” Alexander demanded. “Is it Father?” 
“It's not the same,” she managed. “But it's similar.” 
“You have to go,” Alexander told her. “We can't fight this if you are keeping us in human form.” 
“Alexander,” Peter put his hand on his brother's shoulder, “go with her. Take Cole. Get to a safe place.” 
Nicholas raised his chin, his place as the protector of the realm in his heart. He would destroy these wolves who had managed to get into his room, threaten his family, and destroy his dining room. He didn't care whether it was his father returned from the dead or whether they were Evan's ancestors. 
Despite the fact that Nicholas now had a child, Cole was still considered the last heir, the last chance to save the dragon throne, should they all perish in this battle. 
“No,” Alexander started to protest. Ariel grabbed his wrist, backing up even as he protested. 
But to her surprise, her steps made an impact on the wolves. They backed up as well, and then turned tail and ran through the hallway. 
“After them!” Nicholas cried, and no one argued about who was following and who was staying. 
Wolves were fast – faster than anyone could imagine. They made it to the throne room, bolting in the side door. 
One of them turned just as they went into the door and looked at the throne. He wagged his tail, making Ariel stop, cocking her head as he turned back to her. 
“Who you are?” she asked. In answer, the wolf moved swiftly again. 
They all felt the vortex in the antechamber activate. Half a second before they got there, the wolves were gone. 
Evan caught up to them, his body unlocked, panting as he skidded to a stop. 
“What was that?” he asked, in confusion. 
“You don't know them?” Nicholas asked, hopefully. 
“Of course not,” Evan said. “I–” 
“Why would you? He looked at our throne,” Ariel said. “He invoked majesty over you. Only dragons can do that when you are the current king.” 
“You think that was Father?” Cole tried to confirm. Ariel put her hands to her head. 
“I don't know. You know this isn't an exact science. I have no idea what it was. It was like nothing else I’ve ever felt before. It felt like your Father, but not.” 
“But reincarnated in a wolf body?” Cole prompted. 
“I don't know!” she cried. “I have no idea what's going in this kingdom at any point anymore.” 
“Could it not have been a great wolf king, maybe the original, returned from the Other?” Peter suggested. “The original wolf king could invoke majesty over you, Evan, just as the original dragon king could invoke majesty over us. And the original wolf king would not know of the alliance that you and Alexander had created between our people.” 
“Either way, until we figure that out, we have to be on our guard,” Nicholas said. “I'll increase guard duty, especially around the antechamber We know the Other is open; who knows what else could come out of there?” 
“We also know that those who come back from the Other vanish again,” Ariel pointed out, avoiding Peter's gaze. “They could never return.” 
“Or they could,” Nicholas said. “For now, let's assume they will.” 
“Ariel,” Alexander caught her hand. “This is not on you to solve the issue. We will deal with whatever comes our way.” 
“Until we can't,” she said, and Alexander smiled, pulling her close. 
“There will always be a way,” he said. “We just haven't figured out some of them yet.” 
She accepted his hug, closing her eyes. But her brain was moving even if her body wasn't. 
What she told no one was that she hoped Spencer was right. She hoped with all her heart that death could be transcended because it would remove this pain she felt over Alexander's failing health. If Spencer wasn't right, she didn't know what she would do. 
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Chapter 11
Katianna awoke to a bump in her room. She sat up straight, her eyes adjusting to the lack of light as her heart rate rose. 
Spencer practically fell onto the bed beside her. She moved just quick enough to not get crushed by him. 
“What's the matter?” she asked, alarmed until she smelled his breath. Then, her concern turned to confusion. “Are you drunk?” 
They weren't married yet, so he had been firm on not coming to bed with her. His morals belonged to another age, despite the modern day they lived in. She had accepted that he would remain old fashioned and look forward to the day that they were married. The fact that he was crashing into bed beside her was a nod to just how inebriated he might be. 
“I forgot what drinking with a carapace is like,” he responded. His voice was half slurred, and she settled down beside him. “Lowers your inhibitions and gives you a human tolerance. Which, my dear, is not the same as a dragon tolerance.” 
“I didn't realize you were celebrating,” she answered. 
“We weren't,” he said. “We were arguing, actually. But it made me realize how much I love you.” 
“Uh…okay,” she smiled. “That's some nice logic.” 
“It's all right,” he reached out for her hand. “I love you.” 
“I love you, too,” she said with certainty. She didn't realize how much she missed him until he touched her. “I'm sorry I was quiet today.” 
“My love,” he lay a kiss on her head, “you can do no wrong in my eyes.” 
Her heart sunk at that. If he only knew what she thought she did, maybe he wouldn't feel that way. 
Her feelings of regret were quickly lifted by his kisses. They started at her head and went lower. The ones on her neck sent shivers down her spine. When he kissed her collarbone, she let out a soft moan. 
“Spencer,” she said. She was torn between pointing out his morals and being lost in the feeling that she had longed for. 
“I'm going to take you far away from here,” he whispered, as he continued to kiss her. “Far away from this palace and this world. I'm going to marry you tomorrow” 
“Tomorrow?” she said, in shock. “You haven't even asked me.” 
That stopped his actions. He pulled back, looking into her eyes. 
“Katianna,” he said, brushing back her hair and wanting her more than anything in the world. “My love. Will you marry me? Promise to be with me in this life?” 
Her arms trembled as she held herself up. Her heart beat fast, and her head bobbed. 
“Yes,” she said, “I will.” 
“Good,” he said, and kissed her hard. 
It wasn't her first time with a man, but it was her first time with a dragon. She could form no more coherent words until morning. He took her to a world of pleasure that she could have never imagined. She couldn't breathe; couldn't think; couldn't speak. All she knew was that she needed him – needed to be with him forever. 
When morning came, she was awoken by Spencer moving around her room. She managed to crack her eyes open to find him packing her things. 
“Hi,” she said, and he turned his head toward her. “How are you feeling?” 
He winced. 
“I imagine I know what your headaches have been like,” he said, as he picked up the jeans she had left on the floor. It took another moment before her sleepy brain realized exactly what he was doing. 
“Are we really leaving?” 
“Didn't I say I would marry you, Katianna?” he gave her a smile. 
“I wasn't sure if you remembered,” she replied. 
“I remember,” he assured her. “I will always remember that moment.” 
“Did I always say ‘yes’ right way?” she asked as she watched him. “And were we always happy?” 
He paused at that, before picking up a few more things. “Almost,” he said at last. Her heart sunk. 
“When weren't we?” 
“It doesn't matter, Katianna,” he said. “It's the past. Come. We want to leave before anyone else is up.” 
“Why?” she asked, confused. 
“Our welcome is outstayed,” he said. “Please don't argue.” 
She was confused, but she didn't argue with him. Throwing the cover off, she readied herself for the day as fast as she could.
“What about a dress? Rings?” 
“We will take care of those things,” he replied. “But I want to do it today. No waiting. We will marry on Earth; we always have. I don't want to waste any more time.” 
“What's the rush?” she tried to smile, and Spencer tensed. 
“I just do,” he said. She didn't question it anymore, getting ready with haste. 
It was half an hour from the beautiful bed to the antechamber doors. To her surprise, when they reached the vortex, there were guards at the door. 
Spencer spoke quickly to them, and they moved aside, letting them in. Katianna was perplexed as she took his hand. 
“What's going on?” she asked as he warmed up his magic. 
“Don't worry about it,” he said. “All that matters today is that we are getting married.”
“Without even saying goodbye?” she answered. He pulled her close as the magic swirled, not answering. She closed her eyes, her heart pounding. 
“Next time,” she said as her last words on Umora. They whooshed toward Earth, and toward their wedding. 
***
Morning on Umora showed sleepless Dragon Princes, who had been up half the night trying to figure out exactly what the threat against them was. Sleeplessness was something that they were used to; it came with the territory. But Ariel's scream came when Alexander tried to get out of bed and promptly crashed to the floor. 
“Help!” she screamed, helpless as she tried to revive him. Umora's medical technology was advanced, and their medical response team was fast. She knew he had a much better chance of surviving here on Earth. 
But her heart still thudded a mile a minute as she stood outside the medical bay, watching them hook him up to machines and push magic into him. 
“This is me,” she said as Cole stood by her side. “This is my fault.” 
“This is not your fault anymore than it is any of ours,” Cole tried to assure her. “He's been overworked, and none of us have thought to relieve his burden” 
“None of you are carapaces, slowly robbing him of his power,” she answered. “Worse – I knew, and I was too stubborn. I wanted to be by his side too much to care.” 
“Hey,” he swung an arm around his sister-in-law. “He wouldn't have it any other way. Besides, he's going to be all right.”
“I should go away for a while, regardless,” she said. “Even if he's going to be fine, time apart from him will do him good.” 
“Ariel,” he said, but she shook her head. 
“You know it's for the best. I'll go to Earth. I don't have a show right now, but maybe I can find something to do.” 
“Actually,” Cole's face changed. “there is something you could do on Earth. But you have to be not squeamish.” 
She smirked. “What makes you think that I'm not brave?” she asked. “Blood doesn't bother me; intergalactic war doesn't bother me. The only thing that appears to bother me,” she gestured through the door, “is the husband I wasn't supposed to love collapsing before my eyes.”
“Well, that's good,” Cole said. “I think.” 
“What is it you need me to do?” she asked flatly. If he had a task to keep her busy, she would do it, no questions asked. She desperately needed to keep herself busy. 
“I need you to go to Earth and dig up the past three bodies of Katianna,” Cole said.
She choked. “What?” 
“Never mind,” he said. “It's morbid.” 
“No,” she tugged on his hand “Tell me.” 
“I just…from what I've been reading about reincarnation, sometimes it's the soul, and then sometimes, the whole body vanishes only to be remade. Considering we are dealing with magic and not religion, it's the latter, I suspect.” 
“So, if it's real,” Ariel said, “you think her graves would be empty.” 
“You'd have to be discreet, obviously,” he said. “Grave robbing is frowned upon on all planets.” 
“Well,” she bit her lip, “it wasn't quite what I was thinking, but I'm sure I could get it done.” 
“If you could,” Cole replied, “Nicholas can take you. I've already spoken to him, and he agrees.” 
“But you'll keep me posted?” she nodded toward Alexander. “If something happens?” 
“Of course,” Cole promised her. “Don't worry.” 
“Everyone has been saying that since those two showed up,” Ariel replied. “I'm not sure that I like it. But I'll go. Let me get my bag and a shovel.” 
“You're the best, sister-in-law,” he said, and she rolled her eyes. 
“Always getting someone else to do your dirty work, Cole. Just find Nicholas.” 
Ariel did not expect it to be easy when she got to Earth. She had seen all the movies about grave robbing, and she knew that there were hundreds of graveyards in one state alone. But thanks to sites like Findagrave.com and the rest of the internet, it didn't take long to find the three of them. Spencer always buried her under the same name, and he always adorned the graves like she was a princess. 
The first graveyard was easy enough to get to. Three hours on the train from where she started, and she exited through the right side of the station. 
The graveyard was massive, but she soon found what she was looking for, even in the dying light. Spencer had left the grave with enough adornments that they could probably see it from space. 
Risking her small data plan as the light faded, she called Cole on Facetime, setting the phone on the grave with her light on as she dug. It was eerie, digging into this grave that was nearly fifty years old. The white tombstones glowed like bones as the night grew dark. 
“I think I'm there,” she said, at last, as she pushed away the last foot of dirt. “Sounded like a clunk. How's Alexander?” 
“He's all right,” Cole said. “Our medics think it was just exhaustion.” 
“Which is not something that a dragon prince that young should suffer,” Ariel replied. 
“One who has been working that hard?” Cole asked, as she pushed the dirt away. 
“Goodness!” she suddenly cried, jumping back. 
“What?” Cole asked, as she moved the phone to show him. 
The coffin that she had found had once been adorned with jewels There were places for them to be glued in, carved into the wood. Some of the decorative, less expensive adornments were still there, but most of them were gone. 
What bothered her the most was not the missing jewels. It was the hold in the coffin as long as her torso. And through the hole, as she shined the light, she could see what was inside the coffin. 
“It's empty,” Cole said, his voice crackling over the line. 
“As far as I can tell,” Ariel replied as she shined the light inside. “See anything?” 
“Has it been robbed?” he asked. 
“Yes, for sure,” she said. “But do grave robbers usually take the body, too?” 
“Depends what they are into,” he said. “Dang. This is inclusive.” 
“Well,” she sighed. Her muscles were aching, and she was covered with dirty. “That means only one thing.” 
“You have to go to the next one,” he said. 
“I was hoping you said it explained everything,” she answered. “I'm blaming Spencer for this. If he didn't make her out to be a dead princess, we wouldn't be wondering whether she was gone or just stolen.” 
“Do you know where the other two are?” 
“Yes,” Ariel asked. “It'll take me a day to get to each of them. One of them is in Europe, which is annoying.” 
“Call me when you know more,” Cole said. “I'll keep you posted on this side.” 
“The things I do for dragons,” she grumbled as she brushed the dirt off of her. But in her heart, she was eager to get to the next one. She couldn't wait to find out the truth. She hoped that whatever the truth was, it would set them free, one way or another. 
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Chapter 12
She was nervous. There were no two ways about it. In a moment, she was going to be in front of a priest, taking Spencer's hands, and they would be joined together for all eternity. 
The only thing soothing was the fact that they had already done this before, and they would likely do it again. 
She knew that her fate was already written. She firmly believed the fact that history would repeat itself, as it had done time and time again. She was going to reincarnated, somehow, and it would only be after these headaches had killed her. She didn't know how, and she didn't know when. But she knew that they would, and soon. It was just the way it was written, and she felt comfort in that. Still, when she had planned her wedding from a young age, she hadn't planned it to be this way. She hadn't thought it would be alone, late at night, and rushed. 
She wouldn't get a white dress, and she wouldn't get a fancy party. But she would marry Spencer, and that was all that mattered. The rest could wait for another lifetime. 
“Are you ready?” he asked when she came out of the bathroom. It was the first church, the first priest, and the first dress they could find. It wasn't even a proper wedding dress, but it was what they could get with the stores only open for another hour. The church was dark, and Katianna wasn't sure what denomination it was. However, the smile in his eyes was enough. 
“Yes,” she said, taking his hand. “I'm ready.” 
“This way, my love,” he said, leading her down the aisle. There were a few candles lit, and Katianna felt it was unnerving but romantic at the same time. The priest looked half awake, making small talk with two altar boys who had been helping him with chores when they walked in and begged for a wedding. The boys would be the witnesses, and Katianna could only hope that one of them had a camera. She just wanted one picture of her wedding day – what was supposed to be the happiest day of her life. 
“We're ready,” Spencer said to the priest. “You have your license? Our names?” 
“Stand here,” the priest said, with a yawn. “Do you have rings?” 
“We do,” Katianna said, handing over the bag they had put them in just two hours ago. “I hope they fit.” 
“It doesn't matter,” Spencer assured her, and she felt warmth wash over. No matter how bad things got, he always made her feel better. “It only matters that we are together forever.” 
“And we will be,” she assured him, a smile on her face. “We will be.” 
They turned to the priest who cleared his throat, looking down at the lines he had said half a hundred times. 
“Dearly beloved, we have come together in the presence of God to witness and bless the joining together of this man and this woman in Holy Matrimony. The bond and covenant of marriage was established by the heavens in creation, and our Lord Goodness adorned this manner of life by his presence and first miracle at the wedding in Cana of Galilee. It signifies to us the mystery of the union between Goodness and his Church, and Holy Scripture commends it to be honored among all people. The union of husband and wife is intended by the heavens for their mutual joy, for the help and comfort given each other in prosperity and adversity, and, when it is God's will, for the procreation of children and their nurture in the knowledge and love of the Lord. Therefore, marriage is not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but reverently, deliberately, and in accordance with the purposes for which it was instituted by the heavens.”
Spencer and Katianna looked into each other's eyes. He was hit with memories of the other three times they had done this. Once had been as grand a wedding as anyone could have wished for. Once had been rushed like this. And once, they had barely made it. She had been so sick then; it was her dying wish that they got married. Each time, he had been honored to be her husband, blessed for the moment she became his wife. 
 “Into this union, Katianna and Spencer now come to be joined. If any of you can show just cause why they may not be lawfully wed, speak now, or else forever hold your peace.”
Obviously, no one said anything. The altar boys shifted in their seats, uncomfortable. They had planned to be home an hour ago, Katianna had overheard. She knew there were many across the galaxy who might protest their union. She wondered what the conversation was like on Umora just then. Did they think she was making a rash choice? That she had just run from Cole? 
She had made a mistake then, having been swept up in the romance of it all. But her real love, her reason for being, was standing right in front of her. She knew that she could never live without Spencer, no matter what others thought. She loved him more than she loved herself. 
“I charge you both, here in the presence of God and the witness of this company, that if either of you know any reason why you may not be married lawfully and in accordance with God's word, do now confess it?”
“No,” Katianna replied. “There is absolutely no reason why we should not be married.” There hadn't been a rehearsal, but she felt like she had said these words before. She had, of course, in three other ceremonies. She had also spent half her childhood playing dress up, imagining this moment. Was that what she was remembering? Or was she remembering the moments that she had said it for real? 
“No,” Spencer echoed. “There is absolute no reason why we should not be married.”
She winced then, and he squeezed her hand. She shook her head, trying to smile. 
“It's nothing,” she whispered. “Just another headache.” 
“Do you need to sit down?” he asked. “Do you need to pause?” 
“No.” She was firm on this. “I would like to continue.” 
She turned to the priest, waiting patiently, and Spencer took a deep breath. Please, he sent a prayer up. Just a little longer.
“Katianna,” the priest turned to her, “will you have this man to be your husband, to live together with him in the covenant of marriage? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, be faithful unto him as long as you both shall live?”
“I do,” she said. “And beyond.” 
The priest seemed confused by that answer, but he didn't question it. Instead, he continued with the script. “Spencer,” he turned to the man, “will you have this woman to be your wife, to live together with her in the covenant of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, be faithful unto her as long as you both shall live?”
“I will,” Spencer promised. “In this life and any other.” 
Katianna smiled at him, knowing just what that meant. This felt right; this felt relaxing. This was what they were supposed to do. Maybe if they promised each other forever here, they wouldn't be so burdened by finding each other again and again. Maybe, she hoped feverishly, this would give them forever instead of constantly stopping and starting. 
“Will all of you witnessing these promises do all in your power to uphold these two persons in their marriage?” 
“We do,” the two altar boys said, prompted by the priest. Katianna smiled at them, nodding her thanks. Maybe in the next lifetime, they would be the adults and she would be the child. 
“Bless, oh Lord, these rings as a symbol of the vows by which this man and this woman have bound themselves to each other; through Goodness, our Lord,” 
Both of them were holding each other's rings. Hastily bought, they didn't have a lot of choice. Katianna tried to make her ring look as different from the one Cole gave her as possible. However, due to lack of sizing in the store, it looked too similar for her liking. She vowed to make this time different as Spencer took her hand. 
“I give you this ring as a symbol of my love, and with all that I am, and all that I have, I honor you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” 
It fit her finger perfectly and sparkled in the candle light. Her long fingers seemed made to wear a wedding ring and to symbolize how she belonged to him.
“I give you this ring as a symbol of my love, and with all that I am, and all that I have, I honor you, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” Katianna said as she put his thick, gold ring onto his strong finger. 
“Now that Katianna and Spencer have given themselves to each other by solemn vows, with the joining of hands and the giving and receiving of rings, I pronounce that they are husband and wife, in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Those whom God has joined together, let no one put asunder,” 
If there was a congregation, they would stand. However, it was only the two altar boys, and so the priest continued his speech.
“Let us stand and pray together the words our savior taught us. Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, they will be done, on Earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day, our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, for thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.”
“Amen,” everyone echoed. Her heart rate sped up; for she knew they were almost at the end. It was almost official; they almost belonged to each other. 
“God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit, bless, preserve and keep you; the Lord mercifully with his favor look upon you, and fill you with all spiritual grace, that you may faithfully live together in this life, and in the age to come have life everlasting. Amen. The peace of the Lord be with you always.” 
“And also with you,” she whispered, knowing what comes next. She couldn't believe that this moment – this moment that she had dreamed about – had finally come. 
“Katianna and Spencer, having witnessed your vows of love to one another, it is my joy to present you to all gathered here as husband and wife. Spencer, you may kiss the bride.”
He swept her down into a kiss, and she relaxed in his arms. Now, they were joined for the rest of this life. 
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Chapter 13
“What do you mean, it's gone?” Ariel looked at the librarian, trying to comprehend exactly what had happened.
“The graveyard you are looking for no longer exists,” the librarian repeated. “It was cleared to make the canal.” 
“What happened to the bodies?” she practically demanded. “Those are people. You can't just move them.”
The librarian raised an eyebrow. “Are you looking for a relative?” 
“Sure, if that makes it easier,” Ariel practically threw up her hands in frustration. She was not having luck with this search, and it bothered her because she was not a person who failed. The first grave that she had been through had been robbed. The second coffin was empty, but she found evidence to suggest that the mortician at the time was quite crooked and often buried empty coffins, selling the bodies to the local medical college instead. Now, her third and final hope was apparently for naught. 
“I'm sorry, Miss. There's no evidence,” the librarian replied. “The bodies buried in that graveyard were poor workers, and they mostly disposed of them in the ocean. They didn't treat them with respect, and now they are impossible to trace.” 
“Did they keep any records of their work, at least?” she asked. “Perhaps spots where they found bodies?” 
The librarian raised an eyebrow. 
“No,” she said flatly. Ariel practically slammed her head into the desk. She knew that it wasn't the librarian's fault, but she desperately wanted it to be, just to be able to blame someone. 
“Thanks for nothing,” she said, spinning on her heel. That was it; it was over. 
Come and get me, she texted Nicholas once she was standing outside. His text came back almost instantly. 
Where are you? 
She texted him her coordinates, expecting him to tell her to finish up what she was doing and meet him at the nearest vortex. But instead, his reply was quite different. 
Get there as soon as you can, he said. You need to be back. 
Her heart sunk at that message. 
Why? Is it Alexander? 
Yes, came the instant reply, and her heart skipped a beat. 
The vortex was nearly an hour's drive away, and she took a taxi that cost her an arm and a leg. But she didn't mind paying the three-figure fee with her credit card, knowing it was much less than the cost of her heart. 
She only had to take one look at Nicholas' face when she got there to see it was bad. He was pale and drawn, looking like he hadn't slept all night. 
“Please tell me we still have time,” she said. “I shouldn't go to him, not if things are that precarious.” 
“Sister,” he said, softly, “if you are in the palace, across the hall, you aren't going to hurt him. And if things get much worse, it won't matter.” 
She took his hand, bracing herself. 
“Let's go,” she said, her heart hammering. 
She hadn't thought that it would ever come to this. When she walked down the aisle to Alexander all those years ago, it had been a deal; a convenience None of this should have mattered. They weren't even ever supposed to see each other again. And yet, here they were, over ten years later, rushing to each other's side. 
She barely felt the whoosh of magic as they hit the chamber floor. Ariel fell heavily because she wasn't trying to be graceful or ready. 
Cole was waiting for them, looking equally as tired as his brother. 
“Well?” he asked, hoping for an answer. 
“Inconclusive,” she snapped. “One's broken into, one was likely sold, and one was likely thrown into an ocean when they were poor. Or all three bodies have become new again. There's nothing to suggest either way, Cole, so we're back where we started.” 
“Dang it,” Cole growled. “But what do you think?” 
“I can't think one way or another,” she said. “Everything about this case has been one way or another. Does she remember, or is he telling her? Is she guessing? Are the bodies gone because of magic, or because of logic? Can I not feel magic on her because it's different, or because it's not there? I don't know whether she can transcend death, or whether anyone can...” she stopped when she realized she was crying. Her voice was cracking, and the heavy tears rolled down her cheeks. She covered her mouth with her hands, trying to control herself. “Did you figure out who those wolves were?” 
“No,” Cole replied. “Either they were the original kings, or they were Father, reincarnated. Unless they show up again and again, I suspect we will never know.” 
“So, what do we do now?” Ariel asked. “Can I see him?” 
“You can see him,” Cole said. “But probably not for very long.” 
“Goodness, this is my fault,” she said, and Nicholas squeezed her shoulder. 
“This is not your fault,” he said. “This is the fault of those who you chose to disassociate yourself with, for good reason. He knew the dangers of marrying a carapace, and he did it anyway. You can't blame yourself.” 
“I'll consider forgiveness if he lives,” Ariel replied. “Or if he dies and returns to me. Please, take me to him.” 
They started down the hallway, Ariel's heels clicking as they moved faster than they ever had. She was trying to remain dignified, but it wasn't easy. 
“If he dies,” she said, suddenly, “the line of succession changes.” 
“Precious,” Nicholas said. “You will always be a dragon princess. You married him, and it made you an equal heir. His death will not change that for you.” 
“I'm not concerned about myself,” she answered. “Your line will be one weaker.” 
“That it will,” Nicholas replied, softly. “And my daughter will be one step closer to a throne that is dangerous and has nearly killed each of us.” 
“I wonder if Father felt the same way for us,” Cole said, softly. “He was not one for compassion, nor empathy, but did he think about the burden we would inherit?” 
The words hit Nicholas like a shot. “Are you suggesting that's why he's returning? To force us out and drag us away? That this is his roundabout way of saying I love you?” 
“I don't know what I'm suggesting,” Cole admitted. “I don't know what is going on anymore.”
They stopped outside the medical bay. Ariel tensed at the lack of magic she felt inside. Peaking around the corner, she found Alexander flat on his back, a position he never slept in. He looked dead already, had it not been for his chest rising and falling. 
She let out a tiny squeak, and to her relief, he opened his eyes. They were clouded and a pale yellow, which indicated a lack of magic. 
“I'm going to stay right here,” Ariel said, standing as close as she dared on the other side of the room. “I don't want to get close.” 
Alexander rose one shaky hand, reaching out to her, and she shook her hand. 
“Alexander, don't,” she said. “As much as I want to, I don't want to hurt you.” 
“Go to him,” Cole give her a little push. “It's okay.” 
She squeaked at him. “It's okay, or it won't make a difference anymore?” 
“Go to him,” Cole repeated. She couldn't resist temptation anymore, moving toward the bed. She took his hand, and Alexander closed his eyes, reveling in her touch. 
His brothers only stayed long enough to make sure that he was all right. His chest continued to rise and fall, and they exited, leaving the husband and wife alone, save for the beeping of the machines and a bustling medic. 
“What did you find?” he asked, licking his dry lips. She looked around for a moment before she found a water glass. 
In the process of helping him sit up, she spoke. “I don't know,” she admitted. “On one hand, everything is explainable. All three of her graves were empty, but it doesn't have to be logical. It could just as easily have been magic. I don't know.” 
He took two sips of water before pushing it away, watching her eyes. 
“What do you want to believe?” 
Her eyes filled with fresh tears. 
“I want to believe it,” she said. “If you vanish into the Other, you may or may not come back. And even if you do, we aren't sure if you stay. But if reincarnation is real and you can come back, I'd find you again and again. It seems to eternal.” 
He gave her brief smile. “Do you think that's what Spencer is doing?” 
“What?” she asked. 
“Wanting to believe?” he asked. “Wanting to believe so badly that he makes it true? I have always believed that, and now, I think we understand his position.” 
“Goodness,” she closed her eyes, “we were just supposed to have hot sex, and that was going to be it.” 
“That was never it,” he reached a hand to her face. “I know you thought that in the beginning, but I always knew it was going to be something more. I knew I just had to wait it out.” 
She looked at him in disbelief.
“You knew I'd love you?” 
“Ah ha, so you do love me,” he teased her softly. 
She blushed bright red. “Never something I thought I'd say in my life. But I'll say it if you promise to take the secret to the grave.” 
“That I will do,” he said. “But I may bring it back.” 
She perched onto the edge of the bed, knowing that the clock was ticking down the minutes that she could be there. “I hope so,” she said. 
“Ariel.” She turned around to find her sister-in-law, Rosa, standing there. “You're back.” 
“I am,” Ariel said, getting up to give her a hug. “How are you?” 
“I'm all right,” Rosa said. “Alexander? Any better today?” 
“Perhaps a tad,” he said, glancing at his wife. “But that could be the change in attendance” 
“Such a romantic,” Rosa rolled her eyes. “Ariel, I love you, but I need you to leave.” 
“I know,” Ariel said, and then stopped. “What? Why? Are you trying something?” 
“Dolcetti magic is the oldest and most powerful magic,” Rosa reminded her. “And it grants dragons immortality, if you remember.” 
“I do,” Ariel answered, looking between the two of them. “But I understand you needed a full life force of Dolcetti magic.”
“In the case of Cole, it's only half,” Rosa shrugged. “I don't know if this will work, but I'm trying to give him as much magic as I can stand each day. It might make a difference.” 
“Please,” Ariel said. “Try anything. I'll go away so I don't disrupt the process. Call me if anything changes.” 
“Ariel.” Alexander reached his hand out, not quite ready for her to leave. “A kiss, my love.” 
She obliged without a word, leaning down to place her lips on his. They had kissed thousands of times over the years, and she always enjoyed it. This time, though, she tried to remember every aspect of it. How he responded; how it felt; how they knew when to nip. She was far too aware of the fact that it may be the last time she ever kissed him in this lifetime. 
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Chapter 14
“Are you sure you don't want anything to eat?” Spencer asked her. It was a week into their honeymoon, and they had chosen an all-inclusive resort in the middle of Bermuda. It was sunny, classy, and a small enough island that they had plans to explore the whole thing before they left. However, they had mostly spent the time floating in the pool and relaxing in the ocean or in bed. Their plans to explore the island weren't quite working out, but he didn't mind. 
“No,” Katianna said. “But maybe you could go and bring me something for later? I just want to stay here, take a cool shower, and then relax.” 
“I can stay with you,” he said, concerned. She had been quiet today, moving slowly, and he had been watching her every movement like a hawk. 
“Spencer,” she reminded him. “I don't breathe fire; I'm not used to heat. I just want to relax, that's all.” 
“I don't breathe fire in human form either,” he said, but kissed her gently. “I won't be twenty minutes.” 
“Please eat first,” she begged him. “I don't want you to come back so ravenous that you consider eating the livestock.” 
“There are a ridiculous amount of chickens wandering around, if you've noticed,” he pointed out. “It reminds me of the old days.” 
“The old days had chickens just wandering around?” she raised an eyebrow. “I guess that was the definition of fast food.” 
He laughed at that, shaking his head. 
“Only you, my dear, could make a joke like that and get away with it.” 
“I was just suggesting,” she grinned, “that Kentucky Fried Chicken has a longer history than it realizes.” 
“Go and take a shower,” he said. “I promise you that I will be back before you are done.” 
“Can you bring me some of those pastries?” she asked. “From the dessert cart? And then just some coffee.” 
“Coffee?” he replied, in shock. “It's evening. You want to be up all night?” 
“Caffeine helps headaches, so I want to ward one off. But also, I wouldn't mind being up all night.” 
“Katianna…” he started, and then decided to take her up on her invitation. They were on their honeymoon after all. “I'll be back soon.” 
“See you,” she said, waiting until he was gone before she headed into the bathroom. Taking off her clothes, she looked at herself in the mirror. She was thinner than she would have liked, having lost weight despite the buffet here. Her face seemed odd to her, her eye twitching. It had never done that before, and she had been working for the past half hour to control it. Now that he was gone, it was a relief to relax and take a deep breath. 
Her vision was going funny around the edges; black spots dancing in front of her eyes. She told herself she just needed to cool down, and she turned on the shower. 
It only took a moment for the water to become the perfect temperature before she stepped in. 
The cold water hit her, and she breathed out. Her body had been burning, and it was instant relief. 
This place was heaven; it really was. She had a hard time wrapping her head around the fact that she didn't have to go back and live with her parents. She loved them, of course, but she had moved on from that life. This was real life – living with Spencer; having him come home to her every night. 
She was almost finished with school and had spent some time looking for jobs already. He said that she didn't have to work, but she wanted to, and he accepted that. She wanted to manage a grand hotel somewhere, maybe a former castle. She thought fondly of her time on Umora, even though they had parted on unclear terms. It had changed her life, and she wanted a reminder of those days around her. 
The last she heard from Enya, Alexander was dying. She wished she could reach out to offer her condolences to the family. Dragons were so majestic and so strong; she couldn't believe that they could just waste away. She hoped he would be all right, but she saw death differently since Spencer found her. 
There was always a way to return somehow. 
The water pounded onto the back of her neck, and she closed her eyes, letting the stream wash away the soreness of her muscles. 
She was so tired today, and the world swirled around her. She arched her back, trying to steady herself, and lost her footing. 
Her head made contact with the marble behind her with a loud crack. For one moment, she felt incredibly nauseous. The world rushed up to her, and the last thing she remembered was her cheek cracking against the drain. 
Her limp body pushed open the door; the water quickly flooding the bathroom floor. Her hand lay out in front of her, her wedding rings sparkling from the recent cleaning. 
It was exactly twenty-three minutes until Spencer returned. He was carrying enough food to feed an army, wanting her to be satisfied. His arms were full, and he knocked on the door twice before becoming concerned. 
“Katianna?” he called through the door. He put his ear to it and heard the shower running. “Still?” 
Putting some of the food onto the floor, he reached into his back pocket, pulling out his key. He slipped it into the door, and pushed it open. 
The first thing that he noticed was that the carpet was soaking wet. There were noticeable puddles of water everywhere, and it was coming from the bathroom. 
“Katianna?” he asked, moving toward the bathroom door. He opened it, and the sight he found was horrifying. 
There was blood everywhere on the bathroom floor. Her body lay half out of the shower, her eyes unseeing as they stared up toward the ceiling 
“Katianna!” he screamed, moving toward her. “Help! Help me! Somebody please help me!” 
His brain should have registered to call 9-1-1, but he couldn't quite bring himself to do it. He was stuck in the early 1900s, the first time he had found her like that. 
He grabbed a towel, wrapping her in it as he picked her up. She was limp, and he frantically reached for a pulse. 
To his relief, there was one, but it was weak. 
“Help!” he screamed again. 
It only took a moment more before a member of the staff came running. 
He didn't remember much about the next few moments. He knew that there were more staff members running in, and someone called 9-1-1. The paramedics came rushing in, and they had to pry his arms from her to try and help her. 
It was the most terrifying moment of his life to see them pressing on her chest; hooking her up to machines and putting her on a stretcher 
“Is she going to be all right?” Spencer asked frantically. “Please, is she going to be all right?” 
“We're doing everything we can, sir,” the paramedic said. “Come with us. We're taking her to the hospital.” 
He had lost her before, and he knew what this was going to feel like. But it didn't mean it got any easier. He held onto her small hand as the ambulance sirens screamed, talking quietly to her the whole time. He wanted her to know that he was there; he wasn't leaving. And if it ended like this, he wouldn't stop looking for her. 
There was fear in the pit of his stomach, though. What if her lives weren't unlimited? What if he never found her again? 
And what if Ariel's words were right? What if this wasn't real? 
The hospitals had changed in the last century. The equipment was updated, and the terminology was different. Procedures were quicker and more efficient; doctors were more confident in their tests results than their own minds. 
One thing that he noticed hadn't changed was the emotion. Despite the advances in technology, hospitals were still places of fear, of tension, and of sadness. There were still families pacing the hall; people crying in corners – overtired eyes and weakened life forces. For all the advances they had made, they still hadn't been able to cure death. 
They took her straight through emergency setting her up in a room. She lay motionless while they ran a battery of tests on her. Spencer went with her for every single one. There were CT scans, blood tests, x-rays, and some things that he wasn't even sure about. He didn't protest to anything, letting them do what they needed. He signed papers, gave permissions, and stepped back when they needed him to. He would have let them open his own body and donate whatever was needed if it would have made a difference. 
But as two days and nights passed, he knew that nothing would make a difference. 
“It was an aneurysm,” a doctor said to him quietly at dawn of the third day. “She was born with it, most likely. Did she show symptoms of any head pain in the past?” 
“Yes,” Spencer said, numbly, speaking of this life and the past few ones. “Always.” 
“Was it ever investigated?” the doctor said, and he shook his head, numbly. 
“No,” his voice broke at that. “We've only been married two weeks.” 
“I'm sorry,” the doctor answered, flatly. “There's not much we can do in these cases. We've run the tests three times, and each time, it's come back with no brain waves. She's gone. I'm sorry. All that's left to do is turn off the machines.” 
“No,” Spencer replied, sharply. “No, please. She could come back.” 
“Sir, maybe you misunderstand me,” the doctor replied. “She is gone, her brain is dead. The machines are the only things keeping her alive. She can't come back.” 
“She can,” Spencer said, quietly, closing his eyes. 
“You let me know when you want me to turn off the machines,” the doctor said softly. “Take as much time as you need.” 
He left the room then, leaving Spencer to hold her hand, his own trembling. 
He never had to make a choice like this before. She had always died young, and in his heart, he knew that this time wouldn't be any different. This was just the way it was. But to make the choice to take her life away was something he wasn't sure he could do. 
He had to be sure in the belief that he would find her again. He had to truly believe that this was his Katianna, and that the second he pulled the plug, her soul would soar to a new body. 
It would be at least fifteen years before he was able to recognize her again. He would wander the galaxy alone – waiting, hoping, praying. He would look for clues, hire witches to follow magic trails, search the internet – anything that he could do. 
“Till death do us part, my love,” he whispered softly, kissing the top of her head. He was trembling as he stood up. “But I will find you again. I will.” 
He desperately wanted her to respond, to wake and tell him that she loved him. He wasn't sure he could wait that long to hear those words again or see those beautiful eyes. 
But he had to, for this was what fate delivered to him. 
“I'm ready,” he said, going out to the hallway. The doctor looked up from his notes, surprised 
“That was fast,” he answered. “Are you sure?” 
“I'm sure,” Spencer replied. “I will see her again someday, and I want to speed that process along.” 
The doctor's brow furrowed. He heard a lot of talk about death in his career, but that was a confusing phrase. He didn't question it, though. People said odd things in the throes of grief. 
“All right,” he said. “And again, I'm sorry.” 
“It's all right,” Spencer repeated. “I'll see her again soon. I have to.” 




  
    
    
    Evander
    
  




  


Chapter 15
“And what about marriage? Have you ever thought about remarrying?” 
Ariel froze, looking at the reporter in the mirror. She was used to doing interviews just about every second she wasn't performing. She was the biggest name in theater and had broken into Hollywood several years ago. Her dancing career had given way to an acting career that she thought would keep her distracted after Alexander died. Truthfully, she threw herself into the role because she couldn't stand being herself. 
It had been twenty years since he died, slipping away on Umora despite everyone's best efforts. It had thrown her into a state of grief that she hadn't thought she'd be able to survive. 
True to Nicholas' word, she remained a dragon princess. They weren't as close as they were twenty years ago, but she was still their sister. It just hurt to see their lives successful and happy. All three brothers had children; all their spouses had managed to find a way to survive. Only she was alone, and it broke her heart every time she saw them holding hands. 
“No,” she said, quickly. “I won't be remarrying. I think this interview is over.” 
The reporter realized that they had screwed up, and got up. “Ariel–” 
“Thank you,” she practically shoved them out of the door, slamming it behind them. 
Only then did she let a tear slip down her cheek. 
She quickly moved to the makeup mirror to dab up the tear and fix the damage that had been done. She was due on stage in ten minutes, and she was glad it was a show she had done a million times before. 
She tried not to think about the fact that the first time she had done this show, Alexander had been alive. He had scoffed, shaking his head, and telling her that as long as she was happy, he didn't care that the show rapped the American Constitution. What would he think, now that she had toured with it off and on for twenty years?
She felt numb as the lights dimmed and the opening music played. She was just going through the motions, dancing the steps, moving with her partner through the beat. She didn't feel a thing, except for trying to push out the grief. 
It wasn't until she came to the very front of the stage during the second act that she felt a shock. She spun around, searching the dark auditorium. She was a professional; she didn't miss a beat. But she certainly threw off her partners, trying to change the blocking every second song to get close to the edge of the stage. 
She could have sworn she felt a dragon in the crowd, somewhere. 
The theater seated three-thousand people; she couldn't pinpoint it. Her skills were rusty; it had been a long time since they had been put to use. She remembered the days when the dragons taught her to hone it, to search for links between two beings, and to sniff out magical trails. Those days when they were all young, happy, and full of adrenaline. 
“What were you up to?” her partner asked as the curtain fell the final time. “Did you forget everything?” 
“I hear the crowd roaring; I couldn't have done that bad,” she snapped. All she wanted was to go back to the hotel and pull the covers over her head. She didn't want to deal with people; she didn't want to feel their life forces. 
So, what if there were dragons in the audience? They could have come from anywhere in the galaxy; they could have come through the Other. She felt it occasionally, passing someone on the street or standing in a taxi cue. None of it felt familiar; none of it felt like the one thing she searched for. 
It was as if the only thing she could feel for anymore was a dragon prince. But she knew the one she was reaching out for would never reach back, no matter how much time she wasted. 
“Whatever. Don't forget to go to the stage door,” her partner said, rolling his eyes. 
“Oh, shoot,” Ariel growled. She had forgotten that part of their contract was to sign autographs at the stage door in a rotating schedule. She had traded shifts twice to do interviews, and she knew she couldn't put it off any longer. If she asked someone else to do it one more time, her cast mates would likely never forgive her. “Do you have a pen?” 
“They have pens, diva,” he replied. “Just go quickly. You and I have an interview in the green room in half an hour.” 
“Yes, your majesty,” she rolled her eyes. 
“That's yes, General Sir,” he teased her and she broke away. She couldn't even stand the light flirting that actors often spat out. She knew it meant nothing, but it reminded her of a time when it did.
How the crowds got to the stage door so fast was stunning to her. It was almost as if some of them had left the show early just to meet her. When she pushed it open, they cheered at the top of their lungs, shoving against her. 
Ariel shoved back, snapping at those who got too close. She told herself that she would sign ten autographs – that was it – and then she would go back in. Ten was a significant number; they couldn't blame her for that. 
“What name do you want me to make it out to?” she grabbed a tenth one, grateful that it would only be a few seconds. Frankly, she didn't care who they were or what they wanted written, so long as it was short. 
“Katianna,” said a voice. 
Ariel froze, looking up. 
Two different colored eyes looked back at her, a smile on her face. She didn't look anything like the last girl. The only similarities were the eyes and Spencer standing beside her. 
Ariel had never been rendered speechless before. Her jaw fell open, and she stared at Spencer, shaking her head. 
“No,” she said. “No. This isn't real.” 
“And yet the proof stands right in front of you,” Spencer said softly. “Can't you feel it?” 
“I felt you,” Ariel said, quickly. “That's it.” 
“Well, from what I understand, it's been a while since you honed your skills,” he answered. “You were radiant on the stage, just as we remember.” 
“You remember,” she said, looking back to Katianna, “Just one of you remembers.” 
“I remember you,” Katianna replied. She had dark skin this time around, and she was taller and curvier than last time. But something about a firm lilt in her voice sent shivers down Ariel's spine. “I used to watch videos of you last time. And this time.” 
“No.” Ariel closed her eyes. “No. We went over the possibilities. We investigated–” 
“And what did you find?” Spencer asked. “Anything conclusive?” 
“No,” she admitted. “But–” 
“Ariel, would you do us the honor of having a drink with us tonight?” Spencer asked. “We're across the street, at the Marriott.” 
“Why?” Ariel asked. “We weren't close. Why did you seek me out?” 
“There's something I need to tell you,” Spencer replied. “For old time's sake, then. For Alexander.” 
He used the magic word – the word that he knew she couldn't deny. She nodded silently, agreeing to meet them at their room. 
What in the world did he want to talk to her about? What did it matter? What he have to say, she thought? 
Still, she couldn't stay away. She rushed through the interview and barely changed before she headed across the street. Her heart was hammering as she got into the elevator, taking it to the top floor. 
She knocked on the door to the penthouse with sweaty palms, brushing her hair back from her eyes. The doors were mirrored, and she stared at her reflection for a few moments. She was still gorgeous, her red hair and still a solid color. Her face was more defined, as often happened with age. Her small body was a little wider, her legs a little thicker. 
She had a briefly thought of Alexander, seeing the fact that stared back at her. If he was still around, would he still think she was beautiful? Would he still love her? Or would their marriage have given up the ghost a long time ago? 
Spencer pulled open the door with a smile. 
“Ariel, thank you for coming.” 
“Please make it fast,” she said as she stepped into the room. “I don't have long, and I'm tired.” 
“Of course,” he said. “You were working. Katianna, Ariel is here.” 
She came out of the bedroom, starling Ariel all over again with her face. Ariel looked her up and down hesitantly. 
“I heard your death was painful,” Ariel said at last, the only thing she could think of saying. Katianna smiled. 
“That part, I don't remember. I only remember good memories of last time. You and I in the palace, staring each other down like this. We were almost friends by the end, I think.” 
“Anyone could know that,” Ariel said, clutching her purse with shaking hands. “Anything that you claim to know, anyone could guess, or Spencer could feed to you.” 
Katianna glanced to Spencer, who seemed relaxed. 
“Yes,” Spencer admitted. “You are right. Everything that she knows, everything that happened with her graves, it could just be logically explained away. But the feelings you know in your heart, Ariel, the feeling you have when you see the person you are supposed to spend the rest of your life with, those don't have an explanation. You just look at someone, and you know, even if they are in a different body.”
“Why I am here?” she asked, at last. “Did you bring me here to throw my sad love life in his face?” 
“No,” Spencer said. “I'm sorry. We should have made it clear. Come this way.” 
“Why?” she half whined, her shoulders sinking as she followed him to the second part of their suite. Spencer pushed open the door to the bedroom, and Ariel suddenly froze. 
It felt like when she saw the wolves in the throne room. Something felt familiar, and yet different. Something was compelling, buried underneath a different coat. 
Inside the bedroom was a young man. He had golden hair, falling into his eyes, and he was wearing a suit, well cut to his lanky frame. His cheek bones were high, his jaw was strong, and he was a few inches taller than her. 
He met her eyes, and she felt like her chest seized up. She knew this feeling, this magical strain, but she couldn't bring herself to say it. 
“Hello,” the young man said, staring at her. “I think we know each other.” 
“Alexander?” her voice finally cracked. He took a step forward, and she took in a huge breath, feeling the magic. 
“You were my wife, weren't you?” he said, softly. “You were my love.” 
“Yes,” tears slipped down her face. “But it's been twenty years.” 
“You are beautiful,” he said, and she fell into his arms. “Still.” 
“Oh, my goodness,” she whispered, laying her head on his chest. “Oh, my goodness, is this real?” 
“What do you think?” he asked. 
“I want it to be real,” she sobbed, her walls coming down. 
“Then it is real,” he replied, and she said no more, remembering their wedding vows. 
“Till death do us part,” they had said. 
And beyond. 
***THE END***
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Chapter 1
Aris fell to the hard floor, and his body convulsed rapidly. Each joint fought for control – contorting and changing – but his dragon didn’t even stand a chance. His jaw locked, keeping him from screaming out his agony. Sweat coated his skin in a thin layer, and he slid on the hardwood floor, bruising his body. He had no idea what was going on, but whatever it was, it needed to stop. 
The scent of his fear was syrupy and sweet. It made him prey, and he had no way of stopping it. Weakness was not acceptable to his kind. He learned early on that it was kill or be killed. In his world, there was no room for the weak. He strived to change that with those he loved. The five of them had built a family, but he knew their instincts could take over at any time.
From a distance, he could hear his brothers’ calls. They were frantic, but he could do nothing to ease their minds. No, someone else had to lead, if only for a little while. Muscles he didn’t even know existed spasmed in a way he’d never thought possible, sending shots of liquid fire through his entire being. Every inch of his body froze, locking in place, and he was unable to move. The tremors stopped, yet bursts of pain soared through his veins. His eyes were forced closed, but he saw something. 
Two hand-carved thrones sat on the dais surrounded by men dressed in sheer festive fabrics. It was a celebration of some sort – no, it wasn’t a good day, never again would the sun rise in her eyes. She looked down, and his honey colored eyes stared back at her – strange. Aris knew this body he possessed wasn’t his own, but when he tried to pull himself out, he found he couldn’t. He was forced to see what was to come. She floated in front of the two who sat upon the thrones. They were her leaders, and it was up to them to decide, though she knew the fate of the child in her arms. She bowed before her king, holding the infant tight. She had no hope they hadn’t figured out she had lain with another. 
“You have broken our most sacred law,” the king bellowed. He stood in all his glory and looked down upon her. She didn’t dare tell the truth. No one would believe her anyway. She would suffer her sins in silence. Because no matter what, in the end, it had been her fault. She had flirted with danger, and now she had to pay.
“Yes, my king. I do apologize, it was a mistake,” she replied. She hoped that admission and saying what he wanted would save her son. 
He chuckled and gripped her jaw, forcing her eyes to meet his. The crowd gasped. No one was allowed to meet his eyes, especially not someone on trial. “You have lain with a black dragon. We are the golden ones; we are GODS. They are nothing, and you created…” His voice was thick with emotion, and spit from his lips sprayed over her face. She didn’t dare move. 
“This is an abomination, and he must be destroyed!” 
He pointed to the silent baby in her arms. This baby would be killed, right here and now, unless her plan worked.
“No!” She held tight to her son. She closed her eyes and silently recited the spell she had memorized. Aris, the name she had given him after her father disappeared, and she prayed he went to the one who would save him… 
Aris screamed and shot up from the floor. He blinked and saw four sets of eyes staring at him as the pain receded from his body, but not from his heart. What was he seeing? He knew what he saw, it was him as a baby and his birth mother. He knew it. And his mother was a golden dragon. He’d heard of them through the years. They were royalty. But apparently as a Halfling he was different. 
His heart raced, and his breath came out in pants. The feeling of someone’s hand on his shoulder calmed him. He knew without looking who it was. Blane was the most nurturing. A ‘mother hen,’ they called him.
“What happened?” he asked. His voice was low and comforting. Blane never raised his voice. When he spoke, everyone listened. 
“I’m not sure. It’s been happening lately.” He ran a shaky hand through his flattened mohawk. “But less painfully. More like dreams, but this…this was different.” After what just happened, he was beginning to understand. Could he just now be coming into all his powers? What did that mean for the others? Did they each have another side of themselves they didn’t know about?
Aris stood and stretched his neck, trying to relax the muscles in his body. Everything hurt worse than it had been before. For the last couple of years, he’d been really sick. He wasn’t the only one in the group though; Zarin had been noticeably sick, and Max, too. The other two were fine, but if his visions were correct, they wouldn’t be for long. 
“If you talked to us about it, maybe we could help. We’ve all felt strange lately. You don’t always have to be strong, ya know?” Ilias whispered. 
His first instinct was to put Ilias in his place, but maybe he was right. Aris was the one who saved them, and they all looked to him to lead, but if he was dying he needed them to know. Who would watch out for Ilias or Blane if he died? And that was his biggest fear. He held up his hands in surrender, something that felt right to do for the first time. “I get it. You’re right.”
The others went to the den, but of course Ilias stuck behind. “You’re going to be all right, aren’t you?”
Ilias was like a child in so many ways. He hadn’t fully healed from his past. Aris didn’t expect him to recover this soon. It had been a year and a half since they’d found Ilias in that cold ditch barely breathing and covered in wounds new and old, and still he didn’t know his story, not fully. He wrapped an arm around the young one’s shoulder and pulled him into his body, letting his warmth soothe him. “Yes, I’ll be fine. No matter what it is, we’ll figure it out. That’s what we do, eh?”
“You’re getting sicker.” There was no question behind the words – just a simply stated fact.
Aris nodded and dropped his arm when they got to the stairs. It had been nearly three years since he’d found Blane, and now their numbers had grown. The den was their sacred place. It had a little bit of everything for each of them. It was the one place they could be themselves.
He did his best to be human, but some things weren’t as easily avoidable, and even though he learned long ago he wasn’t human, he knew he needed to pretend. The humans wouldn’t be able to handle knowing what really existed, and he wasn’t going to be the one to fill them in. 
The others sat in various states of unease, waiting for him to take control. He allowed the pain to swallow him as he slumped back in the old recliner that Max insisted would be perfect. It was ugly, but it was the most comfortable chair.
“So, what did you see now?” Max asked around a mouthful of pizza. 
The guy never quits eating. Aris wrinkled his nose and glared at him. Max automatically closed his mouth and set his food down. 
Good. 
“It was like all the others except for the pain. But this time I saw myself as a baby. I wasn’t me. I was my birth mother. She saved me with magic somehow, and that’s why I’m still alive.” He was raised with a human family who hated him – almost like the people from his vision. What had he ever done to be hated so badly? He was a baby for idiot’s sake. 
 “Aris, you’re a big boy now. You don’t need us anymore,” his mother said. Her voice shook as if she was afraid of him – and he knew she was. It was the way her eyes never quite met his and how she avoided being too close. 
He was 14 today. Strange things happened. He woke up much taller, and he had tripled in weight. He went from being a boy to a man overnight. He didn’t bother watching his parents and younger sister walk away. He didn’t bother wiping the tear away. How was he supposed to live? 
He studied his face in the mirror and realized he was different. He was a man now, and the honey-colored eyes staring back at him no longer cared. He was on his own, and he would survive. He hissed at his reflection and gasped when his eyes shifted. They were pure gold shining brightly back at him. Aris cocked his head to the side and licked his teeth. They were sharper, and by the coppery taste in his mouth, he’d bitten his tongue. It was all too much. In that moment, his black hair faded like magic to a white so pure it reminded him of snow. Oh, and it was soft – oh so soft. 
“What am I?” It was a question that would take years to answer, but he knew then and there he would figure it out. He wasn’t human; that’s all that mattered. He swung his fist so fast he didn’t even feel the glass shatter beneath his knuckles. When he looked at his knuckles, they were already healed. 
Fingers snapped in front of his face, and he blinked. He stared back at his brothers, he saw his family – the tribe who he’d allowed into his life. They wouldn’t treat him that way. A part of him still waited for the day they would leave him, too. Each one of them stared back at him as if they knew exactly what he was thinking and how he felt. He knew they felt it, too: the lingering worry that something would happen and they’d be alone all over again. He wasn’t the only one who’d been hurt. He needed to remember that, and if they were dying, it was up to him to find the cure – no matter what.
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Chapter 2
The front door slammed closed, shaking the house. Sophie’s eyes widened, and her body froze for a second as she cocked her head to the side, listening. She always knew what type of mood he was in based on how he walked around upstairs after he came home from work. Tonight, the heavy sound of his boots meant it had been a bad day. She licked her lips and knelt on the cold floor and slid under her bed to hide. 
She let out a frustrated sigh. She’d been counting on today for months. She had planned down to the very last detail. Everything had to be perfect in order for it to work. If it did, she would finally be free. This always brought a smile to her cracked lips. She could nearly taste the freedom she had craved for so long. It wasn’t the first time that Sophie had plotted her escape, but it was the first time she would succeed. This time, she wouldn’t be stuck in this house of horrors. She was going to free herself. No one would do it for her. 
She folded her body tightly and wrapped her thin arms around her legs. She shivered in the dark, holding her breath while hoping he would keep on moving. Her eyes widened when the footsteps stopped in front of the door. She always knew when he debated. He’d pace in front of the basement door as if he couldn’t decide whether or not he wanted anything from her. Sometimes, the clink of the lock opening would shatter the illusion of her waking up from a nightmare. Other times, she’d hear his heavy body drop into the upstairs recliner. 
She let out a breath as the latter happened this time. Slowly, she crawled out from underneath the metal bed frame. She held the screwdriver in her bony fingers. They were covered in scabs and bruises. She clenched them around the tool and tiptoed to the hanging rug. Behind it was her escape. It was an old, metal door. She’d been working on it for over a year now. Getting out wouldn’t be easy, but if she could just pry that heavy door open she would be free. 
She gasped when she finally scraped a hole out of the wall. She pushed her finger through and smiled. Her black hair was held back from her face, and the tip of her tongue stayed glued to her upper lip in concentration as she worked her fingers to make the hole bigger. The pain was excruciating, but this was the last night. Her mother was coming to see her tonight, and that was all she needed. Her mother always brought her clothes and extra food, and, best of all, she kept her stepfather distracted for hours.
The woman was so out of it; she never even realized what she was doing. If she did, she would stop. Sophie had waited years for her mother to take them away, but after so long she accepted the fact her mother would never help her – at least not knowingly. So instead, she was able to talk her into bringing her things – all of the things that would aid her in gaining her freedom. 
Julie Weston depended on Ronald, and Ronald depended on her. It was a sick relationship, and it wasn’t until she had turned 15 that the basement had become her permanent home. Before Sophie realized how her life wasn’t like other people’s, she’d had a bit of freedom until she called the police. That was the last time she felt the sun on her face, and it was the first time she’d felt Ronald’s wrath – and far from the last. Never again would she touch the phone. She’d promised herself her mom would see everything and take her away. But she gave up once she realized her mother didn’t love her either. She’d always been lonely, and the basement became her solace.
For eight years she’d been locked in the basement. Eight years she’d lost, and eight years she’d had to plan her escape. A part of her wanted revenge, and she’d admit that she’d fantasized about all the things she would like to do to him, but in the end if she had to choose freedom or revenge, well, she’d pick her freedom any day. 
Sophie used to try to figure out why he kept her imprisoned, why he hurt her. What did he get out of turning her into a victim, and why her? Was it because she was an easy target because of her mother? She’d asked him once before, but he didn’t answer her, not really. He hurt her really bad that day. She didn’t ask again. Sophie gasped and kept digging. She had to get out. This was the last chance; if she failed she might as well die, and that was her backup plan. Did she want to die? Not even a little bit, no matter what he did to her, she still fought to live, but if she failed to escape again, she would die before she let him take her life. He’d taken too much already. She wouldn’t give him that pleasure. She was certain that if she failed to escape and was caught this time, he would kill her. But first, he’d make her suffer, and he’d enjoy every minute of it. He was a sick man. Ronald wouldn’t be able to control his anger like so many times before, and she couldn’t take that again – never. She wouldn’t let him touch her. She cringed when she thought about all the times he slid his meaty, dry hands over her skin and promised her everything would be okay. Well, it wasn’t okay, and it wasn’t right. She thought about all the scars that covered her body, and all the times she fought until she couldn’t any more. 
She slammed her hand against the crack in the wall and sobbed. 
“No more,” she whispered. She let the tears slide down her cheeks, until she heard the lock.
Sophie scrambled back to her bed and tossed the screwdriver under it. Then she went into the tiny bathroom and washed the dirt from her hands. The light steps down the stairs relaxed her. She was terrified her mother wouldn’t show, but it was the night they always had dinner together. For all the things that her mother forgot or ignored, she remembered their weekly dinner. It didn’t make sense, but she wasn’t going to pick a battle. She wasn’t sure how she managed to keep all her bitter anger locked up inside, but she knew this was her last night.
“Sophie, baby,” Julie said. Her words were slurred, skin was dirty, and her hair was greasy. Wrinkles had begun to cover her face, and Sophie wondered how her mother managed to live through each day.
She held her breath and allowed her mother to pull her into a loose hug. Her mother was weaker than her. When she stepped back, Julie was crying. 
“I’m so sorry. I forgot your bag.” She paced and slapped her head in agitation. “Stupid, stupid, I’m so stupid.” 
Sophie’s heart nearly stopped. Her mother forgot the bag. The last thing she needed. She wanted to cry to, but instead she gripped her mother’s arm. “It’s okay, Ma; you can go and get it, right?”
This perked her mother up. “Oh, of course.” She didn’t wait to hear anything else and climbed back up the stairs, leaving Sophie alone and wondering if she would remember to come back.
Everything was ruined now. Sophie knew she couldn’t leave yet, unless she could get that door opened, but everything else would fall apart. She had a plan, and her mother had it all in a bag for her: money, hair dye, clothes – everything she would need to get a start on her new life. Without it, Sophie couldn’t leave. She wouldn’t survive without the bag she managed to talk her mother into making up for her. Ronald hadn’t caught on or anything. It made her wonder how stupid they had to be. Heck, she’d been digging a hole in the wall for a better part of the year, and all the times he came down to the basement he never realized. She shuddered trying not to think about the reasons why he might not realize what she was doing.
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Chapter 3
That night, Aris lay under the stars. Something told him he needed to be one with the night – to bask in the glory of the full moon and star-filled night. The pains from before were nearly gone as he tried to focus on the good. He lay with his hands clasped behind his head and stretched out as far as he could reach. It felt good to not be confined. It was the perfect spring night. The wind blew over his skin sending a shiver through his body.
He was about to drift to sleep when a golden light shimmered before him. He shot up to his feet ready to fight as he watched the shape of a woman materialize before him... She smiled at him and held out her hand.
“Aris, my boy,” she said.
He stood frozen in front of the apparition. He couldn’t speak, but his eyes shifted, and that’s when he saw it: how much she resembled him. “Mother?”
She nodded and ran her hand along his skin, not touching him, but he felt her warmth just the same. “You have grown, my son, but now you must save yourself and the others.”
Aris gulped. “Save us, how? I don’t know what we need.” He basked in the warmth of her touch. It reminded him of his earlier vision. “That was real? What I saw earlier?”
She nodded. “Yes, you are coming into your full powers.” She sat on the ground and patted the grass. “You see, my son, you and your friends – there is more to you than meets the eye. You are what we call ‘Halflings.’ There are two sides to each of you, both of which each of you must embrace in order to survive and fulfill your destiny. The Council doesn’t accept you because they don’t want the prophecy to be true, but now in their midst the five of you stand. Each of you has something the other does not. You are meant to rule them all, but without acceptance you will all surely die a horrible death. Each one of you is missing the third part of yourself, and that will be the key to your survival. Without the key, the door will stay locked.”
 “I don’t understand.”
“You will. Call to your second half, the golden one, the side you get from me. It will lead you to the answers you seek, and help you save her before it’s too late. She needs you now—she’s almost given up, and if she dies, you die.”
His mother started to disappear. He didn’t want her to leave. He didn’t even get to find out anything about her, but she couldn’t leave without telling him who he was supposed to be saving. “Wait, who am I supposed to save?”
She shook her head, and her eyes filled with tears. It was as if she couldn’t tell him. “She is the one who will make everything clear, but first you have to accept that you are two parts of a whole, as are your brothers. Each of you will be coming into more powers, and you need to be prepared, because they are going to come for you. Only if you work as one and are able to be both sides of yourself shall you succeed.”
“Pay attention to what you see; they are more than mere dreams, my sweet boy.” The voice came to him as a whisper in the wind as she disappeared.
She didn’t tell him much of anything, and worst of all, he was more confused now than he was before. Aris shook his head and sighed. It was time to speak with the others. There was someone he had to save, but he also needed to tell them what he learned. They were destined to rule…what?
Aris went inside, and the scent of fear wafted over him as he shifted his eyes. The house was full of prey. He shook his head. No, not prey. Family. Once his dragon realized this, he lay down and let out a huff. He was itching for a fight. He strode into the den to see Zarin on the couch. Zarin looked worse than him. He was younger, not by much, but why did he seem sicker? It was just another sign he wasn’t doing whatever it was he was supposed to be doing.
He leaned down next to him. His breath came out in short pants, worrying Aris. “Don’t panic, you’ll make it worse,” he said, and laid his hand on Zarin’s forehead. The fever nearly ripped through his flesh. Aris yanked his hand. “We’re going to figure this out. I saw something tonight.”
The others stared at him, waiting to hear what he had to say. They were loyal to a fault and always followed his lead. “I saw my birth mother tonight.” He held up his hand to hold off any unwanted rebukes. “She materialized as some sort of divine spirit. I don’t know. All I know is what she told me. She said we are going to be coming into more power. There is another side of each of us we don’t know about, and there is a woman I must save.” Glancing down at Zarin, he frowned. “And this woman is going to help us. I’m supposed to ‘listen to my dreams.’” 
“What does that mean? We wait for you to dream while Zarin lays here and dies?” Ilias yelled.
Aris glared at him. “No, but what else are we supposed to do? I’m sick, too. We need to learn about this other side of ourselves that my mother spoke of.” 
He wasn’t used to Ilias’ anger, especially towards him. When he stormed away, Aris wanted to follow him and make him understand that things were about to change in a big way, but he could only do so much. He wasn’t always going to be able to fix everything on his own. It wasn’t that simple – not anymore.
***
Zarin was resting, and he needed some sleep if he was going to save the woman. Since his mother told him it was his job, he needed a sign – anything to help him know which way to go. Aris slumped back against the wooden headboard of his bed. The chill of the wood against his bare skin didn’t even faze him. He felt as though he was numb. Everything was falling apart, and everyone expected him to fix it. But for once in his life, he wanted someone else to take the reins, someone else to give him hope. He was tired of always being the strong one. He closed his eyes and exhaled a heavy breath. Now was the time he needed a vision. One that would show him what to do next.
As if the gods heard him, images forced themselves into his eyes. 
Harsh cries and the stench of fear slammed into his head, pulling him into a swirl of darkness.
Aris gripped the sheet tighter with each whimper. It was almost as if he was there, and each step led him closer to her. This time, he didn’t fight it. These visions were as real as him and his brothers were. 
Following her cries, he came to a large and open area. It smelled of damp mold. He wrinkled his nose and shook off the cold that sunk into his bones. He knew then he was underground somewhere. He kept walking, and around a corner he saw a bed with a wrought-iron frame and a dirty mattress that had seen better days. On that bed, he focused and saw a form. Once his eyes landed on her, he didn’t care about anything else. She was curled up with her back facing him. Her body shook, and her sobs grew louder. He couldn’t see anything other than the dress she wore and her long, midnight-black hair. His heart rate picked up, thumping wildly in his chest. A musty scent swirled around him, and his eyes shifted from honey brown to pure white. Now, he could see everything even more clearly. The hair on the back of his neck rose, tickling him. Everything in him awoke. The scents were stronger, the dim light was no longer dim, and he could see that her dress was pale, but covered in dirt – and blood. He clenched his hands and growled when his claws dug into his palm. He was in the midst of shifting. Never before had he lost control so easily. 
She turned towards him. Her light green eyes were filled with tears, and the bruising around her eye was different shades of healing, as if she’d been hit on several occasions. Again, he growled, but then she held out her hand. Could she see him?
He stepped towards her and reached for her until he saw he was still shifted. He pulled back, but she shook her head and reached for him again. This time, he brought his hand to hers, and she ran one finger along his scales. 
“You’re coming for me, right?”
Aris nodded, and in that moment, he realized two things: she was his mate and she was human. 
Her small lips tightened before she whispered, “Hurry, before it’s too late.”
She laid back on the bed with her back to him. He he