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      The griffin kept its sharp claws on my upper arms as it flew us over the Veil. Perhaps I drifted out of consciousness once or twice, because when I blinked, the landscape beneath us was no longer green, but barren, dry, and dusty as hell.

      I wanted to thrash. I wanted to fight for my freedom. I didn’t want to die. And I was most definitely going to hurl.

      Jase. Kieran. Zade. Issik. I silently chanted their names over and over again to keep myself from dwelling on the horror of my situation. Were they searching for me? Dumb question. Obviously, they were. Without me, the key, they would never be free of their curse—Tianna, the witch, would win. I took comfort in knowing how important I was.

      They wouldn’t abandon me.

      They wouldn’t.

      A little voice in the back of my head nudged free. Are you sure? Everyone in your life has left you. What makes them any different?

      I rattled my head, banishing the dark thoughts from my mind. No! I refused to believe they wouldn’t come for me. Some demons were harder to fight than others. It was the ones you couldn’t see that often did the most damage.

      The griffin tugged me along in the sky with gliding gait, sending harsh whooshing noises through the air, so different than the sound of dragon wings. Where the griffins had tattered feathers, my dragons had sleek wings like buttery leather.

      We had been apart mere hours, and I already missed them something fiercely.

      What would happen to me? Where were they taking me?

      I longed more than anything to use my new powers on the foul beasts, but to do so would be a death sentence with no dragons to catch my fall. My time would come to strike. It just couldn’t be twenty thousand feet up in the air.

      We slowly began to descend, but not low enough. Although the clouds were no longer swirling around us, they remained about our heads, so out of place in the unforgiving environment below. Countless mountains of burnish red sand, and rock, carved the landscape in sharp plateaus. The wind rushed over my face, carrying traces of grainy particles and dust. The air lacked any moisture, making it tough to breathe in and out easily. It was a vile place, and I ached for the lush and vibrant lands of Viperus. I’d even take the damn snakes.

      The griffin hurled me forward, releasing his sharp hold on me, and the world spun. I was falling.

      My knees slammed into a giant nest of twigs, straw, and bones, causing me to groan and pain to shoot up my body as the branches scraped over my skin. I shoved myself up into a sitting position, ignoring the bark of my muscles. Bright red blood cascaded down one of my legs and I winced, my belly rolling at the sight of the cut marring my cream skin. I forced my gaze higher, telling myself not to think about the nest of bones, of who they’d been, of how they’d died, that I wouldn’t end up like them.

      The two cruel and vile faces of the griffins leered over me in the nest, and a chill slithered down my spine. Were they going to peck me to death with their curved, razor beaks?

      My flight or fight response kicked in, and I peered over the side. Perhaps I could run or use one of my abilities now that we weren’t flying.

      Fuck.

      The griffin’s horrific nest was at the top of a pointed red sand plateau, so high I could nearly touch the clouds. So much for my plan to strike. Even if I managed to poison or tranquilize them, I had to find a way down. Without wings, I was screwed.

      Now what, smarty-pants?

      The countdown to doomsday had begun.

      Four months—I had found the Star of Tranquility.

      Three months—I managed to do it again with the Star of Poison, but also managed to get kidnapped.

      Go me.

      Talk about an overachiever.

      “What do you want from me?” I yelled, surprised by the raspy rawness of my voice.

      They only stared at me with vibrant amber eyes. I wanted to carve them out, and given the chance, I would.

      “You can’t keep me here forever,” I hissed, not that I expected anything I said to set me free. Hell, they probably didn’t even understand me.

      The one who had carried me for god knew how long cocked his head toward me. Its wings flapped once, before blasting my face with a squawk. The foulness of its breath heated my cheeks, burning my nostrils. Feeling I might vomit, I threw my body toward the edge of the nest, and threw up what little I had in my belly.

      Dragging the back of my hand across my mouth, I sat back and tilted my head to the sky. I screamed. I screamed in anger. I screamed in terror. I screamed in grief. My voice carried over the barren land, echoing and thundering through the nothingness, but no one was out there to hear my cries. My throat felt so raw and burned that I was afraid it was bleeding too. The cuts on my legs had clotted and were crusty with dried blood, but the aches and pains still pulsated throughout my body—every muscle and every limb.

      Tears gathered in my eyes as I lay down in the nest of what felt like thorns. I couldn’t stop the surge of emotions from bubbling up in my throat. Sobs dragged through my chest, racking my shoulders in violent tremors. I seemed to have lost track of time and drifted into sleep more than once, for when my senses finally returned to me, day had given birth to night.

      Surrounded by darkness and starlight, the moon offered very little light, as if it too had hidden from Tianna’s horrors. I tried to move, but my arms were tingling and weak, hardly able to hold my weight. With each tiny movement I made, the pain became worse than the last. I forced myself to try and get a bearing on my surroundings, or where the griffins had gone off to—were they still guarding me or had they left me here to rot? I didn’t know which would be worse, being abandoned on top of a mountain I could never climb down from, or being the prisoner of Tianna’s lackeys.

      Shadows and wispy wind crept over the dry land, giving this place a petrified ambiance as my eyes adjusted to the blackness. I wet my lips, tasting the salt of my tears. I would not panic. I wouldn’t panic. I couldn’t panic. I told myself, reciting it like a chant.

      No more tears. I had to keep my wits and figure out a way to escape. There was always a way. I might not see it at the moment, it might be days, but I would fight to live. I was a fighter, not a helpless ninny. If only I could use this one-sided bond in my favor, but no matter how long I thought of a way to convey my location, my mind was blank. Emotions weren’t places.

      Through the black night, my ears picked up the wispy beating of wings. I strained to identify what or who it could be. A dragon? A griffin? Or something else even wickeder?

      My fingers clutched onto to branches of the nest, not caring about the rough bark digging into my sore flesh. The thundering of my own heartbeat drummed in my ears as a shadow appeared directly over my head. I scrambled to duck further into the nest, flattening myself as low as I could. Not that it did any good.

      I knew without seeing their faces the griffins had returned from wherever they had roamed off to earlier. The stench of beast filled the air. One of them threw back its head, letting a shriek pierce the star-strewn sky above, as if it were answering a silent call my ears couldn’t hear.

      Landing on a corner of the nest, its front claws sunk into the straw and bones. It peered down at me as if it couldn’t decide whether to eat me or smack me with its serpent tail. I’d rather choose option C—Let me go.

      “No. No. No,” I whimpered, shaking my head back and forth.

      The creature bent down its massive eagle head as the other circled above us to keep watch. They appeared to work together, and the intelligence of the pair alarmed me. My hopes of outsmarting them dimmed, but shit, I had to believe I was wittier than two hybrid beasts. The griffin’s coarse hair rubbed against my cheek and I ground my teeth, suppressing a shudder. The hot putridness of its breath was like acid on my face.

      Click. Click. Click. Its beak clamped together.

      Braced against my own terror, I tried not to think about what that beak could do to my nose, my eyes, and my ears. Too swift for me to follow, it once again snatched me in its claws, and took to the night. One minute I was in the nest, and the next I was soaring with darkness, the cool evening wind splashing over my pale cheeks.

      I needed to be strong and didn’t allow myself to think where they were taking me, or what Tianna had planned for me. She was undoubtedly behind my kidnapping. The griffins were merely pawns following orders.

      My body went rigid under its claws, and I wondered if I would get my chance to fight back. Feathery wings spread out wide on either side of the griffin, slicing through the night as if it were liquid darkness. I concluded the creatures must have keen eyesight to see through such blackness. As we flew further, the air grew thicker with dust, clogging my nose and lungs. It was gritty.

      The trip this time was shorter, still a distance away, but we hadn’t left whatever barren land of the island we were in at the moment. With a ripple of the griffin’s wings, our altitude dropped, and its partner mimicked my captor's movements with eerie grace. It was awkward to be dangling from the claws of a beast, and I was grateful at the sight of ground closing in on us. In the night, the sandy floor looked nearly obsidian, but I knew it to be the same burnish red I’d see earlier today.

      What was this section of the island? Was I even still in the Veil Isles, or had they flown me out of the barrier?

      No. They couldn’t have, not until the summer solstice. The curse didn’t allow it, except for twice a year during the winter and summer solstices.

      An outline of a mountain appeared directly in front of us and the griffin’s sailed for it. Though, I didn’t see the jagged opening on the side until we were flying through it, straight into a cave. The griffin’s didn’t stop, but continued to maneuver deeper into the mountain, a maze of tunnels and caverns in its depths. It only took a few twists and turns for the mental map I’d tried to memorize scrambled in my brain. Even if by some freaking miracle I managed to render them asleep or dead, I still had to find my way out of the labyrinth. Everything seemed bleak and hopeless.

      My spirits were at an all-time low when a speck of light flickered up ahead. Someone was here. Someone was waiting, and I didn’t have to think hard to guess who.

      The griffins glided past two carved pillars and entered a vast chamber, glittered by more than a dozen floating candles around the room. Its flickering flames cast shadows against the rocky composite of coal and limestone.

      Was this Tianna’s secret lair? The villain always needed one, and my bet was she’d made herself quite cozy inside this secluded mountain, far, far from the four surviving kingdoms of the Veil.

      Suddenly, I was propelled into the center of the room, onto the unyielding stone floor. My already bruised knees and palms screamed in agony as I slammed into the ground. How many more times were these damn assholes going to toss me about? I shoved upward and whirled, prepared to unleash a mist of poison, but the deadly breath got lodged in my throat. A few feet in front of me was the witch of darkness herself. Tianna was perched on a black throne.

      That bitch.

      I’d known she was behind this, but seeing her right in front of me stunned me for a moment, or perhaps it was the jarring of my body catching up to the trauma. My nails curled into my palms, a combination of fear and rage. I wondered if the descendants could sense my emotions right now. A part of me hoped not, I wanted to spare them the agony.

      Tianna was as devastatingly beautiful as I remembered. Long, silky red locks of hair peeked out from either side of her black hood, spilling over her breasts. Her porcelain skin and delicate features were carved into my memory—a face I would likely never forget in both waking and sleeping hours. She would haunt my nightmares for years to come, and what I was about to face now would surely leave deep, wounded scars.

      I braced myself, chin rising slightly. My nightmare was only truly beginning.

      Those ruby lips curved into a false grin that didn’t reach her calculative silvery eyes. Something about her was off, and the longer I studied her, the less I could decipher what it was. The answer had been on the tip of my tongue, only to be blown away like a soft eyelash on a baby’s cheek.

      This witch had managed to capture and isolate an entire island—imprisoning a rare dying species singlehandedly, and with little effort. She had lied to the five kings and abused their trust, all now dead, survived only by four of their sons.

      The first moment of opportunity, I was going to cut her again. And again. I didn’t care how many times I had to sink a blade into her heart. I would do so a million times until she was nothing but dust under my shoe. No matter how hard, I would get my grubby fingers on a weapon that would end her existence. I would make it my personal mission in life… other than becoming the dragon savior—or some divine name the descendants came up with for me.

      “So nice of you to join me, Olivia dear,” Tianna greeted, as if I’d kept her waiting. The witch looked me up and down, assessing and weighing, only to decide I was a pesky fly that was standing in her way.

      “Like I had a choice,” I huffed, brushing away the loose pebbles and dirt embedded in my hands. My eyes took in my surroundings, making note of any exits. I eased to my feet, regardless of the grumbling my body barked at me. It was important to meet Tianna on level ground, not coward on the floor in a ball, like I wanted to do.

      Her lips curled into a scandalous smile. “Yes, my methods might have been abrupt, but those overbearing boys of yours were just hogging you all to themselves. I had to do something, for your sake, of course.”

      I scoffed. She had a warped way of twisting things, I’d give her that. “As much as I appreciate the gesture, I’ve got more pressing matters waiting for me.” As she damn well knew.

      Those silver eyes sparkled as if she enjoyed the game and banter. I was amusing her. “Why dear, after all the trouble I went to get you here, you wouldn’t want to leave, would you? You must stay a night… or two.” The way she lingered over the end of that sentence lead me to believe two might turn into days, weeks, or months. “We have much to discuss.”

      The blood in my veins pulsed, but I kept my face stoic, refusing to let her see the fear making my insides tremble. “Why are we wasting time? What is it you want from me? Why did you bring me here?” The questions rattled off my tongue one after the other.

      Tianna tsked, shaking her head. “Humans are so impatient. All will be revealed in good time.” Her long black nails tapped the armrests of her throne as she spoke. Turning her attention away from me, she focused on the griffins who had moved to flank either side of her. “Well done, my pets.” Delicate fingers stroked the top of the griffins’ feathery head. “I have no other need of you tonight. Go.”

      And like obedient dogs, the pair bowed their mighty heads to the ground, one leg extended, before exiting the chamber through the single entrance into the cave. Their nails clattered over the stone floor, echoing until they were no longer in earshot, leaving me alone with the witch.

      Fuck.

      I gritted my teeth together, blocking out the pain it took just to stay standing on my own two feet. Tianna’s gaze snapped back to me, and my insides twisted at the way she smiled prettily. “Things had been quite dull around here until you came. I owe you thanks.”

      “I don’t want your gratitude,” I spat.

      “No, I supposed you don’t,” she agreed. “Come now, dear, how about we make a bargain that will get us both what we want?”

      Don’t fall for her traps. A bargain with someone like her was surely a death sentence, no matter how she spun it. I needed to tread carefully. “How is that possible?” What I wanted was to shred her to ribbons.

      She raised a thin brow, the same red as her hair. “I want this curse broken too. The game is no longer fun and has taken far too long.”

      “Maybe you should have thought about that before you cursed them,” I blurted.

      Her finger tapped on the bottom of her parted lips thoughtfully, flashing a row of white teeth. “Yes, well, where is the entertainment in that? Everyone needs a dose of spontaneity in their life, wouldn’t you say?”

      I nearly choked on air. “I’ve never been much of a thrill seeker,” I admitted.

      Her grin became twisted, to the point it was almost grotesque. I had known she was a perverse soul, but it became clear she was the type of person who enjoyed hurting others. “No time like the present.”

      “What is it you want from me?” I demanded, covering the quiver of my voice with sharpness. “I don’t have the stones.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m not stupid, and neither are the descendants. I didn’t expect them to let you carry them around in the bosom of your gowns, but you are right. I do want the other stones, and as for the two you’ve already found, that’s where you come in.”

      “How so?” I dared to inquire.

      “The Star of Tranquility and Poison are nearly useless to me now that they’ve gifted you with their abilities. That changes things a bit, and I’ll admit, it was a twist of fate I didn’t see coming.”

      And I bet that burned her ass.

      “A minor setback, but nothing I can’t undo.”

      Ice coated my veins. Was she implying she could rip the abilities from within me? They were a part of me now—a part of my soul. To remove them sounded painful. To hell with that, I wasn’t letting her take what was mine, not without a fight.

      “I’ve grown fond of the dragon's breath. Maybe you would like me to show you how they work.” Faced with an opportunity to fight and flee or stay and become Tianna’s pawn, I made a hasty decision and prayed I didn’t end up dead. No time to strategize an epic plan—or any plan at all, I just acted.

      Drawing a deep breath, I gathered one of the powers that resided within me. I was too distraught to distinguish between them. “Maybe you would like me to demonstrate how they work?” It was just the witch and me. My mouth opened, aimed in the direction where she still sat like a queen on her throne.

      Before the mist ever left my lungs, her left hand rose, and she snapped her fingers into a fist. It was as if the witch had stuffed a sock in my mouth, blocking the poison from leaving my lungs. She laughed a haunting and throaty sound that filled the entire chamber. “That was a fool’s attempt, little girl, but at least you had the guts to try, and that means something. You’ve got grit, which is good. You’re going to need it.”

      Fueled by rage and desperation, I again tried to open my mouth, but this time to spew every vile name I could invent. Nothing came out. Did the bitch just Little Mermaid me? Had she taken my voice?

      My fingers grappled frantically at my throat, but the loss of speech wasn’t physical. She had spelled me and taken my ability to expel poison or tranquility. What. The. Actual. Hell.

      Tianna cocked a brow. “Were you saying something?”

      My eyes radiated at her with spears of hate.

      “I think you’ll see after some time that helping me will help you. Now, if you promise to be a good girl, I’ll remove the spell. Do we have a deal?”

      Trick question? If I agree, was the deal just for my voice… or something more… something like helping her obtain the stones? I stayed silent.

      “A nod will suffice,” she pushed, staring at me with unyielding eyes, no room for negotiation. What choice did I have? That were the games Tianna played, ensuring she always won.

      I nodded, my teeth clenched so tight my cheeks ached.

      Her closed fingers opened and waved in the air. “There, that’s better. Now, how about we have a civil conversation, girl to girl?”

      “Nothing you do or say is going to make me help you,” I seethed, my nostrils flaring.

      “Your dragons are weakening.”

      That single statement had warning bells chiming in my ears. I went still.

      “I can feel it,” she continued, enjoying the pleasure each moment she taunted me brought her. “How long do you think they have left, before they won’t even be able to save themselves? As they dwindle to just men with muscles—that will do very little against my magic—my power flourishes, strengthening with each passing day.”

      She was right, and the last thread of fool’s hope I held slipped out of me. The only way I was making it out of alive, and still able to save the descendants, was by working with Tianna. If she wanted my damn abilities, she could have them, but I still didn’t buy her excuse that the stones were useless. If that were true, then why had Jase and Kieran so hastily hid them from her? Why had she stormed the castle at the first sign of their return, demanding we hand them over?

      I didn’t trust her. She was up to something. She was keeping secrets.

      But so could I.

      “I offer you the chance freely to aid me one last time.”

      Immediately, I caught her drift. If I refused, she would find other creative and probably detrimental methods to get me to behave. I spit on her. “How’s that for an answer?” For five whole seconds, I felt like a badass, and then reality hit me.

      Her face contorted, shifting into the monster that lay beneath the pretty façade. I understood what a terrible mistake I’d made. She was going to make me pay for it and horror coiled in my gut. Similar to a viper, her slender fingers lashed out, twining around my throat. The sharp, fine tips of her long black nails dug into my tender flesh. My eyes hadn’t even seen her rise from her throne, but here she was, towering over me like the devil’s bride, supreme and evil.

      “Why don’t I give you the night to think on it, Olivia dear? I wouldn’t want you to make any rash decisions you’ll regret in the morning.” Her fingers squeezed, cutting off my air supply and I gasped, my eyes burning from the lack of oxygen. “This is merely a taste of what will happen each time you disobey me.”

      My fingers scratched and clawed, tearing into her hands. All wasted effort that got me nowhere, got me no closer to breathing in the fresh air my lungs, my heart, my life desired. And it was only when the black dots of unconsciousness edged my vision, that she released her vicious grasp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My knees buckled. The world drifted away as I fought off the blackness threatening to consume me.

      Stay focused! Stay awake!

      From within the swirling darkness, I searched for something to tether my mind to, something to keep me from falling into the depths of unconsciousness. I bit the inside of my cheek and the metallic tang of blood coated my tongue. Each breath I took was like swallowing glass, but it was the panting of my breath that saved me. It became my lifeline.

      In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.

      The quick, short, and uneven wheezes slowly morphed into long, steady breaths. The chamber of the mountain came back to me, along with the damp tang of mold and cool air. I didn’t bother to get up again, but stayed huddled on the rough ground. Tianna’s voice was muffled in the distance as if she was walking away. Did she plan to just leave me here?

      I listened to the sound of locks clicking into place and my eyes snapped open. I could see no doors, no walls, but the throne room was gone. Poof like magic. Not like magic. Just magic. It was the only explanation. Tianna had sealed me into an enchanted cell.

      Whore!

      Even as I rushed to my feet to test the boundaries of my prison, I knew… there was no escaping. And yet, it didn’t stop me from trying. I reached out with a hand. My fingers grazed a surface I couldn’t quite identify. Smooth. Cold. Invisible. Flattening my palms, I ran both hands over the barrier, desperately searching for a gap, a break, an end to this nightmare. I traced the rectangular room with shaky, cut, bruised, and dirty hands a dozen times before I gave up finally.

      My back pressed into one of the concealed walls, as I dropped my arms dejectedly to my sides, and took my first real look at my prison. Perhaps I’d blacked out after all, how else did I explain the invisible bars and change of scenery? Not that it was any better than the large chamber with its flickering candlelight.

      The small box itself contained a tattered and grimy cot that street rats wouldn’t sleep on, and an equally dirty, and what I guessed was supposed to be a toilet, but was more like peeing in a pot. I hated camping, and this was way worse than roughing it in the woods.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Beyond the cage lay miles and miles of darkness—so much darkness—like an endless hallway. It was frightening, not knowing what awaited—what lurked in the shadows outside my clear cage—what creatures watched me—what prey stalked me. It could have all been in my head, a trick and part of Tianna’s torture, but to me, it was all too real.

      Couldn’t she have bothered to leave me at least one candle?

      Perhaps she had in a way. My cell wasn’t flooded in utter darkness, but some unknown source provided a small bit of illumination—less than a nightlight, but it was enough to see. Everything behind the four walls was… nothingness.

      I huddled into the corner, tucking my knees up to my chest and wrapping my arms around myself in a hug. I missed the griffin’s nest—a thought I never imagined I would have. This place took icky to new levels and was worse than living in a twelve-year-old boy’s gym locker.

      My stomach rolled.

      I was going to vomit.

      Nothing but stomach acids would come out, considering I hadn’t eaten anything all day, but the sick feeling would be the same. I reined in my breathing, doing what I could to keep the panic attack, and bile, at bay. What a freaking mess. Hell, I’d been a mess for the better part of a year, and it wasn’t until I came to the Veil that I had started to see a light leading me out of the shadows, a light that gave me purpose, but now the darkness was back. It was all-consuming.

      I needed my dragons.

      And they needed me.

      The last thing I wanted was to fall apart at the seams, to show Tianna weakness and allow her to win, but my lip quivered, and my eyes became blurry. Tianna might have left me alone, but not for a moment did I believe I was truly alone.

      The silence was going to kill me. Nothing moved. Nothing stirred. I was encased in a tomb—my tomb.

      Grave tears rolled down my cheeks and I let them. They weren’t eloquent, but big, sloppy, ugly tears that shook my body and turned my face red. Not to mention the snot. Exhaustion slammed down on me, until I curled further into the corner of the room, dropping my cheek to the wall, and drifted off numbly.
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      Hours and minutes meant nothing to me while surrounded by blackness. Time was only measured by the arrival of my measly meals. The fact that Tianna was feeding me meant she needed me alive. My mind went back and forth between my importance and disposability. I clung to the thread of hope that without me, she couldn’t find the stones. Though, I wasn’t entirely sure how accurate the statement was, but it kept me sustained in the gloom.

      I tried not to drink the glass of water all at once, but the few sips I allowed myself didn’t easily quench my thirst. The bread I nibbled on was stale and tasteless, yet I forced myself to eat as much of the food as I could stomach, trusting the witch wasn’t poisoning me. I chewed and swallowed, working my jaw to break down the cardboard bread.

      A clanking of locks shot like a gun around the space, deafening in the silence. I blinked and scrambled to my feet, only to find myself back in Tianna’s throne room. Legs crossed, the black material of her dress split down on either side of her thighs, cascading over the floor as the witch rested an arm against her throne. With nothing more than a twitch of her fingers, she had removed me from my cell, summoning me to her chamber. I hated the ease of her magic.

      “I hope you slept well, Olivia dear,” she purred, the fire of her hair spun in curls down her back. “As promised, I gave you the night to sleep on our agreement.”

      Did she honestly think tossing me into a cell of solitude and giving me a few stingy meals to eat was going to change my mind? That it would be enough to scare me into agreeing? Before the descendants, I might have very well given up already and spilled my guts, but after living with them, knowing them, and loving them, to betray the four dragon shifters would be like cutting out my own heart.

      “Your hospitality has been most generous,” I spat with sarcasm and venom.

      “I take it you’ve come to your senses then?”

      I smiled, despite my dire situation. “Not in this life.” I braced myself for the temper I saw quickly flash across her eyes, but Tianna sighed, showing more control than yesterday.

      “I’d hoped you would learn your lesson,” she admitted, clucking her tongue. Her eyes shone as she stared at me, angling her head to the side.

      Saying nothing, I held my chin tilted up and my lip stiff, keeping my face blank. No emotion to be found.

      She flicked a finger in my direction. “Come. Let me show you something.” Unfolding her legs, she eased to her feet gracefully, the silky material flowing onto the floor around her.

      Did I really want to go anywhere with her? Hell no. Did I actually have a choice? Hell no.

      Tianna moved with elegance, long legs carrying her slender frame as she moved to an opening at the right side of the chamber—opposite from where the griffins had dragged me inside the day before. The exit hadn’t been there moments ago. I was beginning to think this mountain was filled with hidden passageways, secret rooms, and a network of underground tunnels controlled by her magic.

      Clop. Clop. Clop. The clatter of my shoes on the uneven ground echoed through the cavern, but it was as if someone else guided my body. “Where are we going?” I asked, even though I told myself not to speak. My fear overruled my disguise at being unaffected by her tactics.

      “I have my reasons for picking this specific mountain as my lair. I’m going to show you one of those reasons. This island isn’t just known for its dragons, but because it has many natural elements of magic on its own. There was a time before the war when witches, warlocks, mages, elves, and magical beings of all kind sought to travel to the Veil Isles.”

      As we strolled down a path leading us deeper into the mountain, torches lit the way. They appeared a few feet in front of Tianna as she moved, igniting on their own—more magic. I tried my best to mark our path in my head, memorizing any small detail I could find.

      “You seem to know a lot about the history of this place,” I commented. I’d been under the impression that during the war the dragon kings had summoned her here, only to have her turn on them in the final hours of their warfare. How much time had she spent in the Veil prior to the war?

      “I make it my business to know about the wonders of the world, but there was always something special about the Veil, and the pulse of magic energy here. It called to me.”

      Over Tianna’s head, I could make out the arch of a doorway. As we grew closer, I noticed that the stone around the entrance was etched with runes that reminded me of seashells. I walked inside, a gush of cool, refreshing air bathed over my face, smelling of the sea. I swore in the distance my ears picked up the roaring sounds of waves colliding against the cliffs of the mountain.

      “The magic calls to you as well, it seems,” she considered, having stopped and turned slightly to watch me.

      I said nothing in return. I couldn’t really speak; my eyes too busy drinking in every inch of what lay before me. A pool like I’d never seen, not even in Wakeland. The water was vibrant in color, a swirling mixture of cobalt, turquoise, and midnight. A yearning to touch it rose up inside me so strongly, that I found my fingers outstretched of their own accord. Would it be sleek and silky? Warm? I was positive it would be.

      Moonlight danced over the pool of water in the cavern, but how could that be? The chamber inside the mountain had no opening, no crack to allow in the night. Yet, tiny dots twinkled over the surface like a sky of starlight.

      “Take a closer look,” Tianna’s silver-tongued voice enticed.

      I cocked my head to the side, glaring at her. “Why, so you can push me in?”

      She laughed, a haunting sound that had a wave spreading across the waters. “No, silly girl, so you can see.” On light feet, she padded to the edge of the water, where it softly lapped over the stone floor. Crouching down, her hand waved over the water’s surface, and the tang of magic tingled over my skin.

      Curiosity got the better of me. I knelt beside the pool and peered in, realizing the pale moon was inside the waters not above. Another trick? Or was it magic, like she had let on during our walk? Was this one of the enchanted places of the Veil, like the Mirrored Shallows in Viperus Kieran had taken me to?

      My line of thoughts was cut off, as soon as images began to form through the mist of the shimmery water. I leaned closer. The faces of Jase, Kieran, Zade, and Issik appeared. My heart jerked in my chest. God, how I missed their stupid, gorgeous faces—Jase’s bright eyes, Zade’s glorious skin, Issik’s cool expression, and Kieran’s lopsided grin.

      But none of them were grinning now. In fact, their faces were somber and agitated.

      My eyes were glued to the water and softly their deep, timbered voices floated up to my ears.

      “Where is she?” Jase whirled on Kieran, his violent anger radiating off him, so deep, those violet eyes burned brightly. His face contoured with unbridled rage.

      Kieran flinched. I’d never see him look so dejected before. His green hair hung over his eyes, shielding them from me. “She’s gone,” he whispered. “She took her.”

      Jase’s fist lashed out, connecting with the right side of Kieran’s cheek. I winced, my fingers digging into the rocky edge of the pool. Jase wasn’t one to throw a punch and ask questions later. That was Zade. What was happening to them?

      Don’t fight. Please. Just find me.

      Kieran did nothing to fight back as if he deserved the hit. It wasn’t his fault I was captured. I wanted to tell him so, assure them I was alive, that I was okay, but I was hopeless to do anything but to watch them.

      Zade paced the main hall in the castle of Viperus, while vines of greenery tangled along the high ceilings. “We have to get her back,” the Golden God growled.

      “We don’t even know where she is,” Issik pointed out, his words coated with sheets of frigid ice.

      “Does it matter? Tianna took her,” Jase snarled, hands fisted at his sides, looking like he was ready to go for round two with anyone who volunteered.

      “No one knows the Isles like the four of us,” Issik reminded, stuffing his hands into his front pockets. “The witch might have magic, but even with all the magic in the world, she won’t be able to hide from us forever.”

      A lump formed in my throat. With this pool, Tianna got a front row seat at every move the descendants made, but even knowing it, I couldn’t force myself to stop watching. We’d only been apart for two days, yet it felt like months.

      Jase exhaled sharply. “Issik is right. We need to be smart. Tianna won’t kill Olivia, not until she gets what she wants.”

      No one said it, but they were all thinking about the dragon stars.

      “What do you suggest?” Issik inquired, his perfect face devoid of all emotion. The Ice Prince was ready for battle.

      A shadow flashed across Jase’s features. “We draw her out with a trade.”

      “No,” I murmured. They couldn’t hear me, but it didn’t stop me from trying to will them to understand. If they gave in, gave Tianna the stones, we all lost.

      The water rippled again, shifting the scene to a different day. The sun was beaming on the blue sky above, and the descendants were no longer in Viperus fighting or plotting. They were in their dragon forms, flying over a kingdom of gold with towers linked by bridges. An impressive sight—the dragons—the land was too, but seeing four powerful dragons with their wings spread wide, took my breath away. Each of them was so unique in coloring and physique, from the shape of their heads to the vibrant painting of their scales.

      My heart became leaden by the weight in my chest. The two-way mental conversation didn’t work through the magic of the pool. If they were speaking among themselves, I couldn’t hear their words, which was for the best. The less Tianna knew of their plans, the better chance I stood at being rescued, but it didn’t stop the ache inside me from spreading.

      If Tianna knew of the silent communication she didn’t lead on, but from the way they angled their heads, the flair of their nostrils, and the fire in their eyes, I knew something was brewing between the descendants.

      The water stirred, taking the faces of Jase, Kieran, Zade, and Issik with it. Tianna’s hand waved over the now stilled water once again, smiling sugary at me as if this made us friends. “This is a sign of good faith. You help me, and I’ll let you see how your dragons fair, that they are still alive, as often as you like... assuming you cooperate that is.”

      “How do I know this isn’t a dirty trick, just another one of your magic spells?” I so desperately wanted to spend the rest to the day beside the shimmering pool, but I couldn’t let myself be swayed that easily.

      “I think you know it is real. This isn’t the first pool you’ve seen like this in the Veil. There are many. Some in plain sight, others concealed.”

      “What is this place?”

      Tianna’s eyes crinkled. “I call it the Pool of Mirrors. Although others before me might have given it a different name, for it has been here many, many centuries.”

      “How does it work? Could I make them appear?”

      She waved her finger in the air and clucked her tongue. “You have not given me your word. But I will tell you that time has no bearing in the Pool of Mirrors. Past, present, and future circle like the moon orbits the Earth.”

      Meaning the visions were as unpredictable as Tianna herself. My eyes darted over the cavern. No windows could be found, and there was only one way in visible to me. This room was a dead end. “And if I refuse? What will you do to me? Keep me locked up in your box of darkness?”

      The razor tip of her nail scratched along my cheek, a cool, deadly caress, and I felt the tender skin slice just at the surface. “Refuse me and I will make an eternity of hell for you, Olivia dear. The box of darkness, as you’ve named it, is a small fraction of what I can do. I will break you. You will beg me to kill you.”

      Color leeched from my face. “But you won’t kill me.”

      She lifted her finger off my face, but the sting lingered, burning under the surface of my skin. “No. What I can do is far worse.”

      That was what I was afraid of.

      “Your part is simple, dear. Lead me to the other two stars. We set out tomorrow, and every day after until I have them both in my possession.”

      If it were only that simple... I didn’t dare tell her that despite the fact that I’d managed to find two stones, I had not done so on my own. Without the help of the women in white, I wouldn’t have discovered a single star.

      Perhaps there was a way I could deceive Tianna, at least until the descendants rescued me. If there was one thing I’d learned from the Pool of Mirrors, was that they were searching for me, and that gave me hope.

      This was a dangerous game of lies and truths, yet I was willing to play it.

      When I didn’t refuse, she took my silence as agreement and I didn’t correct her. Let her think I was yielding.
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        * * *

      

      I was whisked back to my little prison just like before, with nothing more than a blink of an eye. Annoying and disoriented. I didn’t weep this time, regardless of how much I wanted to do it. My lip trembled, but I bit down on it, hard, focusing on the pain instead of the emotional agony. No tears were shed as I lay on the cold, damp ground of the cavern. Dry-eyed, I categorized everything I’d seen today and learned. It might take me hours or days, but I would escape. I would free myself, and get the hell out of here. Alive.

      Of course, I always had the option of sitting around and waiting for the descendants to rescue me, but after a few more days in the box, I realized, I wasn’t the kind of girl who sat around.

      I spent three days in the cell without a glimmer of Tianna. When she hadn’t shown up to begin our search for a star, a growing sense of restlessness nagged inside me. Part of her torture, I was sure, as was allowing me a glimpse at what I longed to see, and then strip it away from me. Mind games. Her way of showing me she was in charge. I was allowed nothing unless she approved. Hell, she might as well dictate what time of the day I could pee.

      I’d kill for a shower. Literally, kill.

      Sadly, I was given no luxury.

      I was becoming paranoid, overthinking everything. My mind needed to be sharp and attentive, but with no stimulation, but it was going slack. Where was she? Had she changed her mind? Was I no longer important? Had she found another way?

      No! I couldn’t think like that.

      Right as I was on the verge of breaking down, the locks on my prison clicked open, and I was caught between relief and fear.
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      “You didn’t think I’d forgotten about you, did you?” The sugary sweetness of Tianna’s voice made my stomach pitch.

      Two hideous looking creatures flanked her on either side—only coming up to her waist in height. Their leathery skin was a gangly green, making them appear almost sickly, and they had ears that were long and pointy, similar to those of elves.

      Drawing my gaze away from the creatures, I glared at the witch. “How could I possibly think that? I’m your most precious possession,” I replied, letting the sarcasm drip thick on my voice.

      Tianna grinned, a corona of darkness appearing to swath around her. “I brought along a few friends, the reason for my delay. They’ll do just about anything for a pretty bauble or a gold coin,” she purred.

      “What are they?” I asked, forgetting my manners, and failing to hide the disgust from my face.

      “We’sss goblinssss, girl,” they hissed, speaking in perfect unison as if they were of one mind. Freaky.

      Goblins? Really?

      Wonderful. I was being chaperoned by two green goblins and a witch. This should be quite an adventure. I couldn’t wait to get started. They also had a disturbing fascination with the necklace I wore at my neck, the one given to me in Viperus by the woman in white. It was this charm that had led me to uncovering the Star of Poison.

      “Come,” she instructed, waving her hand. “While we still have the cover of night.”

      I obeyed, although I nearly snorted at the idea of me finding a stone in the pitch black of midnight. Was it wise to mention I had a tendency of falling into holes, or tripping over basically everything? Nah. I’d let her figure it out on her own, she seemed to know so much about me already. Besides, I would probably be beaten for my clumsiness as it was. No use bringing it to her attention.

      Stepping over the threshold of my invisible prison, the never-ending nothingness that surrounded my cage vanished.

      “Take one of their hands,” Tianna instructed.

      “Why?” I inquired, glaring down at one of the goblin’s fingers. He only had four. My insides cringed. Would it be slimy? Or rough with callous?

      “Because they can willowphase.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      She linked one of her elegant hands with the other goblin. “You’ll see.”

      The goblin leered at me, holding out his hand. “It won’t hurt,” he assured, with a twist of his black lips that could be lying or speaking the truth. It was impossible for me to know.

      On a sharp inhale, I placed my fingers inside the goblin’s waiting, upturned palm. His four little appendages folded over mine. Tianna gave me a cold smile, her eyes biting into my skin like winter’s frost. Before I had a chance to give another thought about what willowphasing was, blackness gathered me up, the roaring of wind and speed echoing in my ears and rushing over my cheeks. The four of us were gone from that spot in the mountain, swiftly floating through space.

      When my feet touched solid ground again, the darkness faded with it. The scent of ginger tickled my nose, and then I saw the evening horizon splashing the sky with hues of purple, pink, and orange as the sun sunk behind crags of black ash. At the base of a volcano, the ground was covered in lavish jade blades of grass.

      This had to be Crimson—Zade’s region. Was he near? I wanted to snuff the ember of hope that sparked inside me, but was afraid Tianna would see it.

      We stood on the edge of the kingdom. Over my shoulder, dust of sand kicked up in the air. I didn’t know the name of the territory Tianna used as her hideout, but it bordered Zade’s lands.

      A foreign weight settled onto my hands and feet. Curious, I glanced down and my stomach hollowed out. Chains of white silver were shackled to my wrists and ankles. I lifted my arms, testing their weight and was surprised to find them very light. This was going to make walking even more difficult than it already was for me.

      A hysterical short laugh escaped me as I stared down at the shimmering metal. “Is this really necessary?”

      “In case you get any ideas about running,” Tianna explained, staring at me with a funny expression.

      Oh, I had ideas all right, but they involved her eyeballs and a dull knife.

      The two goblins prowled behind me, tendrils of their magic still glimmered over my skin. I shuddered, wanting to rid myself of the feeling. So, they could willowphase, jumping from different points in the world. A handy trick. Too bad one of the stars hadn’t given me the ability to willowphase. It would come in quite handy right about now.

      “Where are we?” I asked Tianna beside me. I wanted to hear her affirm my assumption.

      Tianna’s eyes sparkled. “Where isn’t important, Olivia dear. Only what we need to find.”

      One of the goblins put his finger into my back and shoved. “Move.”

      Keeping my foot planted, I looked over my shoulder and glared down at the little pointy-eared man. “Push me again and I’ll kick you.”

      Tianna chuckled, her lips pulling back into a wicked smile. “My kind of girl.”

      I blanched. The last thing I wanted was to be compared to her.

      Crimson kingdom was sprawled across black sands, patches of green land, and a towering volcano—Titan Mountain—the only volcano on the Isles. I’d never seen anything like it, but that could be said for each of the regions in the Veil. They were all unique and impressive on their own. Through the puffy white billows of smoke from the volcano, Zade’s ebony palace stood tall and powerful. It was made entirely out of obsidian, as I recalled, with sharp angles and piercing towers. He lived in a formidable kingdom that was sweltering hot twenty-fours a day. Even with the blanket of night, the air was stifling, making it almost difficult to breathe.

      As we walked, sweat formed on my brow, the back of my neck, and beaded down my spine. I noticed one of the goblins had a slight limp to his gait, favoring his right leg. “What do you expect me to do?” I queried after a few minutes.

      Did she think, like my dragons did, that I had some connection to the stars? That she could parade me around the kingdom, and I would lead her straight to the stone? They were wrong. I hadn’t found them. It had been purely accidental. Or had it?

      I guess I could say they had found me in a way and it hadn’t been without help, but my lips were sealed tight about the women in white who had aided me. I wasn’t sure how, but I knew it was important that Tianna didn’t learn of them, and the roles they played in assisting me.

      They were my secret weapon.

      She blinked. “Whatever it is you do.”

      A snort/laugh rolled out of me—an action that didn’t go unnoticed by Tianna.

      “What is so humorous?” She sounded genuinely curious.

      “Other than the goblins’ faces,” I insulted and shrugged. “Just that you think I’m going to be able to find the stars.”

      Her strides matched mine as we moved deeper into Crimson’s smoldering heat. The expression on her face was one of pure boredom. “Why is it wrong for me to expect you to be able to do what you’ve already done?”

      “You’ll see.”

      She tugged on my chained hands and I stumbled forward. “Get to work.” The little goblins at my back snickered.

      Bitch. Bitch. Bitch. The word chanted in my head.

      My feet dragged through the burning black sand, while the chains jingled into the night, joining a chorus of birds. I took a long shuddering breath, waiting to see if in fact, I would feel anything, a tingle of power, a pull of recognition, or a woman in white.

      Nothing.

      I felt nothing, but a balmy breeze rushing over my face, carrying the faint stench of burning fires—lava, I realized. Disappointment and relief swirled in my gut. A part of me wanted to find the stars quickly and be done with my imprisonment, the other part hoped I never found them. It would serve her right.

      We continued to stroll about the land. “Do you sense anything?” Tianna asked for the fifth time in the span of an hour. She was driving me mad with her constant pestering.

      “I can’t concentrate with you badgering me,” I barked, shaking my head. “Besides, I told you, it doesn’t work like that.”

      “Bullshit. It’s an enchanted object. Of course, it gives off a pulse of energy. All you have to do is find it—want to find it,” she corrected.

      “If that’s the case, then why can’t you find it?” I dared ask. “You have more magical powers in your pinkie, than I do in my entire body.”

      “True. Very true. The difference is in the signature of the magic. Not all mystical energy is the same. Like a thumbprint, it has a unique coding. If I were to come upon a spot charred from magic, a simple touch or taste would allow me to identify the user, assuming we’d ever crossed paths before.”

      A taste? I imagined Tianna licking the ground. “The stones… you’ve never touched them?”

      “The crowns were destroyed, their stars lost, before I got the chance.” The emotion that drove her was unmistakable then. Hunger. It was in her expression, in her voice.

      And she was looking to make up for it now.

      Over my dead body.

      I ignored the tightness in my chest. This was going about as well as expected. Feelings I didn’t want, clutched my insides, but I shoved them aside, focusing on the task and my impending doom.

      

      For hours she dragged me around the kingdom, like a dog on a leash. Her eyes were always on me, watching me, looking for a flicker of recognition, hoping that I had felt something. The two goblins rarely gave me more than a few feet lengths in front of them. They occasionally mumbled to themselves, but were silent for the most part, waiting to take orders from the witch.

      We kept far enough away from the castle, that I couldn’t devise a plan to run and seek sanctuary behind the obsidian walls, not that I would make it with these chains or would even be protected from the witch there. On more than one occasion, Tianna had strolled into Jase and Kieran’s homes as if she was a welcomed guest with an opened invitation. Nothing would stop her from grabbing me in Zade’s home.

      I took in the star-strewn sky. Were they out there, flying about the same stars? Searching for me? I’m right here! I wanted to scream. Find me. Find me. Save me!

      Her eyes flickered with distaste. “They’ll look for you, but they won’t find you. Not as long as these two shadow us.” She indicated with a tip of her dark red head to the goblins.

      So something in their powers hid us from view? Damn. She was really taking the fun out of trying to escape. “You’ve thought of everything,” I gritted between my clenched teeth.

      “How else do you think I’ve survived for so long? It isn’t because of my pretty looks.”

      “How ancient are you exactly?” I picked my words purposely, letting her know I thought of her as very old. She was vain enough to scowl a little deeper and I knew I hit my mark. A gleam of satisfaction glowed inside me.

      “You never ask a witch her age.”

      I snorted. “If you’re not immortal, how is it you don’t age? Another spell?”

      “Such a curious little thing you are.”

      If I kept her talking, it gave me time to ponder another escape plan, including how fast goblins could run with their little short, stocky legs. It was their mysterious magic I didn’t understand and would get me into trouble.

      I should have known better than to try and strategize while holding a conversation. My foot slipped on a patch of slick grass and I teetered to stay on my feet. A set of little hands grappled for my arms just as a thunderous roar burst over the volcano, nearly deafening me. The goblins fingers stiffened on my forearms.

      That had definitely been the cry of a dragon.

      My heart quickened, beating so fast I thought I might vomit. So close. My skin radiated with prickles. I inched away from the goblins whose attention had turned skyward along with Tianna’s. This is it. This is the opportunity you’ve been waiting for, a voice bellowed inside my head.

      Every instinct, every fiber of my being was screaming at me to run. Go! Run! Now! My eyes darted across the land toward the sound, toward the castle, judging the distance. Only a fool would try. Tianna would hunt me down and catch me, torture me with a spell, and god knew what else. This land was open, with little places to seek cover and hide. I would get but a mere few feet if I were lucky.

      And then, I wouldn’t be lucky at all.

      I’d be punished in ways I didn’t want to contemplate. I’d lose my privileges to the Pool of Mirrors, and I was anxiously looking forward to seeing the descendants again, even if only in a vision.

      My eyes drew upward, searching for a large shadow in the dotted star sky, praying for the sight of those impressive wings. One of them was close, so very close, and I might never get this chance again. I had to get far enough away from my shadow goblins so I was no longer cloaked by their magic. If I could do that, I might stand a chance at being saved.

      Again.

      On the count of one… two…

      Tianna’s eyes pinned me as if she knew my body was primed to bolt. “It appears our search has come to an close for the night. Elon and Gor take us home.” Her hand was on my shoulder before I could move a muscle, and just like that, it was over—my window closed shut with a snap.

      I opened my mouth to scream, to hurl my voice across the night’s sky, but darkness descended as my body was being transported.
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        * * *

      

      Day one was a fail. On all accounts.

      I wanted to cry, to rage, to kill. Not because I hadn’t found the star, but because I was still confined. A fire like I’d never felt before rose up swift and deadly within me, scorching my blood to molten levels. Was this how Zade felt? Burning? Blistering? Pulse racing? The fire raged on. I could think of no way to extinguish the flames, except for a cold kiss from the Ice Prince. I nearly sighed out loud from the thought, only his cool breath could squelch the fever.

      The moment we had willowphased from Crimson, back to inside the mountain, Tianna immediately locked me inside her box of darkness. I had begged her to take me to the Pool of Mirrors, but she slammed the door shut in front of me, clicking the locks one by one, and told me she was tired of looking at my dull face.

      I took no offense to her slight, anger carpeting my senses.

      It was impossible for me to eat that night. The sight of food aroused another bout of anger that made me want to toss the plate into Tianna’s face. I didn’t want her stinking stale, hard bread, her smoked meats, or nearly rotten fruit. I would rather starve than help her another day.

      Sitting against the invisible wall across from the dingy cot, I let the coolness on my back soothe the burning of my skin. The plate remained untouched near the door. I should sleep. My eyelids were heavy, begging me to close them. They fluttered once… and again…

      Something moved in the shadows outside my clear walls. The darkness seemed to ripple, and as I squinted, I told myself it was exhaustion playing tricks on me. Nothing was out there. No monsters waiting to shred me to ribbons. No dragons to rescue me. Only pure blackness.

      The thoughts did nothing to rid the fear coiling in my stomach.

      Are those eyes I see glowing?

      Flecks of yellow danced in the shadows, far enough away that I couldn’t make out what kind of face they belonged to. Friend or foe?

      “Hello? I called.

      The twin dots of yellow only stared.

      I scampered across the floor to the other side of the wall, pressing my palms against the glass. “Help me,” I pleaded.

      The figure did not respond, nor acknowledge they heard me, but left me sitting in my cell. To be fair, I didn’t even know if they would be able to free me. They would need magic to do so. Perhaps they knew they’d be unable to release me, so they had chosen not to reveal themselves. Tianna could have spies everywhere. They might be here to watch me, not help me at all, and yet, I couldn’t shake the feeling as I stared into those yellow orbs, that they weren’t here to harm me.

      A crash of disappointment and severe loneliness, washed over me when the eyes disappeared deep into the shadows, no longer visible. I was once again alone.

      My stomach tightened into a painful ball, growling at the discarded plate in the corner. I frowned at it and went to sit on the mattress. Dust of dirt and grim pooled out at my weight, but I didn’t care.
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        * * *

      

      Rain plummeted from the onyx and purple sky, thick and merciless drops soaking my face. My eyelashes stuck together and I blinked to see through the curtain of rain. In the corner of my left eye, I caught a shadow lurking, watching me. My skin crawled at the invasion. I didn’t want to turn around, to face the prowler, but I had to know, had to see.

      Wet tendrils of my hair flew out, whipping into my face as I spun. Brushing the heavy strands out of the way, I stared into the bleak grey. My fingers reached for the dagger strapped to my thigh, and shook as I gripped the handle, taking small comfort in the jeweled hilt. Where had I gotten the dagger?

      In the distance, I made out the dragon form, but the rain was too dense for me to decipher which of my dragons was in danger.

      I thought about shouting a warning to draw attention away from my dragon, yet the outline of his massive wings spread wide, soaring closer gave me pause. Seconds ticked by, but they drew out, feeling like hours. Blood splattered to a puddle under the dragon, turning the water scarlet, and my eyes darted up again. The dragon was no longer a beast, but a man, his gold chest painted with streaks of blood, whiskey eyes wide with shock.

      “Zade?” My voice was smaller than I intended.

      My head shook. No! No! No!

      Rain sliced across my face, but I felt nothing. Not the cold. Not the wetness. I ran as fast as I could push myself. It wasn’t enough. The last flicker of his fire left his eyes, extinguishing from his body and he fell.

      I screamed.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up crying, my voice hoarse and throat raw, sounding nothing like my own. My hand flew to my mouth as my crying finally ceased. Sweat beaded over my brow and in between my breasts. Sitting up, I braced my back against the wall and focused on my rapid breathing. The tang of blood had followed me from the dream, burning my nose. Zade’s blood.

      A nightmare. It was only a nightmare. Not the truth. Not a vision. Just a very, very bad dream. I repeated the words until they rang with truth, although it took longer than I wanted to admit.

      How much time would it take of being locked up, being tortured before it changed me? Scarred me?
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      When I awoke the following morning, my plate had been removed and placed with a fresh hot meal. No longer able to resist the temptation of food, or the deep rumbling in my stomach, I gobbled it all. What good would I be to the descendants, or myself, if I withered away? The truth was without me they would die.

      I refused to let that happen.

      My despicable host arrived shortly after I finished eating, looking as enchanting as always. Her beautiful dress, the shine to her hair, the apricot scent of her skin all made me feel inferior, as if I was less than human.

      I rubbed at my face. “Any chance there is a place to bathe in this mountain? Or do you like the stench of muck?”

      Tianna snapped her fingers and the dirt vanished from my tattered dress, which was also mended, the grease disappeared from my hair, leaving it shiny and clean, smelling faintly of orange and honey. “Better?” she asked with a cocked slim brow.

      Not precisely. She had spoiled my grand scheme to get to a body of water. It was in the depths of rivers, the lakes, and ponds that the women in white most often appeared. I needed their help once again. Stuck in my cell for hours, I had plenty of ways to plot and ponder my escape, but it hadn’t work.

      “Are we going out again?” I kept the hopefulness from my tone, refusing to let her see how much I wanted to get out of this box.

      “No.” She tapped a finger against her lips. “It became clear you don’t know the first thing about magic, or how to use what you already have to find the other stars.”

      “And let me guess, you’re going to teach me how to embrace it?”

      “I plan to take it from you, Olivia dear.”

      I blundered a step backward. “I assume the abstracting of the star’s power is a painful process.”

      Tianna sauntered closer, the ends of her black dress dragging on the ground. “The girl has a brain after all.”

      I bared my teeth. “Go. To. Hell.”

      Those light eyes had gone cold. She raised her hand as if she intended to hit me and I flinched, but the blow never came. “Hell couldn’t keep me,” she said it with pride.

      Evil bitch. She was evil incarnate.

      She perfected the expression of boredom as she fiddled with her ring. “If you want to keep me from plucking the wings off of your dragons, you will give me what I want.” Her voice was flat.

      “How can I give you the stones if I’m not allowed out of the mountain to search for them?”

      “There may be another way,” she dangled enticingly.

      Did I dare ask? Was it a trap? “I don’t understand.”

      Tianna caressed the ring on her finger. The stone was bright scarlet, matching the color of her bold lips. “A vile of your blood.”

      “My blood?” I echoed.

      “Hmm…” She pursed her lips, mulling around the idea like fine wine, letting it marinate in her mouth. The prospect seemed to spark something of excitement inside her and those silver eyes brightened. “Yes, not much.”

      “That is all. Just one single vile?” I repeated to clarify there was no trickery to her offer. Once before I had offered up my blood. That day in the tomb of the kings had seemed a lifetime ago, but allowing the descendants to drink my blood had crafted an emotional connection between them and me.

      She nodded, letting a slip of eagerness show in her expression, before she hid it once again behind her wickedness. It was enough to make me reconsider.

      I bit my lip. “What will you use it for?” No way was I going to give the witch access to my emotions or something worse. I did not want a link between us, but if I were being honest with myself, I would have endured an eternity of being bonded to the witch if it saved my dragons.

      She winked. “That’s the real question, isn’t it?”

      Okay, so she had no intention of divulging her nefarious means with my blood. I gnawed on my lip harder, weighing my options. Everything in my body was screaming at me not to give her what she wanted. The descendants had believed blood was the key to the undoing of Tianna’s curse. She had cast it with the blood of the kings, the descendant’s fathers. I didn’t grasp how my blood could be the key.

      Was it wise to hand it over, no questions asked?

      “Will you let me go if I agree to give you my blood?” Something inside me went cold and still at the thought of her having an essence of me at her disposal. Could she use it to curse me?

      She shrugged a graceful gesture. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. It depends on your value. Not to mention, telling you would ruin my fun.”

      I didn’t deign to make a response. My mind was whirling in a million directions, calculating all the risks.

      “Last chance.” She sounded so smug as if she knew she had her prey caught in her web.

      How much was I willing to gamble for my freedom? I actually didn’t delude myself into thinking she would let me go.

      “I grow impatience of the waiting game. Time is up. I had hoped we could do this the easy way, but…” She stalked toward me, a smirk ghosting over her lips.

      Pressing as far back into the corner as I could, my stomach tightened. For the descendants, I would sell my soul to the witch. I would give up my life for them to be free. “Wait.” My voice was barely a horsed whisper.

      Tianna lifted a brow, pausing a foot in front of me. “Yes?” she drawled out, tracing a sharp nail down the vein pulsing along with my neck. The slightest pressure and she’d get what she desired and I’d lose more blood than necessary.

      I stared up into her silver eyes, realizing she was going to take my blood with or without my consent. If I were smart, I would bargain. If she was determined to have my blood, I wanted something in return, something worth my while. “Show me the descendants and I’ll give you my blood.” I kept my chin raised, defiant.

      She smiled. “You have a deal, Olivia dear.”

      Exhaling, my shoulders slumped. Why did it feel as if I’d just made a deal with the devil?
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        * * *

      

      I tried not to think about the consequences of what I’d done. Tianna was good on her word, bringing me immediately to the Pool of Mirrors. The enchanted cavern was silent when we arrived.

      Seeming regal in her fine dress, adorned with gold jewels, Tianna strolled straight to the water’s edge. “You’re lucky I’m feeling generous tonight.”

      I gave her a flat stare, while her eyes glittered like stars.

      “You’ve got five minutes, make the most of it,” she snapped, her fingers gliding over the small pool.

      My gaze turned to the waters. Anticipation, excitement, and fear danced in my blood—the blood she wanted. The turquoise water was tinged with gold, as if the sun was sliding into the horizon. No stars tonight, but streaks of summer, bringing with it warmth and the chatter of birds.

      I was already on my knees as the water transformed into my mirror of the world outside this mountain. A heavy sigh escaped when I saw Kieran’s face. His usually bouncing green eyes were slivers of poison, reptilian. Zade was perched on the edge of a long table, his legs, taut and muscular, stretched out before him.

      Orange-red rays beamed through the window, to form a band of color against the polished ebony floors as Jase and Issik leaned against a wall of marble. Jase’s jet-black hair was disheveled from the forking of his fingers through the strands, while Issik’s jaw was locked. My heart bloomed with hope at seeing their faces.

      They’re alive.

      “She was close,” Zade growled, wrath twisting his features. “She was here. I sensed it deep in my bones.”

      “The witch probably cloaked her.” Nastiness laced Jase’s words.

      Tianna chuckled huskily at my back, but I ignored her, focusing wholly on the picture in front of me.

      “The important thing is we know she is alive. We’ve all felt her emotions,” Issik said.

      It gave them hope, I realized, that tether they had to my feelings was helping them.

      Issik’s glare suddenly hardened, like Icebergs, and his body bristled. The others noticed, becoming alarmed.

      “What is it? What do you feel?” Jase prompted.

      “S-she’s sad,” Issik murmured, eyes staring at nothing as he lost himself to the part of me that lived inside him. He rubbed his chest as if it ached.

      Zade’s lips were pale and tight. “We’ve searched every fucking inch of this isle, and not a speck of Tianna. We’re no closer to finding Olivia than we were when she was taken.”

      Sadness flickered in Jase’s stormy eyes and I swore I felt his agony deep inside me. I longed to wrap my arms around him, to comfort him, and absolve him of the guilt I knew he carried.

      I leaned forward another inch.

      Seeing Zade’s sun-kissed face, the nightmare came rushing back. The rain. The fear. The blood, and panic beat against my chest.

      “We promised we’d keep her safe,” Kieran’s voice broke, and my gut wrenched.

      You did keep me safe! I yelled silently, willing them to hear me. I had only lived this long because of them.

      Cold, glittering calm shifted over Issik’s expression—his mask of frostiness. “We’re not giving up.”

      “Issik’s right,” Jase mused. “Failing is not an option. This is bigger than Tianna ruling over the Veil forever, greater than her having more power than any single being should possess.”

      “We won’t be so easily tricked again,” Zade snarled.

      “Time isn’t on our side. There are only two stones left, and we know Tianna will use Olivia to hunt for the other stars,” Jase admitted.

      Their world rested on my shoulders.

      A cold smile radiated from Issik’s eyes. “We have a few tricks up our sleeves.”

      And so did I.

      Before the descendants divulged their plans of action, revealing too much to the witch, I crept closer to the edge of the water again, my nose nearly touching the water, but this time I let gravity take me and tumbled into the pool. This place was magic, and I was counting on it being strong enough to keep the witch from plucking me out before I was able to summon the women in white—or one of them at least.

      The low tide of the water rushed over me, and I was sucked into its depths. Biting down on my lip, I stopped myself from nearly yelping at the freezing shock of the temperature.

      Help me! I called out into the water, not wasting a moment of this chance. Come on. Come on.

      I had only seconds, a minute at the max until Tianna found a way to fish me out of here. I didn’t know who or what heard my pleas, but the water suddenly rose up around me in a wrath of powerful waves that surged into a swirling typhoon. My body was swept up in the current, jerked from right to left in endless circles. Soon, I’d lost all focus, the world around me becoming nothing but a blur of turquoise sea.

      Had this been a mistake, one that was going to cost me my life? I didn’t know what to do. My lungs burned for air. My head pounded with pressure. I was dead. Surely, I would drown. There was no way out of the watery tomb encasing me. I had to take a breath. I needed air. I—

      A jolt went through me and when I thought I could no longer stand it, when I was on the verge of passing out, the waves roaring around me stilled. The fire in my lungs eased, filling with fresh air, and the compression in my head released like a balloon. Following the sudden calm, the scent of autumn fires, wet leaves, and cinnamon wafted over me as I floated in the depths of the pool—with little effort on my part. I wasn’t sure I was even still in the Pool of Mirrors. For all I knew, I could have been whisked to some other body of water, or some other land.

      “Hello?” I called in my head, afraid to open my mouth.

      The water in front of me swirled in circles until those rings formed images of a face I’d rather never see again. Tianna. Except, she was different. Younger, and she wasn’t alone. A woman very similar in appearance stood beside her in a cream room that looked fit for a goddess. Decorative gold columns lined all corners of the space.

      I watched with earnest curiosity as the young woman in her sheer pale blue dress crossed her arms, eyeing Tianna with worry. “Tianna, are you sure this is a good idea?” she asked. It was obvious in the way the woman fidgeted with the rings on her hand she was unsettled.

      Tianna strode across the white marble floor, the golden train of her thin dress trailing behind her. The fabric swished over the room as she put an arm around the young woman’s shoulder. “Corvina, it is the only way for magic to take its rightful place in the world. Why should we continue to hide who we are, what we’re capable of? I’m tired of being shut off from other realms. There was a time when magic was worshiped. Humans bowed at our feet.”

      “But to double-cross the dragon kings, is that wise?” Corvina refuted.

      Holy crap. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. This was a conversation from before Tianna cast the curse on the descendants, prior to her double-crossing the dragon kings, and before she went crazy.

      Tianna gave Corvina a squeeze on the shoulder. “I can handle them. The curse will give us the stars and power to rule. We just need to be patient, sister.”

      So Corvina was her sister. What happened to her? Where was she now? So many questions, but all I could do was watch and see what unfolded.

      “The only way to set things back to the way they once were, is to find the dragon stars,” Tianna explained. “Then magic can once again be respected. We won’t have to bow to anyone. They will bow to us.” She grinned in that smug way of hers.

      The vision was swept away with the tide, but brought someone else.

      “Keeper of the stars, you seek my guidance.”

      I spun in a half circle at the omnipotent voice that sounded from behind me. Long silver hair haloed around a slim, and pretty face. Although her skin had an alabaster sheen, I could tell she had spent many hours in another life basking under the sun. I wasn’t dumb enough to mistake the light in her grey eyes for anything other than wisdom beyond this world.

      “You came.”

      “Our spirits have lingered for nearly a hundred years for the sole purpose to aid the one—the key.”

      Fabulous. “I need to get a message to the descendants.”

      “That is beyond the scope of our abilities. What we can offer is pieces of information regarding the stars.”

      “How am I going to get out of here?” The words had been mumbled in my head as a question to myself, but the woman in white heard them.

      “Help can come in different forms, and when you least expect it.”

      So not helpful. “Who are you? Why are you helping me?”

      “We’re the wives of the kings, the murdered queens of the Veil, and the mothers of dragons.” Her voice joined with a collection of others as they spoke the words in unison.

      In some part of my mind, I had known the women appearing to me had been the descendant’s mothers. Something in each of them had been familiar. “Which one is your son?” I asked.

      Her cool grey eyes filled with a mixture of pride, sadness, and love only a mother could have for a child. “He is the dragon who breathes no more.”

      Tobias, my mind hissed.

      “Where do I find the Star of Fire?” I projected.

      “The stones are like sisters. Like calls to the like.”

      “What does that mean?”

      The water around us suddenly became agitated, rippling and swirling.

      “She comes,” Tobias’s mother murmured, her gaze looking straight through me before her eyes returned to focus on my face. She lifted her hand, and using a wave she sent a phantom caress along my cheek. “We’ll meet again, daughter.” The sound of her voice began to fade. “Be strong. Be brave. Don’t lose hope. Our sons will find you…”

      Her body drifted toward the dark abyss below, the white material of her lacy dress engulfed by the shadows. She was leaving, her spirit pulled back into another part of the world where I couldn’t follow.

      “Wait!” I called out, my arm stretching toward her. “Don’t leave me. Not—”

      Fingers latched onto my honey-blonde hair and yanked, ripping me out of the water. I took a gasping breath of air, lips trembling as I let out a shriek of pain. My scalp was on fire, and strands of my hair twined around Tianna’s alabaster fingers.

      “You bitch,” she hissed.

      A string of curses was ready to roll off my tongue, but I coughed instead, spitting up water. My fingers flew to her hands, nails scoring over her flesh as I bucked and fought to be free of her clutches. Her deadly grasp only tightened, regardless of the skin and blood now under my nails. Caught in her own wrath, she was mindless of her soaked gown, or the blood dripping down her ivory hands.

      “Was there a no swimming sign I missed?” Dumb. So dumb to taunt her in the midst of such animosity.

      “A valiant effort, even if it was pointless. The pool doesn’t allow you to communicate with those in the visions. That little stunt will cost you,” she seethed with a low calm that unnerved me. What kind of creature was she that she could turn off her emotions with a flick of a switch? From boiling rage, to immoral eagerness as she regarded me now.

      “I’m not the bitch. Try looking in the mirror,” I snapped, unable to help myself. She deserved much more than a few scratches and nasty words. I recalled the vision with her sister and considered asking what happened to Corvina, but held my tongue.

      Her eyes so full of hate and twisted excitement remained zeroed on me. “I’m going to enjoy this. You can kiss your freedom goodbye.”

      It would be a lie if I said her confirmation of my continued imprisonment didn’t get to me. It stabbed me in the heart. But never for a mere flickering heartbeat had I believed she might let me go.

      I was a tool.

      And she wasn’t done with me yet.

      Tianna dragged me by my hair, hauling me out of the cavern and into the tunnels. Dress plastered to my skin and body shivering, I scrambled to keep my footing to no avail. It was an effort to try and keep my own panic and fear hidden, but for the sake of the descendants, I attempted to be brave, to be strong. My wild emotions would distract them from finding me, muddling their focus.

      My struggles to break free were futile. When we entered into another chamber, she released me with a jerk, discarding me like trash. I wanted to curl into a ball and disappear into myself, but the witch had other plans. A flick of her hand and shackles appeared at my wrists, chaining me to the ground. I whipped my head upward to Tianna towering over me. My gaze was drawn away from her face to the shiny thin dagger fitted into her hand.

      She smiled, cocking her head to the side. “A vile of blood was the agreement, but I never specified how I would take it.”

      The arms holding me up on the cold stone floor went weak. Deceived. I’d been a fool. “You tricked me.”

      “Tricked,” Tianna mused, tapping the tip of the smooth blade against her nose. “How is it my fault you didn’t ask?” Her words were like punches, hitting me with enough force to knock the air out of my lungs.

      I shook my head and scooted as far away as the chains would allow. Not far enough. “No,” I managed to get my mouth to say.

      “A bargain is a bargain.”

      My face went pale. I wasn’t getting out of this. No one was coming to rescue me.

      The glint in her eyes was the most hideous thing I’d ever seen. A desire to cut them out shredded through me, but the only thing getting torn apart today was me.

      The witch crouched down so we were at eye level and twirled the blade once in her fingers before pressing it against my cheek. Her brows rose as she met my wide, fear-stricken eyes. “Shall we begin?”

      Counting on her malice, I braced myself against the pain I knew was coming, and prayed I was strong enough to withstand the torment she had planned. She didn’t disappoint.

      With slow movements, meant to prolong my torment, she pierced the flesh on my face, running the blade sideways from cheekbone to chin. A hiss escaped between my gritted teeth, fingers curling at the first sting. Every muscle, every bone down to the core of my soul begged me to run, but I couldn’t. There was nowhere to go, no way to escape.

      Again, she touched the end of the blade to my skin, a new spot this time—the top of my shoulder. I stared at the length of the weapon as it sunk through flesh. Something about the dagger held my gaze. Something about it was different. Not that I had much experience with being diced up like a piece of meat, but I knew—I felt the tang of magic transfer from metal to blood.

      It was cursed.

      A cry escaped my lips, and I slammed my eyes shut against the agony. When I opened them I gasped at the weapon causing me such torment. Part of the gleaming silver blade filled a quarter of the way with crimson fluid, and I instantly understood its magic. It was my blood the dagger collected, siphoning it from my veins.

      Tianna’s eyes glowed white, her pretty features contorting for a split second into someone much older. I blinked and the image was gone. Her lips curled—holding the same color that now filled her dagger. “Oh, don’t look so miserable, Olivia. The fun is only beginning.”

      I blanched.

      With each cut I felt my skin open up, felt the blazing pain, the flow of blood leave my veins. My arms slackened at my side. Dose after dose, biting pain after pain, she continued to make small cuts over my body. Arms. Legs. Back. Stomach. I was a human dummy for her to practice her voodoo.

      Ear-splitting screams left me over and over again, my voice going hoarse and throbbing. The more I cried, the harder Tianna laughed, until I clamped down on my lip to keep from voicing my pain. Metallic warmth filled the inside of my mouth as another slash crossed my back. I had pierced my lip. It did very little to centralize the agony.

      My entire body was now flaming, burning hotter than the center of the sun. I would have sworn she was peeling back my flesh. Silent tears streamed down my face and neck, intermixing with the channels of blood flowing over my body.

      I went somewhere far, far away. A place she couldn’t hurt me. A place free of pain. A place of love where I was surrounded by my dragons.

      Time ceased.

      I don’t know how long she tortured me, or how much blood she’d stolen from my body. I had a faint recognition of her locking me back into my box of darkness, her voice a mocking whisper rippling in my ear.

      Then there was nothing. No pain. No sorrow. No chains.
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        * * *

      

      “Olivia,” a voice summoned me from within the darkness and despair. I groaned, not ready to wake and deal with the aftermath of what Tianna had done to me. At least unconscious, the pain, the horror, and the fear didn’t breathe with life, but the moment I opened my eyes, it would hit me again.

      Whether I wanted to come or not, the world came back into focus. Inky darkness still surrounded me, but differently, and I remembered…the box of darkness. I inhaled and immediately regretted the simple act of breathing.

      I was lying on the cold floor of my cell—now stained a russet red by my blood. Remaining motionless, I took stock of my injuries, and gently tested the movement of my arms. I wasn’t dead, which spoke volumes. Although I had many cuts on my body, none was life-threatening and all had clotted. Groaning, I braced my palms on the floor and used what strength I had left to push myself into sitting position.

      The room spun…

      “Good, you’re awake.”

      I jumped at the deep male voice. There, under the cover of shadows in the corner stood a three-foot man. A goblin.
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      Alarm tornadoed inside me. Forgetting about the cuts and bruises covering me from head to toe, I clambered to the other end of the cage. “W-what do you want?” I stammered, hating the fear that overcame me.

      “I’m not here to hurt you,” he insisted, holding up both palms in a gesture of goodwill. His green skin wasn’t as pasty as the other two who had escorted me to Crimson, and something about his speech was clearer, less otherworldly and more human.

      Lies! He lies. Tianna sent him, my mind screamed. “I don’t believe you.”

      “It is wise of you to mistrust after what you’ve been through, but I don’t have time to explain. If you want to get out of here, you need to come with me. Now.” A sense of urgency spiked his features.

      “Did someone send you?” I asked, wariness tugging my lips into a thin line.

      “Quick. We must be quick,” he asserted again.

      I shoved to my feet and winced, feeling like I’d aged a thousand years. “How can I trust you?”

      Alight with understanding his yellow eyes watched me, and he carefully took a step toward me. “Not all creatures are loyal to the witch. Some of us know the world she promises is nothing but lies, smoke, and magic. Some of us remember the old.”

      He was offering me a chance to escape this place. And if it was a trap? I shuddered. My punishment would no doubt be far worse than what I had suffered last night. But could I pass up what might be my only chance at escaping… Time-pressed down on me, on us both. I could see the earnestness on his face, and the risk he took in coming here. If I didn’t take his hand now, he would leave and take his offer of help with him.

      Be brave. Be daring.

      Fear wouldn’t rule me.

      So I placed my hand in his.

      The familiar, cool darkness cocooned me. Weightlessness. Dizziness. Speed. The goblin willowphased, spiriting us out of the box of shadows to—

      That was the question. Where was the goblin taking me? Was he friend or foe? It was too late to ask, unfortunately.

      The next second, I was falling through the night until my feet landed on solid ground. I was free. I was a hot mess, but I was free. Chunks of disheveled hair were plastered to my face. My clothes and body covered in grime and dried blood, and to top it all off, I barely had the strength to stand up on my own two feet—my knees wobbled from the weight.

      Eagerly, I gulped down steadying gaps of air, savoring the way they glided in and out of my lungs. Freedom, I could all but taste it.

      “We’re not out of the clear yet,” the goblin announced, seeing the pure hopefulness slide over my features.

      The sound of his gruff voice was a slap of cold water, reminding me I wasn’t alone, and far from danger. Yet, I was out of the mountain. That had to count for something. “Why are you helping me?”

      “Come,” he ordered, not bothering to answer my inquiry. “We’ve no time to waste with questions. The wanderer waits to escort you across the Nameless Lands.” His stubby legs moved quite quickly for his statue.

      I was forced to jog to catch up. “Who is the wanderer?” I asked, figuring the Nameless Lands were this barren place of endless sand, formidable mountains, and dead brush that tumbled with the evening winds.

      The goblin shrugged his shoulders, keeping a brisk pace and his eyes sharp. “Don’t know, but he paid a hefty fee for your release.”

      Coin. It was true then, the myths of goblins and their treasure. My mouth turned down at the realization. How much had this wanderer paid? It had to have been a fortune for the goblin to risk so much to get me out of the witch’s lair.

      The night’s sky was vast, sprinkled with starlight, and I let my eyes soak up the wonder. How long did we have before Tianna realized I was missing? Seconds? Minutes? I didn’t think we would be lucky enough to have any more time than that. My eyes cut back to the goblin. “Thank you for helping me. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

      “I’ve been compensated. You don’t need to repay me,” he mumbled, climbing over a dead fallen tree trunk.

      I followed him with great effort, my body and limbs aching fiercely from the cuts. “What is your name?” I asked. It would be a name I’d never forget.

      “My name isn’t important.”

      Okay. Maybe it was better we didn’t talk. I stumbled over my own feet countless times, but I never complained. I only hoped wherever we were going wasn’t much farther. My energy was quickly waning.

      “We’re nearly there,” he offered, noticing my apparent struggles.

      The moon shone ahead, casting the sea of sand in silver shadows. In that moment, something emerged from behind a leafless tree. My heart knocked in my chest, seeing the figure hooded by a cloak, guarding their face against sight and the gritty winds.

      Was this the wanderer? He had the look of someone with no name, no title, no home. I had known firsthand what it was to have none of those things. It felt as if my days of living on the streets had been a lifetime ago, not mere months.

      The wanderer nodded at the goblin. “Orion.” His eyes swiveled to me, taking in the cuts and bruises covering the parts of my body he could see. “She looks like walking death,” he commented brusquely.

      My chin rose as I met his scrutinizing gaze. Underneath the hood, his face was shrouded, but grey hair covered his chin and cheeks in a scruffy beard.

      “She’s stronger than she looks,” Orion the goblin assured. “And stubborn,” he added, folding his arms.

      The wanderer thumped the staff I had just noticed in his hand to the ground and lifted his head. “Good. She’ll need both to make the last leg of her journey.”

      I found the way they talked around me, instead of to me, to be perturbing. “I can hear you,” I stated, finally speaking.

      He sent a warning look in my direction, and I got my first glimpse of his face. A scar ran just under his eyes. It was too dark to see what color they were, but he had the kind of face that seemed weathered by long, harsh years. He reached inside his cloak and pulled out a pouch, dropping it into Orion’s waiting hand. “Go now, my friend. Stay hidden. You know what she will do if she catches you.”

      Orion gave me one last look. “I bid you farewell and good luck, keeper of stars.” He bowed his head slightly in my direction, before disappearing in front of my eyes.

      A ripple of sadness trickled through me. One day I would find a way to repay him for his bravery and kindness. One day when the world wasn’t going to shit. I was once again alone with a stranger, putting my freedom and trust in his hands. He had orchestrated my release, but I wasn’t under any delusions he was a friend. Not yet.

      “Why can’t the goblin willowphase us?” I asked, staring at the spot the goblin had been only seconds ago.

      His jaw tightened. “Because she can sense it. We don’t want to attract any attention to us. It is a few more miles to the border. Can you walk?” Not waiting for me to respond, he started trekking it toward the moonlight, the darkness at his back.

      Quickly, I fell in step beside him. “Why are you helping me?” I blurted.

      “Does there need to be a reason to rescue a pretty girl from evil?” he countered, with a slight incline of his head in my direction.

      “Most people wouldn’t stick their neck out for a stranger,” I mumbled, staring at the ground.

      “In most places, the fate of the world isn’t in jeopardy,” he replied softly, regret and despair coloring his voice.

      We walked in silence for a time, hours perhaps, and I took the opportunity to study the man who was a mystery. He was tall, even if his shoulders hunched with age, and though he carried a staff, he did not seem to rely heavily on it for support. Who was he? Why would he help me? How had he known I was in need of rescuing?

      So many questions swirled in my mind, and I doubted he would give me the answers, but it didn’t stop me from asking. I schooled my face into bland curiosity, keeping the pain I was feeling masked.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, unable to handle the silence anymore. Talking helped keep my mind from what walking did to my body, and I hoped to gain insight on who this wanderer was. Two birds. One stone.

      “To Crimson Kingdom,” he replied in a flat tone. “That is as far as I can take you. After that, you’re on your own.”

      “But—” I started to protest, but one cutting glance from the elderly man made me shut my trap. It wasn’t that I was ungrateful for all he had done. I was afraid to be alone.

      “Zade will be able to sense you the moment you step foot on his land, but so will the witch. She will be looking for you, searching for your scent.” Which she had now, thanks to my vile of blood. “Zade must get to you before she does. It is your only chance.”

      The words were foreboding, but I’d take the gamble regardless.

      This man knew of the descendants, knew them by name, and hearing that he was taking me to Zade had my heart skipping. “How do you know the descendants?”

      The wanderer blew out a breath. “It isn’t important.”

      So he wanted to remain a mystery. I cleared my throat. “What happened to this place?”

      His eyes swept the horizon for a moment. “Without a ruler, the land dies. It is forgotten and all that lives perishes.”

      “This is the kingdom of the fifth dragon,” I stated, voicing what I had already concluded. Tobias. He had tested the boundaries of his freedom from the Veil, paying for it with his life. Only the skeleton of his dragon bones had remained.

      “It once was. Now it is known as the Nameless Lands,” he declared. “A place the witch uses for her means.”

      “Do you know what it was called?” I paused to rest for a moment or two against the wide trunk of a desolate tree. My muscles were screaming, my stomach was famished, leaving me weaker than I should be, and I didn’t know how much longer I could keep going.

      Leaning on his staff, the wanderer gave me a wary glance. “We’re nearly to the border. Can you feel it?”

      That explained the flush in my cheeks, the exhaustion in my lungs. I nodded and pushed myself off the textured bark. “How did you know I was here? That I’d been taken?”

      Our feet crunched over rocks and dried branches as we pressed onward. “I’ve dwelled in these mountains for many years. Nothing happens here that I don’t notice. I spotted the griffins sneaking you off into the mountain,” he confessed, looking over his shoulder, making sure I was still on my feet.

      If he lived here then… “Have you ever encountered Tianna before?” I was prying, but the shadows in his eyes were like mine. Broken. Damaged.

      His golden skin paled, and I immediately regretted the hurt my question caused to resurface. “We all bear scars from the witch’s wickedness.”

      My gaze flickered to his face. Tianna had left her mark on him as well. I rubbed at my chest.

      “There will be hell to pay for what she’s done to you,” he declared, with unbridled fierceness that smacked revenge.

      My insides recoiled at the thought of more bloodshed to come, but another part of me rejoiced, wanting to join him on the crusade for vengeance. My own powers of poison and tranquility thrummed and pounded inside me, begging to be released, lashing through my lungs.

      He watched me with caution as I tried to reign in the power that threatened to let loose. “You’ll need to save that anger for when it counts. This night isn’t over, although our time together is.”

      I dug my nails into my palms and took a few steadying breaths as I pictured the faces of Jase, Kieran, Zade, and Issik—my dragons. It was like a dose of cool smoke extinguishing the flame of fire inside me and the rush of power receded.

      “Impressive.”

      I blinked. “My ability to get myself into shitty situations? You have no idea how impressive that really is.”

      If it weren’t so dark, and the hood of his cloak didn’t cast a shadow over most of his face, I would have sworn his lips twitched. My instincts were telling me he was trustworthy, that he really cared about what happened to the Veil and to the descendants, but until I was actually safe, I couldn’t let down my guard.

      We hiked a few more yards before the wanderer came to a halt where the rocky land gave way to black sands and mossy grass.

      “This is as far as I go,” he stated, the staff in his hand standing tall beside him. “Crimson is donned with rivers of lava, heat that can kill a man, and rocks as sharp as glass. Head straight for the castle. If you somehow make it into the walls, hide. Don’t leave.”

      That wasn’t likely to happen. One of them would find me before I made it that far. We both knew it. Well, that was if I didn’t get myself killed before that by trying to avoid everything else.

      I swallowed, staring out into the distance at the gleaming obsidian castle jutting into the night’s sky. We had reached the border between the Nameless Lands and Crimson Kingdom. Fear hit me in waves, crashing into me again and again. Ally or enemy, there was something to be said for traveling with company, safety in numbers. The prospect of crossing over alone was both terrifying and joyous. I didn’t know what waited for me in the foreign kingdom. Where the descendants there or miles away? The wanderer seemed confidant Zade would sense me, and I knew the dragons had those ties to their land, but going out there alone, knowing Tianna could come sweeping in to kidnap me again at any second, made my heart thunder in my veins.

      Part exhaustion. Part fear. I might be sick.

      Dragging my eyes from the intimidating land, I stared up at the wanderer. “How can I ever thank you?”

      “Beat her, that’s how. It’s the only way any of us can be free.”

      “Any advice?”

      The corner of his gray whiskers twitched. “Don’t die.”

      Nodding, I crossed into Crimson.

      The trees fell silent as I walked over the mossy earth, birds, and critters having darted for cover at my approach. Or maybe it was something else…they sensed something dark...

      I felt it too.

      Cursing under my breath, I glanced at the volatile land in front of me, so similar to the dragon. The air pulsed and throbbed with power, a hideous presence that loomed in the shadows. Tianna. She was searching for me and closing in fast.

      “Run!” the wanderer hissed at me. “Run now. Swiftly. Run as if your life depends on it.”

      It did depend on it.

      So I fled.

      Eyes zeroed in on the tall obsidian castle, my feet flew over the mossy grass with patches of black sand. Even as the earth tilted under my feet, rumbled, I kept moving.

      So close. I was so close to being free of the witch. If I had come this far just to get captured again… tortured… Tears fell in earnest at the thought, hampering my vision, but I couldn’t stop running. Not to clear my eyes. Not to catch my breath. Not for any reason.

      If I did, she would find me.

      Perhaps she already had…

      A howl echoed from the Nameless Lands, vicious and snarly. It was followed by another, and another, until fear pooled in my blood. Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Faster. I had to go faster.

      I couldn’t stop myself from sneaking a glance over my shoulder. It was another form of torment, needing to see what hunted me. Sprung from a nightmare, the creatures were so dark they appeared made from a starless night. Three wolves of shadow and evil, eyes of midnight stalked toward the border between lands with frenzy.

      Tianna’s hounds.

      My eyes slung forward and I forced my legs to move faster. My tattered dress snared on a branch and I hit the ground, grass and dirt scraping over my palms as I braced my fall. I didn’t give myself time to wince over the pain, just shoved to my feet and raced for the castle, using the sliver of moonlight to be my guide. I didn’t brave another glance behind me—I didn’t dare.

      Their panting breaths almost fanned my neck. The pounding of their paws dug into the dirt as they flew over the earth. I refused to let myself think of what would happen if they caught me as I careened over a small stream of flowing lava. The heat kissed my bare legs, but I barely felt the pain.

      I should have known it wouldn’t matter how far or fast I ran. Tianna had great power. She had years of knowledge of things I’d never understand. I didn’t stand a chance pitted against someone like her.

      So why try?

      No! my mind screamed. You can’t give up. It is exactly what she wants. Don’t let her win. The words hissed and tingled in my mouth.

      I had to survive. I really did, but her allies were too many.

      Where did she hide them all?

      It was a question I would regret asking myself because I was about to find out.

      Hurry, hurry! Every muscle of my body beckoned.

      My knees groaned as I pushed myself harder, focusing on the towering castle. No matter how fast I ran, it seemed so out of reach. Sweat rained down my face and into my mouth. My strength was on its last thread, my speed diminishing. Stars danced in my vision yet I knew if I fell now, I wouldn’t be able to get up again. I’d be surrounded… I’d be mauled…

      Three dark shadows flew over my head, and a roar that shook the earth rang throughout the kingdom. The wolves snapped at my heels, sensing the urgency of the hunt. They’d found me. The descendants had come.

      I stumbled at the sight of their figures in the dark sky, and the three sets of wings that took up the sky gave me hope. I forgot for a half a second about the hounds.

      “Olivia!” My name bellowed from somewhere in front of me. A voice I’d dreamed about for days.

      Jase, my entire body slumped with relief.

      He was running toward me, feral rage smoldering in his glowing violet eyes. He was here. I could see him. Another few more feet and I’d be in…

      One of the hounds rushed past my right with such blinding speed, I scarcely had time to react. The hounds surrounded me. A whoosh of air expelled from my chest as I hurled myself to a stop, and my feet dug harshly into the earth. I turned in a circle, shaking my head.

      “No,” I whispered, gritting my teeth. I had not come this far to get ripped away from the descendants again. I refused to believe it.

      I wouldn’t go down without a fight. Claws and teeth be damned. Nothing they could do to me would be worse than being caged again. I might not have daggers or arrows, but I wasn’t weaponless.

      The hound in front of me barred its razor canines, saliva dripping over its charcoal muzzle. He snapped at me and I jerked to the side.

      “Olivia!”

      Spurred by the sound of Jase’s roar, wild instinct took a hold of me. I gathered what little energy I had inside me and summoned poison. I wanted the beast to suffer. Tranquility would have been too peaceful for what Tianna had done to me.

      The poison buried inside me hurled through my lungs, flaring with elation. I unleashed my power, a burst of green mist erupting from my lips and traveling through the air as miniscule toxic particles. The hound snarled, backing away. He couldn’t escape though. The poison swirled around his face, toiling its way into the beast’s nostrils, down his lungs, until it weaved into its entire body. From there, it worked its magic, slowly killing the wolf.

      I held my breath, but I didn’t wait for the hound to die or the others to attack. I ran straight into Jase’s waiting arms, a burst of energy boosting my legs. His scent hit me—sea and wild mountains—as he finally scooped me up into his arms, and in one smooth movement, he spun, taking us both to the ground. His strong body shielded me, while the power of Issik, Kieran, and Zade barreled into Tianna’s mystical hounds. Flames, poison, and ice shot from the depths of my dragons, engulfing the evil beasts.

      The wolves shrilled, groaned, and cried, their bodies writhing in agony as they were burned, poisoned, and frozen to death. Horrible sounds. Sounds that would live in my memory for years, along with the nightmares I endured in the mountain.

      My breathing was chopping and raw, but I was safe—I was back where I belonged.

      With my dragons.
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      I never wanted Jase to let me go. I was quite content to stay huddled on the earth for as long as he would hold me. It would take a crowbar and some serious muscle to pry my arms off him. I heard Jase let loose a breath he’d been holding, his face buried into my neck.

      A rattling growl erupted from one of the descendants above us, and Jase lifted his head. As those violet eyes met mine, my body shook, and a small, broken sound burst from my throat. The primal wrath faded from his eyes.

      He brought us up off the ground so we were knee to knee. “Welcome home, Cupcake,” he whispered, his lips moving over my skin as he pressed a kiss to the curve of my cheek.

      I’d missed them something terrible—missed the security they offered, the warm fuzzies, and even their bickering amongst each other. I drank in the sight of him, the familiar lips, the broad chest, and the messy midnight hair. He was exactly how I remembered, how I dreamed. “Are they—” my voice trembled.

      “They’re dead,” Jase assured, helping me carefully to my feet. His eyes darkened as they roamed over my cheeks and arms. I probably looked atrocious and half dead, but I was too elated to feel any embarrassment. His thumb tenderly brushed over the cut along my cheek. “What did she do to you?”

      My throat closed up and I shook my head, unable to speak of it yet. “She has my blood,” I sobbed. That was all I could say.

      Grim understanding glimmered in his eyes. “Come here,” he murmured, and carefully swept me off my feet. I let him cradle me in his arms, carrying me off toward the castle.

      My head rested on his shoulders, a hand over his beating heart. The kingdom behind me was no longer doused in shadows with the stain of Tianna’s magic. Kieran, Zade, and Issik guarded us from the sky, soaring low enough I could make out the color of their scales, emerald, ruby, and white tinged with blue.

      A humid breeze ruffled Jase’s hair, brushing tendrils of silk off his forehead. The next time I lifted my head, the castle stood in front of us. Its sharp, spiked towers jutted up from the ground, like clusters of obsidian crystals, and the way the moonlight glinted off the angles took my breath away. The stronghold itself was as fierce and prominent as the dragon who ruled over the land.

      Two pillars flanked an oversized front entrance, and the doors were wide open as if someone had left in a hurry—not bothering to lock up behind them. Inside the main hall, thick rugs scattered over the moonstone floor, a stark contrast to the palace’s exterior darkness. Jase finally set me on my feet, and mere seconds later the elaborate curtains ruffled at the arrival of Kieran, Zade, and Issik.

      The three stumbled in, haphazardly throwing on clothes. With unbuttoned pants and shirtless, we stared at each other, absorbing the first sight of one another. My eyes volleyed between them, heart stuttering, and suddenly Kieran was rushing across the floor, making his way to me.

      Strong arms lifted me off my feet, his scent of pine and earth engulfing me. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, his voice hoarse and quiet against my neck. “So very sorry.”

      Seeing him like this broke my heart into pieces. She had done that. Tianna was the only one to blame. I pulled back to meet his gaze, laying my hands on his shoulders.

      “It’s not your fault.” I meant every word, and even managed to keep the wobble out of my voice, but Kieran wouldn’t forgive himself as easily.

      His usually sparkling emerald eyes were shadowed with guilt and remorse. “It is. I never should have left you. Not even for a second.”

      “She was determined to have me. If it wasn’t then, it would have been another time.” I had to help him see that, but I wasn’t sure anything I said would make a difference.

      Like Jase, Kieran noticed the mark on my cheek, and as he put me down on my feet, his gaze surveyed the rest of me. Issik and Zade came to stand shoulder-to-shoulder beside Kieran. They all shared identical expressions of murderous rage.

      Kieran’s jaw clenched tightly. “I wish I could undo it. I wish I could have spared your suffering, to have stood in your stead.”

      “I’m fine. I’m home. That’s all that matters.” My gaze shifted to the others. It was evident they were itching to get their hands on me.

      “My turn.” Zade butted in between us and swooped me into his arms, spinning us once in a circle. “Glad to have you back, Little Gem.” He pressed his hot lips to mine in a quick kiss.

      I smiled, my first real smile in days.

      “Don’t be an Olivia hog,” Issik mumbled, plucking me from Zade’s arms and securing me into his. Flutters of cold cascaded from his body, matching the radiance of ice swirling in his eyes.

      Passed from descendant to descendant, they each took another turn squeezing me and I suppressed winces and groans my injuries caused. All of us needing to believe this was real. I was home, where I belonged.

      As the adrenaline of my escape finally left me, the dealings of the long night began to wear on me, exhaustion slamming into my body. A set of doorways stood behind me, leading into a pair of dim stairwells, and my eyes lingered on the passageway.

      Somewhere up those flights of stairs was a bed, calling my name.

      Zade barked orders to his staff and a flurry of women buzzed about the castle. Issik kept me tucked against his side, a hand at the small of my back, as if he needed the contact as much as I did. It wasn’t long before most of my body weight was leaning into him. If he moved an inch, I’d tumble over like a log. Kieran was propped against the furthest wall from me, and I knew he had done so deliberately, giving me space I didn’t want or need.

      I thought I was doing a good job of hiding how serious my injuries were, but I was only deluding myself.

      “She needs rest,” Jase announced, eyeing me with concern. “And we need to attend to her wounds.”

      My ears had perked up at the mention of rest, and before I could protest, Issik scooped an arm under my legs, lifting me off my feet. A good thing, I wouldn’t have been able to climb the infinite stairs. I had enough trouble maneuvering castles with a clear head. Imagining tackling that ascent with a pain muddled brain, and Jell-O legs that made me dizzy.

      Zade slid his hands into his pockets. “I had one of the rooms made up for you in hopes...” his voice trailed off with sadness.

      “It’s okay. I’m fine,” I lied, trying to reassure them, my fingers loosely secured around Issik’s neck. He hadn’t needed to finish his sentence. We had all hoped and prayed I would be back right where I was—home.

      Kieran refused to look at me, his eyes focused intently on the floor. Zade’s stare dipped to my right cheek. How long would they look at me and see the abuse I’d suffered? Would any lingering scars only ever remind them of my capture? I didn’t want Tianna to come between us, not here, not now. I had escaped. Her evil wouldn’t follow me home into the kingdoms of the Veil.

      A flicker of fire ignited in his cinnamon eyes, making them more red than russet.

      “Zade,” Jase called his name in a low warning.

      Zade blinked and nodded in the direction of the tranquility shifter. He took the stairs on the left, a hand shoving into his hair as he took the corner. Issik followed. I studied his face, while my head lay on his shoulder. It was too heavy for me to keep upright, and besides, he made a fabulous pillow—cool and not to firm, his body loosening. My head fit perfectly in the space beside his neck.

      Each of the castles had a unique style and Crimson was no different. My half-lidded eyes took in the luxurious fabrics, the rich furnishings, and the gleaming floors. Zade’s home was polished, refined, and loved. A clock chimed somewhere on the first floor, echoing down the corridors until its ringing became a soft whisper in the distance. My perception of floors was dulled by my fatigue. We could have gone up two flights or ten when Zade finally turned down a hall and pushed open a single door.

      My room was a dream and fit for a queen

      Smoky glass walls lined the space from floor to ceiling, inviting the night inside. Open and airy, exactly what I needed after living in a box. A private bathing chamber with an oval-shaped small pool, and a porcelain marble sink lay behind a rounded glass door.

      Issik sat me on the bed with a gentleness that contradicted the Ice Prince’s usual demeanor. “Let’s get you out of these clothes.” His hands gently tugged on the end of the dress, and he indicated for me to lift up my arms.

      I obeyed, cringing at the sting of pain that reached me. The material easily went over my head, and staring at it in Issik’s hands, I only had one thought. “Burn it,” I stated with more venom than I intended.

      Issik peered down at me with understanding. He flung the dress to Zade, who took care of the rest, lighting up the ratted material in flames. Immense satisfaction flared through my veins at the sight. Zade took the burning dress and tossed into a metal bin used for trash. I did not mind the smell as I watched my past turn into smoke and ash.

      Now that I was nearly naked in nothing but my undergarments, all the cuts I had suffered were visible to them. Issik sucked in a breath, his eyes turning a dangerous color of blue as he took in the damage done to my body. “I’m going to kill her,” he promised darkly.

      I fought the urge to cover myself up. The sounds of water running filled the adjoining room and the thoughts of a bath chased any bashfulness.

      “Let’s get you washed up,” Issik murmured, softening his voice. The muscles on his cheeks were tight and I could tell it took effort to keep his anger restrained. I trudged toward the bathing room, gritting my teeth against the torment in my legs, arms, and back. Basically everywhere.

      I beheld the steamy water, breathed in the oils Zade had added to the bath and nearly whimpered. Zade helped me out of the rest of my clothes as Issik kept me balanced and from tumbling into the water. I didn’t have the strength to lift myself in and without saying a word, Issik picked me up and set me inside the round tub.

      I hissed through my teeth at the first touch of water to a cut on my calf and blinked back a swell of tears. A chain reaction of pain speared through me as I sunk deeper into the water, but I didn’t stop until I was fully submerged. I clamped down on my lower lip to keep from sobbing and centered my attention on the heat seeping into my muscles.

      Zade picked up a cloth and dunked it into the water. He used slow and careful movements, washing the dried blood, dirt, and filth from my skin. “The oil will help speed your healing.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, leaning my head back against the tub and closed my eyes.

      I must have fallen asleep because I awoke to Issik gingerly saying my name and the water had lost all of its warmth. “It’s time to get out,” he said and lifted me from the tub. I was wrapped into a warm towel and dried off as if I was a fragile glass doll about to break. Issik led me into the bedroom where Zade was rummaging through a drawer.

      He pulled out a white T-shirt and slipped the soft material over my head. It smelled clean and faintly of Zade—spicy and citrusy. It became so quiet I could nearly hear my heart beating. Together, they tucked me into bed, firelight from the hearth flickering over their faces. The two dragons lingered near the bed, and I realized they were going to leave at some point soon.

      “Will she come for me here?” I blurted out, suddenly. The thought of being alone sent my anxiety skyrocketing. Was there any place where I would be truly safe from the witch?

      Issik’s eyes met Zade’s and the two shared a look. “She might try,” Issik replied after a long pause. I appreciated the candor. Lying to me would have been worse.

      “But she is cunning. Tianna doesn’t do anything that isn’t carefully crafted. She got your blood. It might be all that she was after,” Zade added, attempting to give me a semblance of peace.

      “You should get some sleep, Little Warrior. Your body needs it,” Issik encouraged.

      The sheets were cool and dry as I slipped in, bone tired, but I was afraid to close my eyes. Zade and Issik were hovering in the doorway as if they too were fearful I would disappear if they took their eyes off me. At that moment, I knew what I wanted, what I needed to allow my mind to relax—if only for an hour or so. Deep, restorative sleep was out of the question for tonight. I was surprised Jase wasn’t here to knock me out as he was so fond of doing.

      Two single candles flickered in the darkness and I was thankful for the light it provided in the room, but the shadows that danced on the ceiling made fear dig its claws into my chest. “Wait!” I called out as Zade and Issik were turning to leave. They halted and glanced back at me, eyes willed with expectancy. I gnawed on my lip. “Can you stay? I don’t want to be alone.”

      The ice blue and cinnamon of their eyes brightened. “Who do you want to stay?” Zade inquired.

      Fools. I wasn’t looking to play favorites. “How do you expect me to pick between you?” I countered.

      Issik cleared his throat. “Are you suggesting…?”

      I swallowed, unable to believe it was precisely what I was proposing. I wanted them both to stay. My fingers tugged at a loose strand of thread on the bed. “If that’s okay?”

      Both their chests heaved in response.

      To be frank, I wanted all four of them in the same room, wanted to be reassured they were safe, but I’d settle for two.

      They didn’t say anything, didn’t have to weigh the consequences of what I was asking, but instead padded back to the bed and got in with me. The mattress dipped on either side of me at the same time, adjusting to their weight while they got comfortable.

      Now I can sleep, I told myself, snuggling deeper into the sheets and closed my eyes.

      Wrong!

      Five minutes went by. Then ten. I should have been able to drop off into a deep slumber the second my head hit the pillow, considering all that had happened. That was not the case. Sharing a bed with Issik and Zade was causing my brain to malfunction. Not to mention what it was doing to my body. I gave up any pretense of sleep and opened my eyes, looking left and right at the descendants. They both had their eyes closed, but I could tell from their breathing neither of them was asleep.

      “Can’t sleep?” Issik’s deep voice sounded in the dark.

      Careful not to incite my injuries I was surprised to find they were now reduced to a dull ache. I turned to face him. His eyes were bright, the most mesmerizing color I’d ever seen, like the moon reflecting off sheets of ice. I almost forgot he had asked me a question. “No,” I admitted.

      Zade placed his hands behind his head, the movement drawing my gaze. “It will take time, but the memory of what you went through will eventually dull. And years from now, it will seem like nothing but a distant nightmare.”

      “I don’t want to forget,” I admitted. “Not until we’ve beaten her.”

      The flecks of amber in Zade’s irises simmered. “You let us worry about that.”

      I refrained from rolling my eyes. As much as they wanted to shelter me, to protect me, I was a part of this. Without me, the curse would destroy them. Digging myself deeper into the mattress, I tried to get my aching body to relax between the two dragons.

      Issik’s cool breath tickled my ear on my right and Zade’s warm breath on my left. It was like being caught in a snowstorm during the dead height of summer. My mind was filled with nothing but Issik and Zade. No Tianna. No torture. No pain. No sadness. No loneliness. Yet, I knew if I closed my eyes, all that horror would come rushing back. I couldn’t sleep. Not yet.

      Being surrounded by dragons wasn’t enough. I had dreamed of being home, being with them that I acted without thought. Rolling up onto my elbow, I glanced down into Issik’s handsome face. Oh, how I’d missed the angle of his cheeks, the fullness of his lips so serious. They drew my gaze.

      Something in my eyes must have alerted him to my intentions. “Olivia,” Issik warned, but I pressed my finger to his lips and hushed him, a second before my mouth replaced it. He didn’t protest again or resist when my tongue grazed his mouth, silently asking him to open for me. To give in to me. A gush of crisp mint filled my lungs as we shared air, our tongues entangling.

      When I pulled away, I was breathless.

      My back lay on the mattress once again, as I instinctively turned towards Zade, placing a palm flat on his chest. I held his intense gaze as he looked down at me, resting up on his elbow. He had been watching me kiss Issik, and the knowledge had my own blood heating. I had no idea what I was doing, only that it felt right. Sliding my hand over Zade’s firm muscles, I cradled his neck and pulled him down to me, sealing my tingling icy lips to his searing ones.

      A river of fire exploded within me.

      This was what I needed, the two of them washing away the stains Tianna left and replacing them with ice and fire.

      “Are you sure about this?” Issik asked, giving me a choice as he too leaned over me.

      I stopped thinking about the consequences of what I was doing, letting what I needed right now be all that mattered. “Make me forget everything,” I breathed. “I need you both. I need all of you.”

      A ravenous hunger passed over Issik’s features. “I’ve thought about having you in my bed since I first saw you, of all the places I wanted to caress you.” He shifted his body behind me, pressing so close that I could feel him everywhere. “Should I start here?” He lifted a finger, idly circling my breast through my shirt, and my breath caught, heart beating hard and fast.

      Zade claimed my lips again, deepening the kiss and I hooked my leg over his.

      “Or here?” Issik’s fingers inched down my belly, over my hip to curve into the side of my thigh. I arched into his touch, sliding my fingers over Zade’s bronzed chest. His shirt was unbuttoned from his hasty attempt at dressing earlier, but I wasn’t complaining. Heat seeped into my hand, trailing up my arm.

      If I had any reservations about being with two guys, they disappeared entirely at the first meeting of lips. Issik’s cool fingers dipped under my shirt to circle my belly button, and I hissed at the combination of ice and warmth flooding through me, destroying my senses. Zade tore his lips from mine and turned his attention to my neck, his teeth scraped my skin and he dragged his tongue along the curve.

      Hot. I was so hot. I was melting inside and needed to cool off. Flipping around, I switched positions, facing the Ice Prince.

      Lifting my leg, I slid it around his hip in a silent invitation. Then I was on my back, Issik partially pressing me into the mattress with the length of his body. I savored the weight of him as his leg intertwined with mine, and the feel of his skin under my fingers—such power. My hand plunged into his blond hair as his lips crashed into mine, which gave Zade free range to roam other parts of my body.

      God, help me.

      Was it possible to die from pleasure alone?

      Heaven? Hell? I didn’t know which plane I was teetering towards.

      Lifting himself up just enough, Issik peeled off my T-shirt, followed by his shirt so when he lay back down, we were skin to skin. My hips rocked up to meet his. A tingling sensation bloomed inside of me, and I craved more. He seemed to know what I needed without having to say a thing. Using his lips, he rained a path of kisses on each of my breasts at the same time that Zade’s mouth found mine. I was feeling too much, so many glorious sensations. My hips writhed under Issik as he unleashed himself on my body.

      Issik slid down between my thighs, his tongue stroking the sensitive points of my inner legs, so close to the center of me that ached with powerful need, and pulsed wildly. Expertly getting rid of the fabric that blocked his path, he slipped a finger inside me, and that part of me tightened around him. I bowed, moving against him anxiously. Zade captured the part moan, part sob of pleasure that escaped me with his mouth. The kiss was wild and branding, each of them marking me theirs. Somewhere in between the kisses, all barriers between the three of us had been shed. My nails found Zade’s shoulders and dug in with need.

      “You still okay?” Issik asked, his voice a growl of desire.

      My moan was a plea on my lips and I pushed up with my hips, a tingling sensation building inside me. “Now. I need one of you now.”

      “We are powerless against you.” Issik was breathing hard as he rolled me on my side, keeping my leg around his hip, and Zade nestled behind me.

      “Only you. We’ll take any part of you or of all you, but the choice is yours. Always yours,” Zade whispered into my ear, nipping at the lobe.

      Zade held my hips steady, his lips kissing my neck and shoulder, while Issik slid inside of me, his hardness filling me inch by inch. He took his time, allowing my body to adjust to his size. I couldn’t take it anymore—the slow teasing—so my fingers clutched onto his shoulders and I thrust my hips, burying him deep inside me. A rumble tore from his lips and I trembled.

      For a moment, I was just a frightened girl seeking solace, seeking to forget the world. Then we were fused together, two hearts beating as one. This was home.

      I was encased in a battle of fire and ice, the two opposing forces raging through my veins. Issik withdrew slightly, his frosty eyes glowing as he studied my face. I was on the edge, so close to tumbling over as I moved my hips against him, urging him deeper. He obliged, thrusting back in. And out. Then in.

      The three of us were a tangle of limbs and hands. Hungrily, my teeth scraped across the vein throbbing on Issik’s neck and I was rewarded with a low rumble in the back of this throat. I flicked my tongue over his skin, tasting the frosty sensation of him.

      Zade feasted on my neck with his lips, rubbing the hardness of him against my round behind, and the three of us moved in perfect sync. Together, Issik and I found release; shudder after shudder pulsed through our bodies in harmonious rhythm. I bit my lip to keep from screaming, but Issik growled my name as if it were both a thing of great pleasure and a curse.

      In a flash, I was spun around, facing Zade who was eyes danced with animalistic need. He breathed my name when my fingers landed on the lower planes of his torso. The muscles there jumped at my touch, and I dragged my hands lower. He trembled, anticipating where my fingers were headed, and his mouth found mine.

      I wasn’t going to be deterred. They had done all the worshiping all the touching. It was my turn. Issik’s hand glided to my breast, filling his hands with the weight. They weren’t going to play fair. Neither would I.

      My fingers wrapped around the length of Zade, my thumb rubbing over the sensitive tip. His teeth came down on my lip, growling into my mouth, and just like that, desire swept through me, so quickly, I hadn’t been prepared to feel it so soon.

      Even as I moved my hand, I felt the restraint beneath the skin. I didn’t want controlled. I wanted him to be free, as they had freed me.

      His fingers came to my shoulders, lifting me up and pressing me closer to him. My name tumbled from his lips in a half growl, half moan, when he sheathed himself inside me with a slow thrust, thawing the ice left behind from Issik. I nearly came undone around him instantly, the cold and hot combination heightening everything for me. He pulled out a few inches, the muscles in his back stretching and tightening under my nails and slid back in with one powerful thrust that sent my body singing.

      “Don’t move. Just hold on, I need to—”

      I couldn’t figure out if he was talking more to himself or to me, but my hips weren’t listening to anything he said. They clenched around the fullness of him and pushed upward, sinking him fully and completely inside me. “I want it all.”

      “Sweet Jesus,” Zade moaned, his control snapping.

      Issik sunk his teeth into my shoulder, and for a second time that night, I lost myself. The orgasm ripped through me. Seconds later, Zade followed, his body shuddering with pleasure.

      For long moments afterward, the three of us lay together in a jumble of limbs and sweat. My body never felt so sedated before in my life. My bones were liquid. The cuts on my body were dulled by the sweet bliss still coursing through me. I was content to stay in bed forever.

      What had I just done? Not one descendant, but two.

      To keep things fair and stop any bloodshed from happening, I was going to have to sleep with Jase. Not that it was a chore, or something I wouldn’t look forward to doing. Nope. Just the opposite.

      Jase Dior… I didn’t doubt every glorious inch of him would be worth waiting for.

      I wouldn’t keep what happened between us a secret. I wouldn’t hide my feelings or my desires, not anymore. Life was too short, and I would find happiness wherever I could.

      Weary and satiated, I closed my eyes and fell asleep with the stars, Issik and Zade on either side of me.
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      Specks of blood sprinkled the ground. My blood. Her husky laugh echoed in my ears, a sound I couldn’t get rid of no matter how hard I tried.

      “I’m coming for you, Olivia dear,” she purred, a nail tracing down the side of my temple as if a talon was scratching my mind.

      Fear like I never thought I’d feel again paralyzed me. Twisting my head from left to right, I searched through the utter blackness for a sign of the witch. She was nowhere… and everywhere. My skin crawled with prickles of her magic.

      No. I didn’t want to be here. Not again. Not ever again.

      Wake up! I screamed at myself. Wake the hell up!

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      More blood splattered on the floor, a ground I couldn’t see, but knew was there under my feet, supporting me in a sea of darkness.

      A dim light appeared near my face and I glanced down. There was a dagger in my hand, the one she had used to siphon my blood. I tried to drop it, but my fingers wouldn’t budge. Wide-eyed, I stared as my arm moved, turning the blade toward myself. I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t prevent the dagger from slashing across the inside of my other wrist, couldn’t stop it from stealing my blood. My body wasn’t chained or restrained by her magical binds as before, but I was still a prisoner.

      My mind wasn’t my own.

      Was she controlling me? Was that what this was?

      The idea was terrifying.

      Her chortled resounded again. Another game. Another reminder she was in control, and I was only a pawn in her game. “You’re mine,” she whispered in my ear. “They can’t save you.”

      “No,” I rasped, my voice weak.

      “When I need you, I will call.”

      “No.” This time, my voice was stronger and forceful when I rejected her demands. My hand lashed over my arm again. “I won’t,” I refused, burying the stinging of the knife on my skin, but my muscles moved a third time, scoring the flesh so my forearm was covered in marks and blood. “No!” I screamed.
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        * * *

      

      The scream still clawed at my throat as I threw myself awake. I forced myself to swallow back the fresh fear that had followed me from sleep. The darkness still surrounded me, and the panic spread over me, heart racing. Ten seconds past before I realized my eyes were closed. I peeled them open, and welcomed the bright stream of light that encompassed the entire room.

      Frantically, I rolled out of bed, clutching my stomach as I dashed to the bathroom. Vomit expelled into the toilet, my stomach heaving, while my fingers clutched the side of the porcelain bowl.

      You’re okay. You’re safe. Just a dream. You’re okay. You’re safe. Just a dream. Just a dream. Just a dream… I muttered to myself with each calming breath I took.

      I repeated the words until my chest eased and my breathing steadied. Though, it took great effort. Leaning back, I hugged my knees to my chest. This was real. But so were the cuts on my body. No new lacerations, only the old ones that were healing, as I would… with time… and once Tianna was burning in hell.

      I sighed through my nose and unloosed my fingers, letting my legs stretch out on the tile floor. Bile coated my throat, and I pushed to my feet, moving to the sink to rinse out my mouth. Downing a glass of water, then another, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d given my body fluids. The water was refreshing and crisp on my tongue.

      My head lifted and I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror. An audible gasp escaped my lips, as I took in the gnarly scar that ran down my once flawless cheek. It brought a harshness to the creamy color of my skin. Tears clouded my vision as I gently traced a finger over the tender mark. What had she done to me? She had broken me. Scarred me.

      Even now, I still felt like her prisoner, and I loathed her for it.

      Teeth ground together, hatred imprinted in my eyes to the point where I didn’t recognize the girl who stared back at me. She was a stranger. If Mom could see me now…

      I blinked, banishing the spiral of dark thoughts from my mind. The now was all that mattered. Not the past, but the future I had yet to carve out for me, for the descendants, for the Veil.

      Rubbing a gentle hand over my face, I turned to draw water into the round pool sculpted into the floor. Marble surfaced the tub, and the water funneled from a spigot in the wall, splashing over the smooth bottom. Of all the castles, this bathing room was the closest to what I’d had at home. I hadn’t known how much I needed that familiarity until this moment.

      My fingers went to the hem of my shirt, only to find there was no shirt. I glanced down at my nakedness.

      Holy crap.

      A small smile twitched my lips as I remembered why. My night with the fire and ice dragons had been spectacular. Never had I imagined my body could feel such bliss, especially after the horrific pain it had felt the day before.

      Less than a day. That was how long it had been since escaping my capture.

      I dipped my toe in, testing the temperature and sighed. No matter how many baths I took, I doubt it would ever erase the stain Tianna had left on me, but didn’t stop me from trying. I settled in for a long soak, resting my head against the edge of the pool. It seemed a lifetime ago when I had my first bathing experience in the Veil. Harlow. I sneered at her name now. The jealous mean girl. How much simpler it was having her for an enemy versus Tianna.

      The water lapped gently over my shoulders, smelling of eucalyptus and lavender and eased the aches along my body. The cuts stung a little at first, reacting to the warmth of the water, but it was a different kind of sting—a healing one. I stared at the miraculous little bottle of oil on the edge of the tub, grateful for its healing abilities. I’d still be in bed if it weren’t for the relief the oil delivered.

      Even though I tried, I couldn’t shake the horror from my dream or the feeling of foreshadowing. Had that been a warning? Had Tianna wanted me to know she was far from done using me? Was I now some kind of unknown spy in the descendant’s life, feeding information to the wrong side? Was it safe for me to be here? Listening to the descendant’s plans? Was I putting them in danger?

      I didn’t know the answers, so I couldn’t be certain of anything.

      It could have very well been only a nightmare.

      I desperately wanted to believe that was true, but until I was absolutely certain one way or the other, I intended to be cautious. I refused to be the cause of their downfall, but swore to be Tianna’s destruction.

      A while later the bath water had gone cold, and my sudden solitude was no longer a place of sanctuary. I wanted people, the comfort of being surrounded by the descendants, and food. Plates of fruits, meats, and breads.

      And coffee. Pots of coffee.

      Hastily, I went through the motions of washing my hair and body, before draining the tub to towel dry. Wrapping the cloth I found in the bathing room around myself, I padded into the bedroom in search of something to wear, but stopped in my tracks. The view from my room at the height of sunrise was spectacular. The windows for walls made it feel as if I was right at the center of the land. Plains of grass. Blotches of black sand. Dazzling streams of lava. And the volcano. Rays of yellow and orange crested from behind Titan Mountain, the heart of Crimson Kingdom.

      I quickly changed into some clothes I’d found in the dresser, and headed out the door in search of two things. The descendants and food. In that order. My bare feet were silent as I padded down the stairs, not bothering with shoes, and crept down the hallway, admiring the pieces of painted art lining the walls. The black and white tiled floor was cool under my soundless steps. Husky voices grew closer as I neared the first floor and I listened, following the sound of my dragons.

      The tenseness in the voices floating up into the grand staircase had me pausing at the bottom landing. It was wrong to eavesdrop from the shadows, but I heard my name. My fingers clenched onto the banister as I listened.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Issik snapped, in that familiar stony tone.

      “We don’t have much time,” Kieran reminded with a dangerous quiet tension that had the hair on my neck standing on end.

      “Don’t you think I’m aware?” Jase barked back, tiredness and frustration lacing his words.

      “We can’t sit back and do nothing, while the curse seals our fates and ruins our world,” Zade added.

      “Who says we are?” Jase countered. “Olivia needs time to heal, and we all know what Tianna is capable of. We’ve all been victim to her games.”

      I chose that moment to make my appearance, not wanting to hear them theorize about the ways the witch had tortured me. I’d lived it once. I wasn’t about to relive it every second of every day.

      A breeze carrying heat and citrus fluttered over my cheeks when I turned the corner, finding the four shifters in the dining hall. No surprise. If there was food in the vicinity, the descendants weren’t far away. They had opened the terrace doors, letting the morning sun and warmth into the room. It wouldn’t be long before that balminess turned to blistering temps.

      All four heads whipped in my direction then, but I kept my palm steadied on the doorframe. “Good morning,” I greeted quietly. My cheeks heated when my gaze passed over Issik and Zade.

      Dear God.

      How am I going to get through the day without thinking about what we’d done between the sheets?

      Zade cleared his throat. “Join us. You must be famished.”

      I was, and I deliberately took a seat beside Kieran. He continued to look busy, pushing around his plate of food, a plate I noticed he had barely touched. This had to end. His guilt. I had to find a way to ease the remorse and blame he felt.

      “Did you sleep well?” Jase asked, eyeing me as if I was a fragile doll about to break. I could feel them tiptoeing around me, afraid to say the wrong thing, but in this case, my cheeks flamed with embarrassment.

      “I managed a few hours,” I answered, causing Zade to smirk and Issik’s eyes to actually glimmer with amusement.

      The conversation picked back up while I helped myself to something similar to oatmeal, toast, and fruit. Jase handed me a mug of coffee as he discussed the security of Crimson Keep with Zade. Gratefully, I accepted the hot beverage, and thanked him with a silent smile, his lips curved in turn. The strong and rich aroma reached my nose when I lifted the cup and sipped, then proceeded to dig into my breakfast, savoring each bite.

      My bowl of porridge was near gone when I tuned into the discussion around the table. They had moved from security, to finding the next stone.

      “I saw you…” I took a moment to clear my throat, realizing what I’d been about to say without thinking. I guess I was ready to talk about it. “When I was being held,” I finished. The entire table fell silent as four sets of eyes swung in my direction.

      Jase brows furrowed. “What do you mean ‘you saw us’, how?”

      I broke off an end of crust from my toast, steeling myself to trudge through the difficult question, but it had to be done. I didn’t have time to be coddled or the luxury of waiting. “One of the chambers in the mountain contained a pool. The Pool of Mirrors, she called it. I was able to see you in the reflection of the waters. I saw that you were looking for me.”

      “That must be how she knows what we're up to,” Jase concluded, sitting back in his chair. The others went back to finishing their meal, or sipped their coffee in deep thought at my revelation.

      “More likely than not,” Issik agreed, ice forming in his eyes.

      “You were held in a mountain?” Zade asked, picking up on that little detail.

      I nodded. “In the Nameless Lands.”

      Zade stilled, but I could tell his mind was wheeling. “It makes sense she would use Tobias’s forgotten kingdom as her home. What a better place to hide.”

      “And watch,” Kieran added, his hands propped over his plate.

      Jase’s stare was thoughtful, assessing. “What can you remember of the mountain? Any detail big or small could be important.”

      “I’m going to need more coffee,” I muttered, gazing down into my empty cup.

      “I think we all will,” Jase agreed, smirking.

      One of the kitchen staff came out moments later with another carafe of coffee, and I took a deep breath, preparing to dive back into those haunting memories I so desperately longed to forget.

      “She’s anxious and upset,” Issik announced, looking at me with concern and understanding. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea.”

      “No,” I blurted. “I can do this.”

      Kieran’s fingers reached across the table and intertwined with mine. I smiled at him. He and I were going to have a talk, but for now, we could offer each other support.

      “The griffins flew me to the mountain. It was dark. I couldn’t see much among the barren land, no landmarks that I recall, just dead trees, miles of gritty sand, and tumbleweeds blowing in the wind.”

      “Sounds like the Nameless Lands,” Zade muttered.

      I wanted to ask what it had been like when Tobias had been alive, but now was not the time. “The mountain was huge. I know that is not a lot to go on, but she had a network of tunnels that webbed inside it. Caverns. A throne room. And the space where she kept me.”

      Kieran’s fisted knuckles went white against mine.

      Issik barred his teeth.

      Jase’s jaw tightened.

      And Zade lips turned down.

      Before one of them decided to flip the breakfast table, I continued, and by the glare tightening the corners of Zade’s eyes, my money was on him losing his temper first. “She took me out once to look for the Star of Fire,” I confessed.

      “You were here?” Zade interrupted, his hands flattening on the table and shaking the plates.

      I nodded.

      “I knew it,” Zade roared, jumping out of his chair, and nearly taking the table with him. He had finally let loose that temper I had sensed at the surface. Pacing the length of the room, he combed a hand through his tousled hair, as if this was one of many times he’d done so. “I felt you, but by the time we arrived you were gone.”

      “It was the only time. She was testing me, looking for a connection between the stars and I. I tried to tell her it didn’t work like that, but like the stubborn ass she is, she didn’t listen.”

      Jase’s lips twitched. “I hope you gave her hell, Cupcake.”

      A ghost of sorrow crossed over my features, but I quickly masked it. They needed me to be strong, not weak. “How long was I gone for?”

      A muscled feathered in Jase’s cheek. “Ten days.”

      “What?” Had it been that long? I couldn’t prevent the shock or disbelief from leaking into my expression. “Are you sure?” My mind whirled. I knew I’d lost track of time, but ten days! How could that be? Had I really spent that much time in the void of nothingness?

      “They were the longest days of our lives,” Zade confirmed as two girls shuffled in to clean up some of the breakfast dishes. “How did you escape?” he asked, once the five of us were alone again. His legs stretched out under the table as he sat back down, awaiting my answer.

      My fingers traced with the rim of my coffee mug. “A goblin willowphased me,” I simply stated.

      “A goblin,” Kieran echoed, shifting forward in the seat beside me. Something in his tone whispered astonishment.

      “He appeared the night after…” The words got jumbled up in my throat, but I barreled on, propelling myself to continue. “… after she took my blood.” I settled on leaving out the bits about how she had precisely taken my blood. “A cloaked man was waiting for us somewhere in the Nameless Lands. He called himself ‘the wanderer’.”

      That sparked suspicion in the descendants. “We’ve never heard of someone called the wanderer,” Issik replied wearily. They made it a point to know everything that went on in the Veil, including the people who lived here. The unknown of this possible ally wouldn’t sit well with any of them.

      “He orchestrated my escape. I don’t know why, other than he knew about the stars, about what we are doing. He brought me to the edge of Crimson Kingdom, and told me to head straight for the castle. I ran, and you know the rest.”

      The gold flecks in Zade’s eyes brightened, even from the end of the table. “We might need to seek out this wanderer, and find out what he knows about Tianna and her whereabouts. If he knew you were there and how to get you out, he knows what mountain she dwells in.”

      The descendants launched into battle plans. I was too mentally out of it to hear much of what they were discussing. Only a few words popped out. Death. Revenge. War.

      Kieran’s body stiffened beside me. “Now is the time to strike, when we have the element of surprise. If Olivia can lead us to the mountain, we can take it down around her.”

      “You can’t,” I protested, my eyes volleying to each of the descendants, silently pleading with them. “She grows stronger as you weaken, it’s like she is stealing your powers.”

      “Aye,” Kieran agreed. “You’re right. Some time ago we came to the same conclusion, but it doesn’t change what we must do.”

      “A suicide mission? I won’t have it,” I argued. I couldn’t lose them. Refused to allow it.

      “Two of us will search out this wanderer, and the other two will accompany Olivia to pursue the Star of Fire,” Jase instructed, taking his usual role as leader.

      I tried to keep from grimacing. This was my role, the key to breaking the curse, and all I had to do was find four stones. It didn’t sound like a monumental task, except it was when I had no idea how to locate the stars. Even after recovering two of them, I was as dumbfounded as I had been when I arrived in the Veil. I needed help. I needed a visit from the women in white. Pronto.

      Then I remembered what I’d learned about the women in white. They were their mothers. I opened my mouth to tell them, but clamped my jaw shut a moment later. Was it wise to convey? What if Tianna was listening? She would already know of our plans, know of the wanderer who helped me escape. This was a secret that might be best kept to myself, for all our sakes.

      Issik frowned, his arms folded around his expansive chest. “It’s imperative we find the Star of Fire before Tianna.”

      “We beat her at her own game,” Zade added.

      “Eventually, we will kill her,” Jase concluded with a scary calm.

      “And in the meantime, she has my blood,” I reminded. “What can she do with it? Why would she want it?” I asked the question that haunted me. My mind had already conjured a variety of nefarious dealings she could do with vials of my blood.

      Jase rubbed at the scruff under his chin, his elbow resting on the arm of his chair. “Only a number of disconcerting things, but we don’t know. Blood was always the key to breaking the spell, so we can only assume it has an important part in her plan, whatever that may be.”

      “She has tormented us for nearly a hundred years,” Kieran added, his shoulders tense. “We believe she was always after the power in the stars. When she struck our fathers down, she hadn’t anticipated the stars vanishing as they did, which prompted her curse. By putting our lives and our abilities at risk, she has forced us to unsheathe the power she desires.”

      “If by chance Tianna got her hands on all four of the stars, she would not only be able to rule over the Veil, but other dimensions as well, including the human realm if she chose it,” Issik informed.

      A gust of balmy wind blew in through the open doors, and even the air seemed unsettled at the idea of Tianna overtaking the world.

      Jase brushed aside a strand of hair off his forehead. “There was a time before the war, when humankind knew of dragons, witches, magic, and all those other worlds now sealed off from ours. The five stones were separated, one given to each of the first dragon shifters, bestowing them each with the power of the stars. They were never intended for one person to wield all five.”

      “Such power would be destructive,” Issik informed firmly.

      A shudder went down my spine at the thought of someone like Tianna being in possession of the dragon stars. I’d been privy to a fraction of her cruelty and quest for world domination. My thoughts turned to my old life, and the people I had left behind when I came here. There were only a few I cared about. Outside of the Veil, I knew nothing about the other worlds, yet here we were. So many lives were at stake, more than just the dragons I loved. It was so much bigger than I had believed.

      The tasks in front of me seemed daunting.

      Jase rose from the table to hook a finger under my chin, lifting my hung face to meet his gaze. “You are not alone in this. And whether we’ve said it or not, we want you to know that you’re more important to us than the stars.”

      My breath hitched, and I looked at each one of them to find only truth shimmering in their eyes. Swallowing the knot of emotion in my throat, I folded my hands in my lap. “What about the fifth star?” I inquired, my voice not yet steady.

      “Its power was extinguished when Tobias, the last of his line, died,” Jase answered quietly.

      “What is going to happen to me when I find the four stars?” It was a valid worry. Would the power of four stars be as potent as five, since the last had been destroyed? Would I be some kind of Omni-goddess? I didn’t want that kind of power granted to me, didn’t want to be responsible for the weight that came with it. Would I become a target? Would all sorts of power-seeking beings, like Tianna, hunt me for what I commanded?

      The descendants shared a loaded look, one they often had when they were hiding something. “We don’t know,” Zade finally spoke.

      His admission was like a gunshot to the chest. Great. I loved the unknown.
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      We disbanded after breakfast, Jase, Kieran, and Issik claiming they needed to check on their kingdoms, promising they would be back before dark. When I asked what I should do while they were gone, Jase only said one word. Rest.

      I didn’t want to rest.

      I’d go crazy cooped up in the castle alone, while the others tended to their lands. Zade had offered to give me a tour, and have me shadow him throughout the day—code for Zade was assigned babysitter duties. If I didn’t know better, I might think this was a well-composed tactic to keep me inside and safe, considering they had all denied my offers to come with them.

      Zade went to speak with the staff and I called Kieran’s name, but the poison dragon’s steps never faltered as he exited the room, feigning not to hear me.

      He couldn’t avoid me forever.

      Zade came up beside me, draping an arm around my shoulder. I realized then I’d been staring at the empty doorway, where the others had left. “They’ll be back,” he murmured near my ear, sending a blazing stream of hot air along my neck.

      “I know,” I sighed, leaning into him, but it didn’t make it any easier, knowing they were out there alone. I worried.

      “Asena will get you some fresh clothes, and deliver me to you when you’re ready.”

      I snorted. Deliver him, like he was a piece of mail? Sometimes their choice of words threw me off guard. They were from a different world, and it was times like this when I was reminded of how different we were.

      Asena appeared to be in her thirties, a curvy woman with shiny auburn hair. Her hazel eyes regarded me with friendliness as she slipped her hand under my elbow. The white apron she wore had a small splotch of raspberry on it, as if she’d just wiped her hands before emerging from the kitchen.

      I let her lead me from the dining hall and through the corridors of gold and deep red, until we came to a large room on the third floor of the castle. My eyes roamed over the space, the champagne velvet settee, the shelves lined with fabrics of every color and texture, the soft dusty rose walls, and the rows of silky dresses. Opened mouthed, I stood inside the room while Asena flipped through one of the clothing racks.

      She came back with a bundle of material draped over her arm. “I’m sure there’s something here that will fit you.”

      Overwhelmed by the glitter and sequence, I took a seat in the plush chair. “Got anything that doesn’t sparkle?”

      She returned a few minutes later, holding a simple sundress in a sunny pale yellow. The fabric was light and would keep me as cool as possible in the heat of Crimson. I ran my fingers over the clean, lovely material, grateful for anything that wasn’t covered in blood and dirt. I learned long before coming to the Veil what it was like to go without such finery. To go days without showering and have everything I owned shoved into one bag. It was a lifestyle I never wanted to go back to, but had taught me to appreciate simple things—like shampooed hair, and jeans without holes.

      In a pair of embroidered slippers, I turned toward the door to hunt down Zade.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Asena’s voice immediately halted my movements.

      My brows lifted at her.

      “Sit,” she ordered, pointing to a cream-colored chair in front of a vanity.

      She had the same tone my mom used to get, and out of habit, I automatically took a seat in the high back chair without question. Her fingers lifted the strands of my blonde hair off my shoulders, letting it tumble down my back. The first touch of her gentle fingers had me flinching, but I forced myself to stay still and relax, degree by slow degree. She picked a brush from the vanity painted with little rosebuds and made work at untangling the knots in my hair still messy from the bath. Not to mention my night with Issik and Zade.

      Color came into my cheeks at the memory.

      Asena clucked her tongue. “You’re nothing but bones.” She didn’t say it in a way to hurt me, but out of motherly concern. “It won’t be long before the cook has you filling out.”

      “Thanks, I think,” I muttered. How much did the staff of Crimson know about me, about what I went through? I assumed that after having been brought here for the exact reason I had, they had more knowledge than I was comfortable sharing.

      Twisting my hair into a pair of braids, she wound them into a crown on my head. “We’re happy to have you here, Olivia. You’ve given us hope.” She put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

      I smiled, meeting her welcoming eyes in the mirror.
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        * * *

      

      The fiery dragon was lounging on the corner of a massive oak desk when Asena returned me to the main floor. He was looking over what appeared to be a map as he sipped on a cup of coffee. His study was elegant but masculine.

      I moseyed my way inside and plopped down on the deeply cushioned chair behind the desk, since he seemed content to sit on the piece of furniture. “Is this the Veil?” I asked.

      He nodded. “It’s been so long since any of us has stepped foot in the Nameless Lands.”

      Leaning forward in the chair, I glanced over the map, looking to the section where Zade had an index finger pressed. Lavadare. That had been the name of Tobias’s kingdom before Tianna killed him with her curse. “What if the wanderer doesn’t want to be found? He was old and didn’t seem interested in getting involved.”

      “He involved himself the moment he helped you.”

      True. “And what about Tianna? Isn’t it a risk to go to the Nameless Lands looking for him with her so close?”

      “You won’t be going anywhere near the border,” he stated with a dark glower.

      “That wasn’t what I asked,” I pointed out.

      “I know, but this is the first time in almost a hundred years that we have a lead on her whereabouts. Before, she was impossible to track, blowing in and out of our lives with the wind. Her magic doesn’t leave a trail, not one that any of us can follow.”

      “Do you think killing her would break the curse?” I pressed, swiveling left and right in the chair.

      He shrugged. “I don’t believe it would hurt anything, but it would feel damn good.”

      Fine, I couldn’t fault his logic. Especially when my own hands itched to wrap around her slender neck, and squeeze the life right out of her.

      

      I spent the day with Zade, shadowing him, as he took care of a few kingdom matters. The castle was mesmerizing with its lustrous floors, handwoven fabrics, and impressive art pieces from paintings to pottery. Such luxury. It was late afternoon when he suggested we get some air, my tour of the grounds continuing while also giving him the opportunity to check on his lands, and me to hunt for the stone.

      The others still hadn’t returned as we stepped out into the humid air, and I found myself overlooking a garden of bold colors and manicured hedges. Crimson was a slice of paradise hidden from the rest of the world.

      But for how long?

      Once I broke the curse, what kind of creatures would wander in?

      “It’s more beautiful during the day,” I admitted, my eyes soaking up every detail for duel purposes. Not only was it a stunning view, but also somewhere out there laid the Star of Fire. The most obvious choice was the volcano. It was the heart of Crimson, figuratively and physically. So, if it was indeed inside the hotter than hell volcano, just how did I plan to retrieve it? Of one thing I was certain, lava would melt my skin off on contact.

      The sun seemed to absorb into Zade’s golden skin as his twinkling eyes watched me. “Would like to go for a ride?”

      I cut him a glance of eagerness. “Do you mean—?”

      He was already taken off his shirt and his intention became clear. Those reddish-brown eyes brightened under the sun’s rays, and he let out a low laugh. “We can cover more ground in the air, and we could both use the release.”

      I didn’t have to be asked twice. For a girl who’d always been deathly afraid of heights, who hated every roller coaster ever invented, the prospecting of flying on a dragon’s back gave me a zealous thrill. It didn’t make sense, but I imagined it had everything to do with the descendants that allowed me to conquer the phobia.

      Fingers lengthened to black talons, reddish gold scales blanketed over every inch of skin, and lastly, his body stretched, shaping from man to dragon. I’d forgotten how huge they were in this form, forgotten the predator grace, and the leather-like wings. His nails clicked on the stone ground as he adjusted to his dragon body, working out any lingering kinks.

      Soon, I was astride his dragon’s back, flying with the summer-shrouded heat. He kept us low, forgoing the mist of clouds. Below us, the world glided by, a land of lethal beauty. In between the lava rock and blades of vibrant grass, hibiscus and jasmine poked out their petals from the earth. We grew closer to Titan Mountain and my ears picked up the sound of lava gurgling.

      My arms tightened around his muscular neck. “When was the last time that volcano erupted?”

      “Fifty years, I believe.”

      Tall, mighty, and alive, the volcano was magnificent, but I also respected its natural power. Nature had its own source of magic. “Do you think the star is inside?” Every bone in my body was pulling me into the center of Mother Nature’s fiercest beast.

      Zade circled around the top of the volcano, smoke billowing up through the center. “I’ve considered it, yes.”

      “My gut tells me it is in there,” I admitted.

      “Should we check it out?” he mused.

      “Are you serious? Is that safe?”

      “You’re always safe with me.”

      We were both driven by the ticking clock and curiosity. “Okay,” I agreed, tightening my legs around him, and steeling myself. Some risks outweighed the consequences.

      “Hang on,” he instructed, but I was already clinging to him as if my life depended on it.

      Blistering air blew over my face as he dived down into the steam, pulling right over the mouth of the volcano. Peering down, I saw that black, craggy rock lined the walls inside, and directly below us, a pool of bubbling lava glowed so brightly that my eyes burned. I clamped down on my lower lip to keep from crying out as the heat blasted me.

      “We can’t hover long. It's not safe for you,” he advised, his voice sounding in my head.

      I didn’t ask if it was dangerous for him. This land was a part of him and he of it, but another minute and I’d probably be barbeque. The hair on my arms was already singeing.

      “Do you sense anything?” he asked hopefully. “See anything?”

      “Yeah, buckets of hazardous lava,” I replied dryly.

      His dark chuckle sounded in my head as he started to pull up again. My arms hugged his neck, securing myself when I heard my name.

      “Olivia. Savior of dragons…” a voice I didn’t recognize spoke directly to me.

      “Wait,” I called, placing a hand on Zade’s scaly neck. Something at my core nagged at me, beckoning me with a song that seemed to say, find me. Find me. I am waiting. The voice was much like how the descendants projected their thoughts, broadcasted in my head.

      “What is it?” Zade’s form tensed, eyes going alert at the sudden change in my body.

      Smoke and magic hung in the air. “I-I felt something, I think.” Or I’m hearing shit.

      Wings flapped on either side of his body, holding us steady over the volcano. A chill went through me. Odd, considering not a single part of my body was remotely cold.

      “Quick, Savior. Find me.”

      “We must go,” Zade hissed, and with a powerful stroke of his wings, he lifted us up and away from the volcano, from the voice, from the star I was more than certain was inside.

      Shit.

      If I was right, how the hell was I going to retrieve a stone from inside a volcano without melting to death? It was an impossible task. Without magic—

      I stopped breathing.

      Magic.

      The answer to my dilemma was a source of power I didn’t have.

      “Are you okay? Your heart rate changed.” Zade interrupted my internal freak out session.

      The fact they could pick up on sounds as quiet as a hiccup in my breathing pattern was disconcerting. “Just working out some stuff.”

      “What happened? What did you feel?” he pressed.

      “It’s there,” I confirmed.

      We cleared the smoke and I took a gulp of fresh air, but the oxygen turned sour in my lungs. The sky was no longer ours alone.

      A wraith.

      Yet, something was different about this particular phantom of death. Cold lurched toward me, wrapping us in a blanket of colorlessness, a world devoid of humor, happiness, and love. Zade’s body stiffened beneath me as he fought to get us out of the wraith’s path. My body was shaking from the abrupt change in temperature, almost going into shock.

      Eventful strands of swear words echoed in my head just as Zade darted for the ground, and the wraith shrieked, the sound piercing my ears. I recoiled against the noise. We hit the mossy earth with a jarring impact, and my muscles strained to keep myself seated onto his back.

      “Don’t move,” Zade’s voice warned in my mind. He had tucked his massive wings against his body, and crouched low to the ground, using the shadow cast by the sun to blend into the side of a hill.

      The wraith inched closer. I forced my eyes forward, not moving a muscle, and kept my face blank. Not even my eyelashes moved. The wraith went rigid, sniffing the air around me. Once. And again. The darkness clung to his faceless form, shadows gathering around him. Only a pair of gold eyes glowed underneath the hooded cloak of midnight.

      “No matter what it says, no matter what it shows you, stay still,” Zade urged.” Don’t listen to its words. And most importantly, keep your mouth shut. Do not scream.” Desperation coated his tone.

      What did he mean? The answer came seconds later, but I wished it never had.

      Unlike Zade’s smooth and rich voice, this creature’s screech pitched violently into some deep part of my mind, hijacking my thoughts, and shoving in violent images that made me want to curl into a ball and tremble in a corner.

      What. The. Actual. Fuck?

      ‘So pretty. So tasty. So strange. I can smell your fear. Let me taste you. Just a small nibble of your soul. So strange. So powerful. Open for me…’

      I tried to swallow, but the air in my lungs felt as if it had frozen over, a hundred times worse than kissing the Ice Prince who was the embodiment of winter. I wanted to run, my legs screaming at me to get as far away as possible. No! I must not move, I reminded myself, closing my eyes tightly.

      ‘I will devour you. Every drop of your soul. Give me what I seek, and I’ll stop the pain. It will all go away. Open for me.’

      My teeth were clamped so tightly together that my jaw ached from the pressure. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could resist it. More than anything I wanted to open my mouth and draw in air that wasn’t like ice in my veins. I wanted warmth. I wanted to end this misery, to save us all. Flashes of blood, bone, and bodies littering over the kingdoms of the Veil, and in the throes of horror were my dragons. Dead. Mutilated. Wings shredded or torn off completely.

      I wanted to scream, the cry rising up inside me like a bubble threatening to burst.

      ‘Yes. Yes. Yes,’ the wraith seemed to purr.

      “Do. Not. Let. It. In,” Zade ground out the words, as if it was an effort for him to project them. Was it possible the wraith was keeping him out? Or doing the same to him? I blenched at the thought.

      This was part of the Veil the descendants had first warned me about, the lethal creatures that roamed this world and others like it. With that single thought, I found an anchor that tethered my restraint, giving me the strength to resist.

      The descendants.

      Their warmth. The way I felt with them. And the love I had for them engulfed me.

      That was all it took for the cold to vanish from inside me, the wraith disappearing, and leaving behind a trail of stillness in its wake.

      Zade exhaled through his nostrils, shaking his head.

      “What was that?” I breathed, my lungs working to take in mouthfuls of humid air, thawing my insides.

      “A devourer. It’s an ancient type of wraith,” he answered hoarsely.

      Had this devourer tormented him with its images of death, and enthralling words of persuasion as it had me? “This was different than the others. Why couldn’t we fight it?”

      “The ones we’ve encountered were messengers of death, bound to Tianna by magic. No one has seen a devourer in centuries, even before the war. They feed on souls and have the power to infiltrate your mind. They use it against you, to break their prey into giving them what they need. By tapping into your mind, they can see what you fear, what you desire, what you hate. It is how they get you to drop your guard.”

      “Sounds delightful.”

      His body rumbled in a short chuckle. “Fire is useless against a devourer, as is poison. I’m not sure if Jase could put it to sleep, but even if he could, it wouldn’t kill the creature. Tobias might have been able to, but it’s not an option with him gone. I never thought I would ever encounter one. Let's hope it doesn’t return.”

      We had enough to deal with. This devourer only added another layer of shit to our stack of mounting problems.

      I trembled despite my body being warm again. “I can still feel its touch crawling around in my head.”

      “The effects will eventually wear off, but in the meantime, we need to warn the others.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Zade kicked off the ground with his talons, shooting toward his castle and ten minutes later we were in front of Crimson Keep. The tremors racking my body had slowly started to subside. I twisted over to my back and slid down the side of him, my feet plunking to the ground.

      He waited until I gathered my bearings and took a few steps back, giving him room to shift. His membranous wings tucked in, as the dragon became man. He rolled his shoulders and picked up his discarded pants, jerking them on with hurried movements. I was a little disappointed he hadn’t taken his time. A quick glimpse was all I was rewarded of his golden body, and I could have really used the distraction. The devourer’s essence still lingered in my mind, like a dark stain.

      “When will the others be back?” I asked.

      His eyes scanned the orange and purple horizon. “Soon. They’re on their way now. I sent word.” He took off toward the castle, leaving me to follow.

      I doubled my steps to catch up. “How did a devourer get here? If they haven’t been around for centuries, how did a creature like that suddenly appear? And why?”

      Glancing over his shoulder, he sighed and slowed his steps so I wasn’t jogging to keep up with him. “It was summoned.”

      I didn’t ask who, for there was only one person capable of such magic.

      Tianna.

      We didn’t have to wait long for the others to arrive. One by one they flew in all wearing identical expressions of wariness as they joined Zade and me in the lounge. The staff had brought hot tea, little sandwiches, and shortbread cookies while we waited. I sipped the aromatic tea, tapping my foot. Zade was reclined beside me, with more patience in his pinky than I had in my entire body. It took effort for me not to jump and pace the gleaming onyx floors.

      Issik and Kieran were occupying the other two chairs, opposite to us. Kieran had an ankle crossed over his knee, while Issik wore his perpetual frown.

      Jase was the last to arrive. I saw his reflection in the tile and my eyes flew to his face. He leaned a shoulder on the doorway, and some of the tension lining his back eased a bit. “What’s going on?” he asked roughly, glancing between Zade and me.

      “A devourer appeared today, while I was showing Olivia the grounds,” Zade informed.

      To Jase’s credit, he did a bang-up job controlling the tick along his jaw. “Are you certain it was a devourer?”

      “There hasn’t been mention of one since decades before the war,” Kieran added.

      Zade nodded. “I wish it weren’t true. It took us by surprise when we we're flying over the volcano, coming close to us.”

      Kieran’s fist lashed out, putting a hole through the coffee table, and sent little sandwiches flying. The action had been so swift, I didn’t know what happened until wood was splintering and glass was shattering.

      Issik glowered at Kieran. “Where the hell is your control lately? This temper isn’t like you.”

      No. It wasn’t, and I had a good idea from where it stemmed.

      “How is this possible?” Kieran seethed, ignoring Issik.

      “The ward on the portal is weakening,” It was Jase who answered. The tranquility dragon always had a theory and was usually right—annoyingly so. “It would explain how Tianna was able to summon one,” he continued. All dots connected back to the witch.

      Cold rage flickered over Issik’s beautiful face. “We must find a way to kill it. Our people aren’t safe.”

      And neither were they.

      I saw the worry gleaming in Kieran’s eyes, hidden under the outburst of anger. “How do we kill something we’ve only heard about it legends?”

      Now they knew how I felt. It was a horrible feeling.

      “There’s something else,” Zade added, his expression somber. He caught Kieran’s eye for a quick second, as if to say behave yourself.

      Kieran rubbed at the back of his neck, taking his seat again, the ruined table between us.

      Yet, Zade’s gaze remained on him, until he was certain Kieran was stable. “Olivia believes she might know the location of the next star,” he informed them.

      Outrage shifted to hope in all of their eyes. “Where?” Jase was the one to ask, but I knew the glimmer of hope was about to be extinguished before it really had a chance to shine.

      “It’s as we feared. Inside Titan Mountain,” Zade revealed, and as I dreaded, their expressions fell flat.

      “Jesus,” Issik hissed.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was quiet, everyone lost in their own thoughts, the heightened emotions of the day bouncing between them. I picked at my food, but no one seemed to notice my lack of appetite. It seemed all of our minds were in elsewhere and the dishes around the table were barely touched, though I did manage to down two glasses of wine. Perhaps not the smartest decision, but it took the edge off the mind invasion I couldn’t seem to rid myself of—the violation had left a mark.

      Afterward, Jase and I took to the library. I volunteered to help with the research, hoping the task would calm the uneasiness that still lingered inside me with a book and another cup of wine. This one I promised myself I would nurse, or one of the descendants would be carrying me off to my room. Still, I doubted any of them would have minded. It had been months since I touched a drop of alcohol, since before the douchebag stepfather of the year kicked me out of my own house.

      Prick.

      Frowning, I wondered why he crossed my mind. I hadn’t given Denny a thought in weeks, and I wasn’t about to start now. All I had to do was gain control of these fuzzy thoughts and focus.

      Books lay scattered on the table between Jase and I. The tranquility dragon was lounging on the couch, long legs stretched out, and violet eyes pouring over an ancient text of lore, searching for answers—answers we were desperate to unearth.

      I stared at the page and blinked. The words blurred before clearing again, as my eyes glazed over the page but didn’t actually read the text. Too much wine. I’d pay the price in the morning with one hell of a headache, but for tonight, it was worth it.

      “What are you smirking at?”

      Looking up from the glass I’d been staring at, I peered into Jase’s eyes. “Was I? I hadn’t noticed. The wine might be going to my head.” My lips curled into a small reassuring smile, but Jase saw through the guise.

      His gaze roamed over my face, and whatever he saw there had him concerned. “Why don’t you call it a night? We’ll be resuming your training tomorrow. You’ll need the rest.”

      “We are, huh?”

      “You didn’t think I’d forgotten?”

      Curling into the chair, I shrugged. The hearth was crackling in the corner, its warmth beckoning me. “You’re not afraid I’ll poison you?”

      He flipped the page in the book, one side of his mouth twitching. “We’ll get Kieran to help.”

      I huffed out a snort. “If you can get him in the same room with me for longer than ten minutes.”

      Jase lifted a brow. “He’s avoiding you?”

      The wine glass danced between my fingers, making the deep red liquid swirl as I looked at him. “It’s obvious.”

      “He had a difficult time during your capture. We were all sick with worry, but Kieran… he blames himself for letting Tianna take you.”

      “It wasn’t his fault. She would have found a way whether it had been that day or a month from now. You’ve said it before. Her moves are calculated. She needed something from me, and she got it.”

      “Only time will tell what she will do with your blood,” he replied, staring into the burning embers.

      Nothing good.

      Jase returned to his book, and I tried to do the same, but my mind kept drifting. Who could blame me? Between never knowing when Tianna would strike, the complication in recovering the Star of Poison, and Kieran plagued with guilt, I was a frazzled-hot-nearly-drunk-mess. The alcohol only dulled the shadows and aches for so long, but it couldn’t rid me of the scars I now wore—both physical and mental. Those I would have to find a way to live with.

      I rereading the sentence for the third time and huffed, closing the book to give my eyes a rest. It was pointless. I wasn’t helping. Setting the book in my lap, I picked up my wine, and let my thoughts wander. It was no surprise Kieran’s face popped into my head. He was still evading me and it had to stop. What I needed to do was hash this thing out with him.

      I gnawed on my lip for a moment, before pushing to my feet, but Jase didn’t look up as I slipped out of the room and into the hall, a testament to his worry. It was consuming him—consuming them all.

      They were so close to ending their torment, but at every turn, something else stood in their way.

      The main floor was empty, even the staff seemed to have scampered off to their rooms, or to their homes, not far from the keep. My feet clapped on the floor, echoing down the corridors. A flickering of light deep in the dark caught my eye, as I neared the sweeping stairs that led down into the dungeon—a place I’d rather avoid. If I turned to my right, the steps would take me upward, to the sleeping chambers, but that light…

      What was down there? Who was down there? I angled my head to the side, a portrayal of curiosity.

      This is a bad idea, Olivia, like your worse idea ever. Do not go down there.

      My foot landed on the first step and carved stone covered the walls on both sides, boxing me in.

      It’s not too late to turn back now. You’re not going to find Kieran down there.

      I took another step. And another. My hand trailed along the metal handrail, guiding me down into the darkness. I clutched onto it tighter, fear clamping my chest and squeezing the deeper I went. The shadows were suffocating me, and every bone in my body was yelling at me to turn around, to run back up to safety.

      But the light flickered.

      I narrowed my eyes, watching as the glimmer of gold fluttered to the left, like a little pixie, and I was enchanted. A chill seeped into my bones but I rubbed at my arms, encouraging warmth. A heavy weight settled into the air, pressing down on me like I was wading through a pool of mud.

      “Hello?” I called into the shadows, my blood pressure skyrocketing. Not in the mountain. I’m not trapped. The words did little to calm me. “Who’s there?” I called out again.

      No one answered, but I hadn’t expected anyone to do so. My shoe scuffed over the floor when I reached the bottom, and I cradled my palms together near my mouth, blowing a puff of hot air onto them. It was cold as if a frost storm had moved into the dungeon. Careful eyes trailed the ball of light as it summoned me further into the dungeon. I followed until the shimmering flecks of light brightened, growing and growing. From the core of white and gold, the figure of a woman formed and the light shining from her body bathed the dungeon, banishing the darkness.

      Her aura was cast in gold, skin shimmering as if she’d been dipped in glitter and sunlight, while her feet floated a few inches off the ground. Long, rich brown hair was braided off to one side, flung over her shoulder. Soft lips curved as she offered me a friendly smile, and her head slightly bowed at me with the grace and dignity of a queen.

      She was a queen.

      The dead queen of Crimson Kingdom—Zade’s mother if my calculations were accurate, one of the women in white. They each appeared to me in their respective kingdoms.

      “You are home,” she announced, the words sounding as though they were as important to her as they were to me.

      “I am. Thanks to your sons… and you, I guess.” The women in white had aided me since day one and continued to do so. “How am I able to see you sometimes in the world, and others only in water?” I inquired, realizing this was only the second time one of them appeared to me outside of a pool or lake.

      Her eyes flared with an unholy ambiance. “Our abilities to manifest in this realm are strongest during a new moon, when the veil between worlds is the thinnest.”

      Tonight was a new moon.

      “As the moon cycles, it becomes more difficult to communicate, which is why our time is so important and limited with you,” she explained.

      “Why me? Why not appear to your sons?”

      The ends of her white dress swirled on a phantom breeze. “Our tie is to you, to the one who will save the Veil.”

      Wasting no time, I got directly to the point. “The next stone is inside Titan Mountain. How am I supposed to retrieve it, when my human body can’t withstand the heat?”

      She folded her fingers gently in front of her. “You are never given a task that isn’t within your power to complete. Just believing you can, creates a spark. The strength within in you is not a burning flame you can see.”

      Great pep talk, but how was any of it going to help me retrieve the Star of Fire?

      “You seem lost, daughter,” she confessed, perceiving my confused silence.

      I glanced up from the spot in the dark I had been staring, lost in my own thoughts. “I’m afraid,” I admitted. “I don’t know how I’m going to secure the star.” My voice broke.

      A tender smile curved her lips. “All things have weaknesses, have contraries. It is what we do with them that matters. They do not need to be a hindrance, but can be the light in the darkness.”

      Shoving aside the feeling of despair, I lifted my chin.

      “What are you doing down here?”

      My head whipped around toward the sound of Kieran’s voice. His form was shrouded in shadows, but I could see the scowl lines creasing the corner of his lips. “Did you see her?” I asked.

      “Who?” His face grew somber, and I could tell he thought I was referring to Tianna.

      “The woman,” I clarified. “In the white dress.”

      He shook his head. “I saw no one but you. How much wine did you drink?”

      My shoulders sunk. “Either too much or not enough,” I replied, staring at the spot where Zade’s mother had stood.

      “You shouldn’t be down here, not alone. Where’s Jase?” His green eyes were full of disapproval toward Jase for leaving me unattended.

      “In the library. He probably thinks I went to bed.”

      “And you should have.” He pivoted to escort me upstairs to my room, but I turned one last time to look behind me. Big mistake.

      With the woman in white gone, taking the light with her, I was left in utter darkness. For a heartbeat, I’d forgotten Kieran was beside me and I that wasn’t back in the box of shadows. My breathing became uneven and labored, panic suddenly escalating. I couldn’t move, my feet felt glued to the floor. The dark caved in all around me.

      “Olivia,” Kieran murmured my name, his hands coming to frame either side of my face, holding my gaze. “Look at me.”

      I swallowed hard, pushing aside the sick feeling rumbling in my belly and threatening to rise. Damn wine. Yet, it was more than the wine. It was a nightmare that haunted me day and night.

      “I’ve got you.” He enfolded me into his arms, and I breathed in the familiar scent of woods and rain. I let him hold me, let him chase away the demons that haunted me, and led me into the light. “Come on,” his hand slipped to the small of my back as he applied light pressure, urging me back toward the stairs. “I’ll show you the way.”

      “I’m okay,” I told Kieran, forcing my chin up and my back to straighten. “It was just the wine.”

      Liar. Such a small fib, but a lie nonetheless.

      “Hmm,” was all he said, lips pursed.

      I only half-remembered him leading up to my room, my conscious mind going in and out of that place of fear. It was a quick way to sober up, that and the way my body responded to being close to the shifter. His fingers brushed against the base of my spine as we came to the doorway of my room, and I could feel his touch through the thin material of my dress. A blush stole over my cheeks.

      “I wouldn’t mention your little venture into the dungeon tonight. Some parts of the castle are off limits.” He stepped back, no longer touching me, and I immediately missed his warmth.

      “Kieran, wait,” I called, not allowing myself a chance for second-guessing.

      My hand reached for his arm, to prevent him from whisking off down the hall. The corded muscles under my fingers shifted as his brows rose in question. I angled my body toward him, feeling the pull inside me to the poison dragon. We shared the same power. He could sense my desire, and had been the first guy with whom I’d ever slept with. Yet, I never felt further from him than I did now. In theory, all that we’d been through should have brought us closer, but Kieran with all his roguishness, had the most heart. He felt too much. Some might see it as a character fault—Tianna came to mind—but not me. It only made me love him that much more.

      Now, I just needed him to realize he wasn’t to blame for what happened. “Can we talk?”

      His shoulder leaned against the doorframe in a lazy gesture. “What’s on your mind, Blondie?”

      My eyes closed for a second, savoring the sound of the nickname he’d given me. “You.”

      A playful smile danced on his lips but didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I don’t see how that is a problem.”

      It was an attempt at his old flirty self, and I appreciated the gesture, but he couldn’t fake the guilt in his eyes. I was going to put an end to it. He was putting on a show for me, attempting to make things good between us and I valued it, but I didn’t want it to be work for him. He shouldn’t have to pretend to be okay, not with me. “Glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor entirely.”

      “Some things not even a witch can destroy.”

      I was glad to hear that, because I wanted my dragon back, not the sully man who doused himself in guilt and regret. That was just the kind of attitude Tianna would prey on and use against us.

      My hand lifted to placed my palm over his beating heart and peered up at him. He didn’t back away as I shifted my body closer to his, needing to touch him. “I don’t want things to be weird between us.”

      “Are they?” He glanced up at me from lifted brows.

      “You can hardly look at me,” I answered plainly.

      He frowned. “I’m looking at you now.”

      Smartass. At least this was more like the Kieran I loved. Mischievous. “Good. Now listen to me when I tell you that what happened to me wasn’t your fault.”

      “I know.” He said the words but they were empty, meaningless. Something you said to appease a friend, a lover.

      That shit wasn’t going to fly with me. “Do you?” I shot back, holding his gaze. “How long are you going to punish yourself? How long are you going to keep avoiding me?”

      Finally, his charade cracked. The pad of his thumb glided in a feather-light touch over my arm, tracing one of the still tender cuts, and his eyes darkened. “I couldn’t find—You were just gone and I—” The snag in his voice cut through me.

      I circled his wrist with my fingers and leaned into his hand, pressing my body against his so I boxed him into the wall. The heat from his body seeped into mine. “There’s nothing you could have done, and it doesn’t matter now. It’s over. What matters is what we do from here. I need you in my life.”

      For a long moment, we just breathed each other’s air, the glow of love surrounding us like starlight. “I miss you,” I said quietly.

      Something akin to regret flickered in his emerald eyes. “I’m sorry for it,” he apologized, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. My cheek turned into his touch.

      “I love you,” I declared, the words tumbling from me before I had a second to think about what I was admitting, but once they were said, there was no taking them back.

      His powerful chest exhaled as he released a breath, his fingers coming to circle my wrists. Those emerald eyes brightened.

      When he didn’t say anything, my self-consciousness reared its ugly head and I contemplated bolting into the room and shutting the door behind me. What if he didn’t feel the same way? Was that why he was staring at me with an expression I couldn’t read? I shoved those nervous, vulnerable emotions aside and tried one more time.

      “Do you hear what I’m telling you? I love you, Kieran.” I loved them all, but for now, Kieran needed to hear how I felt about him specifically… or so I hoped.

      If he rejected me… I didn’t know what I would do.

      “You love me?” The incredulity in his tone squeezed at my heart. When was the last time someone had told him they loved him? It made me wish I hadn’t waited. I needed it as much as he did.

      I loosed a long, controlled breath. “Yes, you fool. I’m in love with you.”

      “I don’t deserve it. I—”

      My lips pressed to his, shutting him up. “Stop it right there. That is not true,” I murmured. The pain he attempted to bury from his eyes was visible to me.

      He brushed his knuckles across my cheek. “I’ve never loved someone the way that I love you.” Those emerald eyes flared with unholy affection.

      “Stay with me,” I asked softly.

      His chuckle rumbled against my ear. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      After a night of fitful sleep plagued with memories of Tianna, I rubbed my eyes and glanced at Kieran. Rays of orange sunlight gleamed through the windows surrounding the room, casting his face in a golden halo. The sky was cloudless and cheery, unaware of the gloom it might face in the coming months—if Tianna won.

      With those less than inspiring thoughts, I dragged myself out of bed. The cuts on my body were healed, leaving behind little scars that would forever remind me of my time in the mountain. I peeked at a still sleeping Kieran, debating about climbing back in bed or drawing myself a bath. My skin still tingled from being in his arms most of the night. We had both needed the comfort of being held—of love.

      My heart glowed.

      I padded across the room to slip into the bathroom. Today, my training with Jase resumed. My muscles ached thinking about it. When I emerged thirty minutes later, a rumbling Kieran was sitting up in bed, shirtless, running his fingers through that messy green hair.

      He glanced up, what looked like a half-eaten croissant to his mouth. “Hungry?”

      I gulped, my eyes devouring the sight of him in my bed, scattering my thoughts before I focused on the tray of food on the little table. “Breakfast in bed,” I stated, my brows lifted.

      “Mila came by while you were in the bath.”

      “And who is Mila?” I asked, crossing the room to help myself to his coffee. I noted there was only one cup, and a single plate of those flaky pastries that smelled like almond and sugar.

      “She works in the kitchen.”

      My eyes narrowed and something hot flashed across my heart. “Does she often bring you breakfast in bed?”

      He smirked. “Jealous? It looks good on you.”

      I gave him a particularly rude finger, ignoring the laugh rumbling from his chest.

      Damn dragons.

      I went to scrounge up some clothes worthy of training in, something that wouldn’t be too restricting and would give me free rein of motion. Settling on a pair of form-fitting shorts and a tank top, I sauntered over to the little table and plucked off a croissant. I was aware of Kieran’s eyes on me, watching me while I dressed, lingering on my hips as I walked.

      Good. Let him suffer.

      I had been jealous of another girl, seeing him sprawled out on my bed. There was an intimacy between two people first thing in the morning that should be kept between them. I had wanted to be the first person he saw upon waking.

      Taking a bite out of my pastry, I left Kieran in my bed, staring after me with heat in his eyes to go find Jase.
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      “Fighting against a griffin or goblin is different than going up against a witch or a wraith. Combat skills are as important as magic. You need to learn to defend yourself, as well as attack.”

      We were outside in a training ring that was set up not far from the castle, as Jase schooled me on the importance of learning how to defend myself. The sun was beating down upon us, though not yet at full height. I gave myself ten minutes before I collapsed from a heat stroke.

      “Is there nowhere inside where we could practice?” I asked, shielding my eyes from the bright glare overhead. At least I’d get one hell of a tan.

      His brows narrowed. “Not unless you want to accidentally poison the staff.”

      “Right.”

      “As I was saying,” Jase continued. “An hour of training can make all the difference in a life and death situation. I hope you got some sleep, because I’m going to test your limits.”

      “Don’t think I can handle it?”

      He laughed and I almost regretted the taunt. “You’re going to need that spirit, that fire.”

      I rolled my eyes, surveying the training space. Dummies and racks of weapons that contained blades, daggers, maces, axes, bows, arrows, and spears were scattered over the area. Did he actually expect me to be able to do anything other than trip on my own two feet? The last time I wielded a dagger, I’d stabbed a witch, who then kidnapped me.

      We were both in trouble.

      Jase rotated his shoulders, loosening up the muscles, and I followed his movements. “Do you remember the basics?” he asked.

      “I remember how to run, and I can summon tranquility and poison easy enough.”

      He did his best to keep the amusement off his lips as he pressed them together to compose himself. “Running is not a cowardly feat. If it saves your life, does that not make it a strength worth having?”

      “I guess. I’d never looked at it like that.” I chose not to point out that I wasn’t a fantastic runner either, for fear of having to do laps around the training ring in this heat.

      “You can practice the magic on your own.”

      “So, no Kieran?”

      A knowing sparkle glinted in his eyes. “Didn’t get enough of him last night?”

      I shot him a vulgar gesture that only made him laugh; the deep sound did funny things to my belly.

      “He seems in better spirits, so whatever you did, thank you. Now more than ever we need to be united, and I wasn’t sure he’d ever forgive himself.”

      My cheeks burned, and this was one of those times I was grateful they could only read my emotions and not my mind. “We, um, talked.”

      “Is that what you’re calling it?”

      My hands perched on my hips as I let my bitch wings fly. “For your information, Kieran and I did not sleep together.”

      “But you did sleep with Zade and Issik the other night,” he pressed.

      Oh shit.

      I rubbed at the back of my neck, contemplating my answer. “It just happened.”

      He jerked his chin into the direction of the ring etched into the clearing. “Things tend to just happen around you.”

      Following his direction, I sauntered into the ring with heavy steps. “What does my sex life have to do with protecting myself?” I countered, spinning around to find him directly behind me. My palms instinctually went out to keep myself from falling and flattened against his chest.

      He glanced downward and gave me a disarming grin. “Just know that you’ve saved the best for last.” Then he kissed the tip of my nose.

      My blood heated at the insinuation behind his words as the wind suddenly stirred, carrying his scent—a combination of sea and something else. “I can smell the sea on you. Were you flying this morning?”

      Surprised showed in his expression. “Your senses have gotten stronger. That’s good. And, yes. I went to do a perimeter sweep. Now, start your circuit of warm-ups.”

      I rolled my eyes, but obeyed, going through a series of lunges, kicks, and stretches designed to loosen up my muscles. And then the real fun began. Sparring. My hands jabbed into his upraised palms, in a succession of one-two punches, but his hands never faltered as I hit them. Thirty minutes later, I wished I had never stepped foot within that white-chalked ring of hell.

      “Keep your feet planted and dagger up,” Jase ordered. Again.

      He had removed his shirt shortly after beginning and I cursed him for more than the sore muscles. The hard planes of his bare chest caused quite the distraction. It was hard to concentrate on keeping my balance with his abs gleaming in the sun, begging to be touched… or fondled… or licked.

      Focus, Olivia.

      The fact that we had moved from sparring with fists to blades made my stomach queasy, but I pushed through the rolling and the heat, resorting to taking out my frustrations on the person delivering this torment.

      “If I cut you with this, I’ll never forgive you,” I barked, sweat dripping in places it shouldn’t be. I waved the steel blade in the air. If I allowed myself, I could still remember what it had felt like to sink one very similar into Tianna’s flesh. A fat wad of good it had done me. The witch still managed to abduct me.

      “And where is the logic in that?” Jase countered, looking as if his skin was born to glisten.

      “Who said anything about logic. It’s your fault I have the dagger to begin with, so you’ll pay,” I seethed between my teeth and lunged forward.

      Jase’s arm connected with my wrists, blocking my attack. “Less complaining. More focus.”

      I lifted my chin, rotating my neck from left to right to work out the kinks. “When are we going after the star?”

      His arms dropped, wiping the back of his hand over his brow. “You’re positive it’s inside Titan Mountain?”

      “As much as I wish it weren’t so…” I finished with a nod.

      His lips formed a grim line. “The right moment will come.”

      “Is there a reason why we haven’t already gone after it?” Something flickered in his eyes, and my unease churned. “What aren’t you telling me?” I pushed.

      “Tianna. The Pool of Mirrors.” The words were heavy and weary—I wasn’t the only one who was drained.

      I understood what he was telling me. “She’s watching us.”

      “From what you’ve seen, I believe so, and if we go straight for the star without a plan of extracting it from the volcano, she could interfere. We don’t know where in Titan Mountain the stone is. So many unknown variables.”

      “There has to be a way,” I insisted. We were so close.

      “I’m working on it, just as you should be working on your ability to kick ass. Again,” he directed, crooking his finger at me.

      Craning my neck to the side, I started again. Swipe. Pivot. Lunge. It was like a lethal dance, except I had two left feet. Swipe. The blade sliced through the air, coming close to Jase’s golden skin, but on my next pivot, my heel came down on a rock and the world slipped out from under me. My hold on the dagger slacked, and the blade clattered to the ground, me along with it.

      “Shit,” was all I could say, my body unable to take the sweltering air and physical activity any longer. I didn’t move but lay on my back staring up at the blue sky.

      Jase leaned over me, dragging a hand through his hair. “Are you hurt?” He crouched down to inspect for himself.

      I took a moment to catch my breath, and sat up, letting my arms fall at my side. “How am I going to learn any of this in a few weeks?” That was all we had before the curse was permanent, trapping them here forever, and eventually, killing the dragon line. For when the curse reached the summer solstice, the spell that kept them suspended from age would no longer exist, and none of us knew how fast time would catch up to them, if at all. “It’s useless.”

      Impatience rippled across his features, those violet eyes flaring. “I never want to hear you say you’re useless. It is anything but the truth. You are everything.”

      Whoa. My belly fluttered at the words. What girl didn’t dream of an insanely gorgeous guy telling her she was everything? “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      He blinked. “What girls?”

      I smiled, placing my hand into the fingers he extended toward me. “Don’t give me that. We’re surrounded by girls that you’ve brought here,” I pointed out the obvious.

      His eyes took on a look of roguishness right before he tugged me to my feet so our bodies were flushed. “But none of them are you.”

      “Is this what you call training?”

      My head turned toward the clipped male voice. Zade was lounging against the base of a tree with his arms crossed, head angled to the side as he regarded Jase and me with traces of skepticism.

      Jase’s fingers at my waist tightened, keeping me against his body. “Shouldn’t you be doing something other than bothering me?”

      “Probably, but I heard something interesting today.”

      “This better be important,” Jase grumbled.

      “Regardless, it looks like our savior could use some rescuing,” Zade countered roughly.

      Jase growled, the depths of his violet eyes glowing.

      I stepped out of Jase’s grasp—much to his chagrin. “What the hell has gotten into the two of you today?”

      “We’re done for the day,” he snapped, glaring at Zade.

      Jealousy seemed to taint the air between us. Why had I ever thought juggling four dragons would be a piece of freaking cake?

      God, I could really use a piece of cake. Chocolate with strawberries in the middle.

      I positioned myself in between the two nostril flaring dragons. Not exactly smart for a human, but whatever this was, it had to do with me. “What the hell is going on? Why are the two of you puffing your chest and acting all territorial? I’m not a goddamn toy you can pass back and forth to play with.”

      Zade’s glare skirted from Jase to me. “Everything was fine until you decided to play favorites.”

      “Explain,” I demanded.

      Fire rippled over his features. “You picked Kieran. Why, because he’s been moping around with his guilt? Did you feel sorry for him, so you told him you loved him?”

      Jase’s face went taut. “Is that the talk you had?” He added air quotes with his fingers to be dramatic.

      Well, fuck my life. This was not supposed to happen.

      I stifled a groan, before tossing my hair into a messy bun to relieve the mounting stress. “First off, I did not choose anyone. Yes, I told Kieran that I loved him, but the truth is I have feelings for all of you. I’ve never pretended otherwise. I’m in love with every single one of you. There. Are you happy now?” The words came out in one big long string, leaving me winded afterward.

      “Yes,” Zade and Jase both sighed, seconds before I found myself sandwiched between two walls of dragon shifter muscle. One sticky and sweaty and the other hot as Hades, literally. I didn’t mind.

      Did I really admit to being in love with them?

      My pink face buried into Jase’s chest. “If I had known the way to diffuse your tempers was to confess my love, I would have done so sooner.” The chest under my cheek rumbled as Jase chuckled, and I tipped my head back. “The last thing we should be doing is fighting. We can’t let Tianna divide us, or this whole thing falls apart,” I murmured.

      Jase’s fingers ran over my hair, a lopsided grin on his lips. “Agreed.”

      Zade slid his hand into mine from behind me. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. We knew this thing between us wouldn’t be easy. None of us expected to feel so strongly about you.”

      “Is that your way of saying you love me?” I wanted to hear them say the words, needed to hear it or I would feel like a fool.

      Jase bent down, skimming my ear with his lips. “Some things are worth waiting for.”

      My toes curled at the sensual, dark tone of his promise, alongside a smidgeon of disappointment. Patience wasn’t a strong suit of mine, and waiting would allow doubt to weasel its way into my soul.

      Zade wrapped an arm around my waist, tugging me away from Jase. “You’ve had her all day. Go find something else to do.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re not starting this again,” I moaned. It was a waste of breath. So, before either of them could start at each other again, I stepped away from them both, and strolled off toward the castle, toward a bath. Alone.
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      I took a quick shower to rid myself of the stickiness, of my own sweat, and the smell that surely came with it. Apparently, bathing multiple times in Crimson was the only way to keep cool.

      Trudging through the main hall with damp hair draped over my shoulders, I went in search of something to eat, but found Kieran sitting at the table sharpening his blades. A beam of sunlight streamed in behind him, haloing around his form as he worked. His head tipped up at my approach, and he smiled in a way that made me forget why I’d come to downstairs in the first place.

      I shook the mushy thoughts from my head and marched up to him, poking a finger in his chest. “Hey, dragon douche. Did you tell Zade that I was in love with you?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest to prevent me from poking him again. Ha. He had plenty of other body parts I could kick, pinch, or knee. One particularly sensitive part came to mind.

      “And if I did?”

      My ass plopped into the empty seat beside him, shoulders sagging. “Why would you do that?”

      Metal against metal echoed along the hall, as he resumed expertly sliding the blade over and over on the block. “I wasn’t aware it was a secret.”

      Facepalm. I hadn’t been trying to hide my feelings but had wanted to spare the furniture from being destroyed. In seriousness, I had hoped to get the chance to tell each of the descendants individually how I felt about them. It wasn’t entirely clear in my own heart how I could love them so differently, yet similarly.

      “It wasn’t a secret,” I sighed. “But that doesn’t mean you need to go rub it in the other’s faces. I’ll have you know that I also happen to be in love with Zade. And Issik.”

      Kieran turned his attention to me. “Let me guess, Jase too?”

      I nodded, folding my arms across my chest. “Do you have a problem with it?”

      He rewarded me with a wolfish grin. “Only if you show favoritism.”

      Startled, I paused to stare at him. Each and every one of them never failed to surprise. “You’re really okay with sharing me between the four of you?” Saying it out loud was as strange as the concept was in my head.

      His right shoulder lifted in a nonchalant shrug. “I don’t know. We’ve shared many things over the years, but girls were never one of them. I do know that I’m not willing to live without you.”

      “God, this is such a mess.” I dropped my head onto the table.

      A hand trailed down my spine offering comfort. “It doesn’t have to be.”

      I raised my head to prop my chin on my hands and glanced at the table. It was covered in weapons. “Why does a dragon need seven blades?” I asked.

      Kieran shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt to be prepared for anything, especially when there might come a time when I can’t rely on my other skills.” He was referring to his dragon and his poison.

      “What will happen to me once the curse is lifted?”

      “You’ll marry me,” he said matter-of-factly with a wink.

      I sat up, unable to hide the smile from creeping over my lips. “Oh, will I? Don’t make me hurt you.”

      “You could go home if it was what you wanted. The choice is for you to make, and yours alone.”

      Home. The word echoed in my brain. This was my home. I didn’t want to leave, didn’t have anything to go back to. “If I go home, will you find someone else to marry?” A frown pulled at my lips. I didn’t like the idea of them marrying. Not. At. All.

      “As the last dragons, it would be our duty to find a queen.” He kept his voice casual.

      My stomach dropped like a bag of gold bricks, and it nearly made a loud thud. Despair hit me in waves, so I swallowed against the constriction in my throat. “Well, that settles it. I’m staying.”

      Kieran laughed, tugging on a damp curl of my hair. “Good, because I would have come after you.”

      Was it fair for me to expect them to share me, but not share them? The mere thought of any of the descendants taking a wife made me ill, and mad enough to spit flames.

      It was my problem.

      And I would deal with it when the time came. For now, they were mine.
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      Something tugged inside me, waking me up from a deep sleep that I wasn’t ready to leave, but the tug was persistent, annoyingly so, giving me no alternative but to bat my eyes open. I didn’t do so without a grumble. It was the distant hissing and popping of lava, flowing over rock, and rumbling in my ears that pushed me over the edge.

      I blinked.

      A sleeping Jase lay beside me. Moonbeams streaked over one side of his face, casting him in silver and shadow. The tranquility dragon was breathtaking to behold. He had stayed with me last night and not a single kiss or touch. I wanted to curl up beside him and rest my head on the spot of his shoulder that seemed made for me, but that thing nudged me once more.

      ‘Olivia. Keeper. Claim me.’ That pull inside me whispered.

      Shuddering, I flung off the covers and rose from the bed, the voice guiding me. A white haze filtered throughout my room, but I thought nothing of it.

      Barefoot, I walked into the dark halls of the castle, the staff long since asleep. My steps were silent as I continued to tiptoe down the stairs, fingers running along the stone walls. I reached the main floor and listened. Nothing sounded, except for the voice.

      ‘Hurry. Find me.’

      A warm breeze blew my hair off my shoulders when I went through the terrace doors, and into the night. Stardust gleamed overhead, bathing the grounds in a shower of silver. I crept through the garden and winced as I stepped on a shard of rock, a sharp edge lancing the arch of my foot.

      Fabulous. Not only was I running around nearly half naked in the dead of night, but I was alone, and now I was also bleeding.

      In a deep recess of my mind, I comprehended what I was doing was dangerous, but I couldn’t stop myself from moving further and further from the castle. The thread inside me gave a slight yank, urging me to the left, toward the volcano. I could be walking into a trap. Tianna could swoop in from the shadows and steal me away. Or I could fall into a river of lava. Take your pick. All sorts of threats were possible.

      And yet, I was powerless to do anything but keep traipsing along. In the distance, dark smoke billowed from Titan Mountain. I tried to focus on the path laid out in front of me, but that white film made my vision unclear.

      I needed to keep my wits about me. Whatever was summoning me, didn’t know me very well. The prospect of me getting to the volcano unscathed was slim to none. As though to prove my point, I stumbled over my own feet, going splat on the ground. Luckily, I caught myself a split second before my nose hit the earth. My palms stung, but I’d take a few scrapes and cuts over a broken and bloodied nose.

      Son of a b—

      The cord jerked, cutting off a string of curse words I had lined up in my head.

      I shoved to my feet, no time to panic, or perhaps it was because of what summoned me, for there was no doubt in my mind, I was being controlled. But by whom? Or what? The only way to find out was to see this through, following the silent commands leading my body.

      It sort of reminded me of when I’d been possessed by a ghost. My limbs and muscles were moving, but the orders weren’t coming from my mind.

      ‘Hurry. Hurry.’ The tug seemed to shout.

      My heart was beating harshly in my chest, pulsing in my throat. I had the volcano in my sights. Sweat glistened over my skin, the nightshirt sticking to my boobs, my belly.

      ‘So close—hurry—you must not—'

      “Going on a midnight stroll?” A firm hand wrapped on my forearm, halting my progression. I tried to shake off whoever had a hold of me, but it was futile.

      The culprit spun me around then, and I blinked. Jase, my entire body seemed to sigh, except for the thread. It pulled harder, over and over again, attempting to get me back under its enthrallment.

      “Olivia,” he breathed my name, not letting me go. His other hand lifted to caress the side of my face, the pad of his thumb running along my cheekbone in a gentle butterfly touch. “Wake up.”

      My eyes connected with his, and the thread snapped inside me. The film that had been blurring my vision cleared as those glowing violet eyes stared into mine. “Jase?” my voice quivered over his name.

      “You gave me quite the startle when I woke up and you were gone.”

      My gaze took in my surroundings, the bubbling brook of lava, the volcano towering above us. It all seemed like a distant memory. “I-uh. Why am I outside? In nothing but a T-shirt?” I asked, glancing at my skimpy attire.

      “Shit,” he swore under his breath. “Did you have to mention your lack of clothes?”

      I whacked the back of my hand against his exposed abs. He didn’t so much as flinch. I wasn’t the only one who was wandering around outside in next to nothing. “That’s all you can think about?”

      “You brought it up,” he so eloquently reminded me.

      I shook my head, pressing my forehead to his slick chest. “What’s wrong with me?”

      His arms came to wrap around me, pulling me into his embrace. “Absolutely. Nothing.”

      Sweet. But not the truth. Something was definitely wrong. I remembered getting out of bed, climbing down the stairs and strolling out of the castle, but every second of it had felt like a dream, foggy and surreal. Until I was staring into Jase’s eyes, and bam, the world came back into motion. We both knew something evil was at play.

      I was still a prisoner. The witch still had me in her clutches, much like how she had the descendants trapped.

      Find me, the star had called out again. At least I thought it was the star. It could have been a spell just as easily. My head lifted and I threw a sidelong glance at the volcano. Even now, I sensed the stone whispering my name like a lost song. “It wants me to find it,” I murmured, the words tumbling from my lips.

      “The star?” he said, seeking clarity.

      “Maybe. I’m not sure. It could have easily been Tianna. How would I know the difference?”

      He regarded me, eyes brighter than usual. “I’m thinking we might need to start tying you to the bed.”

      “Are you getting kinky on me?” The words escaped me. I had no intention of flirting with him, but when faced with what might have happened tonight if he hadn’t shown up, I needed a way to lighten the fear that gripped my heart. It was easier to tease him, instead of dealing with my emotions.

      “What am I supposed to do with you?”

      I slipped my hand into his, twining our fingers together. “Take me home. I’ve had enough of the outdoors for one night.”

      Bending down, Jase swept me up into his arms.

      “I can walk,” I protested, trying to keep some shred of dignity.

      “It’s faster if I carry you.”

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t object further. He was right. It would be quicker and less hazardous for both of us if he carried me.

      The fingers holding me flexed, and I peered up to see what was bothering him. He was glaring at my feet. “You’re bleeding.”

      Lifting my toes in the air, I surveyed the dried blood on my foot. “Oh. It’s no big deal. I cut myself on a rock.”

      A scowl marred his lips. “Of course, you did. I never knew how fragile humans could be until I met you.”

      It was hard to fathom, considering the numerous girls they had brought to the Veil over the last ninety-nine years, but none of them were me—like the descendants were fond of saying. How right they were.

      He stalked toward the castle and I rested my head on his shoulder, yawning. “I’ve never sleepwalked before.”

      “How about we don’t make a habit of it.”

      “What am I supposed to do? Not sleep?”

      “Afraid that isn’t an option. You need a different type of sleep, one devoid of dreams.”

      “Don’t. You—”

      Too late.

      Jase’s lips met mine, but not in just any kiss, a kiss punched with tranquility. I felt the cool, calm ribbon down my lungs.

      “I hate you,” I managed to mumble, my body collapsing against his.

      He lifted me in his arms, pressing a kiss to my temple. “No, you don’t,” I heard him say before unconsciousness took me under.
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      My foot had been cleaned and bandaged when I woke late the following morning. I rolled my ankle, testing its mobility and winced, the cut itself stretched with the motion. Edging off the bed, I eased to my feet, keeping the bulk of my weight off the arch of my foot and hobbled to the bathroom.

      Jase had a shoulder propped against the wall when I emerged a few minutes later. “Next time you feel the need to go for a midnight stroll, wake me up. Better yet, do it on someone else’s watch.”

      “How did you know?” I inquired.

      “I sensed your fear. It woke me up,” he said simply.

      This was one of those moments I was thankful for the emotional bond between us, even if it was only one-sided, and split between the four dragons. “Does that happen frequently?” I hated to think my emotions interfered with their lives. I would not be a happy camper if I were constantly awoken by someone else’s feelings.

      He shrugged. “It happens.”

      Not the answer I was looking for right now. “What did I miss while I was rendered unconscious?”

      His lips twitched, knowing I was jabbing at him for using tranquility on me. He was lucky I didn’t poison his ass. “Let’s go find out. I’m sure the others are wondering where we are, or if I’m holding you captive.”

      I was surprised they hadn’t rammed down the door. “It would serve you right for letting me sleep so long.”

      “You needed it, Cupcake.”

      I scowled, awkwardly following him to the library where Zade and Kieran were sprawled about, each with a book in their hands. Gold shelves of books lined all four of the walls all the way to the ceiling. A trace of something old and magical scented the air, something more than just dusty books.

      “What are we researching? A way to kill a devourer? How to bind a witch’s magic? Or how to get the stone out of a volcano?” I asked upon entering the opulent room.

      Kieran’s twinkling gaze peeked over a large dark green leather-bound book. “All of the above.”

      “Great,” I mumbled, taking an empty recliner. “Toss me a book.”

      Someone put a plate of food in my hands instead, ordering me to eat. “Do you really think we’ll find something here that will help us?” I asked, forking a piece of buttered bread with cinnamon and sugar that looked like French toast.

      Zade crossed an ankle over his knee, a book propped on his leg. “You think we should be out there doing something, instead of cooped up in the library flipping through books older than all of us?”

      I lifted my brows. “Is that so wrong?”

      Jase shook his head. “No. You’re not alone in this feeling. But,” he added. “Not all battles are won in the field. Some are won by being educated, prepared. It is as important to be educated as it is to be able to wield a sword.”

      “Have there been any other sightings of the devourer? Perhaps it went back to whatever hell it came from.”

      “Only one. In the Nameless Lands.” Jase’s voice was a bit tight when he answered.

      I sunk back against the cushion, the half-eaten plate of food now neglected alongside a stack of parchments. “How many other forgotten, or creatures of legend will she resurrect?”

      Beside me, the light winked out of Kieran’s eyes. “Until she gets what she wants. Us. The Veil. The stars.”

      Issik strolled into the room with purposeful strides at that moment, and stretched out on the other side of me. “Where have you been?” I asked, seeing the exhaustion lining his eyes. And I thought I’d had a rough night.

      His head hit the back of the chair. “Searching the Nameless Lands.”

      “Did you find the wanderer? Or the devourer?”

      He shook his head. “Not a trace. He is exceptional at hiding his tracks.”

      This was hopeless. My fingers rubbed over the sides of my temples.

      Zade was watching me with intensity, no doubt sensing my frustration. “Why does it look like you’re working on an early headache?”

      “I had a restless night,” was all I said, assuming Jase had already filled in the others about my late night escapade.

      Jase coughed to cover up the grin on his lips, and the other three dragons pinned him with equal glares of ill humor.

      My ears flared with heat. “That’s not what I meant. Not everything is about sex.” I was in a mood. And not that kind of mood.

      “We got to do something to stay sane around here,” Kieran drawled.

      I ignored him and grabbed a book. “What the hell am I looking for?” I asked, staring down at the jumble of words on the page. Was this even English?

      Jase came to peer over my shoulder. “Pretty sure you’re reading it upside down.”

      I stared at the book frowning. Why did I bother?

      He flipped the book around in my lap. “This is a journal about the lore of beasts. You might find some information on how to kill the devourer in there. The language is old, but the drawings will be useful. If you see anything that resembles the devourer, we’ll have Issik translate.”

      “He can read this?” The words lining the page were symbols that reminded me of runes.

      Jase nodded. “His family was one of the last to still speak the language of the gods.”

      I glanced over at the Ice Prince. He was sipping from a glass, thumbing through a large book with a dragon shield embossed on the cover. “Are all these books filled with magic?”

      The dim light beside Jase picked up highlights of his dark hair. “Most of them. The important ones were divided between the royal families for safekeeping, away from humans. In the wrong hands, these books could be catastrophic.”

      Like Tianna’s.

      My attention shifted to my book, curious about what kind of magic it beheld.

      

      A half hour later, I no longer was curious but enthralled and a bit frightened. Once or twice I gasped at the pictures that stared back at me. Beasts with horns or multiple heads. Creatures with scorpion tails or no spines. Animals that could take the shape of anything it touched. So many different types of horrors.

      It didn’t matter that I couldn’t read the text. The drawings spoke a thousand words.

      We had spent most of the day in the library, when I raised my head from the book of beasts to roll my neck. Wariness shone on my dragons’ faces, but they dutifully continued searching for answers, anything to give us the edge in this battle against Tianna. The descendants had come and gone from the room, attempting to wear off their restlessness, or satiate their hunger, but it had all been uneventful. So, I was altogether startled when the door to the library blew open and in stormed Issik, a frosty chill sweeping through the room at his wake. I hadn’t even noticed he had left the library until that moment.

      Jase’s gaze went stony as he faced the Ice Prince. “What is it?” he asked disconcerted.

      Issik’s icy expression remained intact, but his eyes were swirling with cold blistering rage. “We just received word that Tianna has attacked Wakeland. Your kingdom is under siege, Jase.”
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      Issik’s announcement caused a roar to rip throughout the castle, and Kieran and Zade jumped to their feet.

      “How long?” it was Jase who spoke, demanding an answer from the Ice Prince.

      A shiver danced down my spine. I’d never seen such lethal calm in Jase’s eyes.

      “Not more than ten minutes ago. She has sealed the keep with a spell, moving her army in from the borders of the Nameless Lands, and into the villages,” Issik supplied.

      Amethyst scales instantly papered over Jase’s arms, spreading along his body. Without another word, he tore through the room, the others on his heels, and I was quick to scamper after.

      “Jase,” Zade called, daring to lay a hand on his shoulder.

      Jase whirled, a growl curling his lips, but Zade’s fingers tightened their hold, in understanding. If it had been his home, Zade would have erupted into a blaze of fire. I marveled at Jase’s control.

      “We need to think this through. It could be a trap,” Zade urged.

      “I have to go.”

      Kieran shot Jase a calculating look. “No one is saying don’t go, but let us help.”

      Jase’s eyes glittered like burning starlight as he gave a short nod. “We don’t have much time. She is making a point, letting us know she can take what is ours. We need to show her we’re not so easy to conquer.”

      “We can’t leave Olivia,” Issik said. No one argued that point.

      “Damn right you can’t. I’m coming with you,” I declared.

      Issik’s face was as cold as ever. “It’s too dangerous. If she is there…”

      Zade didn’t so much as blink in my direction. “And if it is a trap? As much as none of us want to admit, we can’t go up against Tianna alone. She would pluck Olivia right from under our nose.”

      Silence followed.

      Cool anger simmered under the surface of Jase’s expression. “We’re safer in numbers. She comes with us,” he ordered, and didn’t wait for anyone to argue as he immediately shifted, becoming a deadly dragon, a warrior with murder gleaming in his eyes. He hadn’t even bothered to shed his clothes, the material ribboned to pieces on the floor.

      Kieran and Issik were quick to follow, joining Jase in the sky. The heavy beating of their wings sounded like the hovering of helicopter blades slicing through the air, taking them higher away from me.

      Nausea unfurled in my stomach as Zade turned to me. The magnitude of what I was about to fly into hit the defensive wall I’d constructed. Tianna. I was going to see the witch for the first time since she abducted me—tortured me.

      “You okay, Little Gem?”

      My heart stumbled a bit, but I lifted my chin, pushing through it. “Let’s go,” I said tightly.

      Understanding painted in his features. Zade barked orders to his staff and returned to my side, holding out his hand. “You forgot this.” He offered me what he so zealously held, and I glanced down.

      My dagger. The one Jase had given me over a month ago. The white of my knuckles showed as I took the blade.

      “Just in case,” he added, when I lifted my eyes to meet his in question.

      Every inch of him was thrumming with the urge to shift and he didn’t give in until I nodded, signaling that I was ready. Securing the blade to the outside of my thigh, I caught the tail end of Zade’s transformation to a fire-breathing dragon. He shook out his head, the sun glinting off his red-gold scales, before sinking to the ground for me to climb on him.

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared shitless. The prospect of seeing Tianna again sent a spiral of terror rushing through my veins. I’d never been in a battle, let alone one with a witch. My expectations were horrifying, but my concern for the descendants and the people who called Wakeland their home, trumped all my fears and reservations. To save my dragons, to protect my home, I’d sacrifice myself—I’d fight Tianna to my death.

      Zade shoved off the ground to join the others, and the wind tore at me. I clung onto his neck fiercely as we climbed into the sky. “No matter what happens, don’t let go of me,” he instructed.

      My legs and hands tightened against him in response.

      “We’ll be keeping higher in the sky, helping Kieran clear out the villages. Jase and Issik are at the castle,” he informed with smooth precision.

      Wakeland approached in the distance, and it was the blinding lights and thunderous roars echoing throughout the Veil that held me enraptured. When we grew closer, I gasped. The lake I had retrieved the first star from was stained red. I didn’t want to think about what had caused the waters to turn the color of blood.

      “Olivia?”

      Forcing myself to breathe, I realized that no air was flowing into my lungs. “I’m okay.” My mouth had gone dry at the sights around me. “Do it,” I rasped. We couldn’t afford to waste another second. Those people in the villages were counting on us.

      Zade opened his jaw, letting a stream of fire rain upon Tianna’s army during our first pass over the farming village. Suffocating heat filled the air, followed by the stench of charred flesh and cries of agony. Nothing about fighting, about killing, was glorified like the movies showed. It was heartbreaking. Defeating. Gut-wrenching. And bloody.

      I had not anticipated the sheer force of Tianna’s army—of her powers—of what she was capable of. To make such a violent move made me think she was threatened, perhaps by me. She wanted the stars and the power they wielded, but to do so, she would have to go through me.

      My gaze found Kieran on the ground, standing across the bridge as he spewed a vile mist of poison on Tianna’s soldiers. They were made up of goblins, griffins, spirits from the otherworld, and other creatures I couldn’t identify—and probably didn’t want to know.

      By some small miracle, I spotted no wraiths. Yet.

      Would the descendants be taking on both her army and the witch herself, assuming she showed her face? Her curse had weakened their powers, but even then, they were magnificent. I quivered thinking about what the four of them could do at full strength. This wouldn’t have been much of a battle.

      Below us, the screams of those who had made a home in Wakeland pierced the air, rising over the battle. So many. They didn’t stand a chance against Tianna’s ranks, not with mythical abilities the creatures possessed. I didn’t know how the witch was able to band together such numbers. What did she promise them? Were they ensnared in her web of spells like the dragons?

      I squared my shoulders. “Bitch,” I hissed. How could she do such a thing?

      In that moment, two griffins flocked at either side of Zade, blocking him in between them. Their beaks clamped with sharp snaps toward me, and I don’t know what happened. Something inside me took over. Perhaps it was Jase’s lessons, or newly awoken instincts, but I didn’t hesitate. Opening my mouth, I let a stream of poison burst from my lungs, blowing the green mist into their feathery faces. The toxic vapor found its way into their nostrils, vengefully sizzling and burning through every inch of them. Shrieking in agony, they fell, hitting the ground with a thud that could be heard from the clouds.

      Damn, that felt good.

      “Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

      Zade circled back around over the village, drowning a cluster of troops in a ring of fire. She had turned Jase’s kingdom into her own twisted hunting ground. Why? For no other reason than she could—for sick pleasure.

      Below us woman and children ran, seeking coverage and protection. Kieran slammed his jaws over a pair of goblins before they had a chance to willowphase out of danger—like they had been doing, popping in and out of the village. Their bodies tumbled to the ground, followed by their severed heads, dropping out of Kieran’s mouth. Blood dripped from his lips.

      The sun, tinged in pink, rose higher as if it knew blood had been spilled this day. We glided through the village’s streets, surveying the destruction and searching for any lingering soldiers. Then over the howling winds, my ears picked up a scream.

      Crispness settled into my vision, the roiling of my power swirling in my chest. Left. Right. Left again. My eyes darted over the cobblestone street, but no sight of who was calling out for help. Zade’s muscles were strained underneath me. “There.” I pointed to the bridge.

      A trio of awakened dead was taunting an elderly woman. Her frail fingers gripped the wooden banister as she backed away, and it was clear then that Tianna would use any willing body, dead or alive, to fight her battles.

      “Hang on tight!” Zade dropped in a near vertical dive, heading straight for the dead. He soared with speed and accuracy, and my heart thundered against my ribs.

      If he didn’t—Oh, my god we were going to—

      At the last second before impact, Zade pulled up, the talons on his feet sinking into two of the walking dead, and tearing them open. He used his tail to whip the third, sending it flying to the lake as its body split in two from the force. After he raised us to the flawless clouds again, his grip loosened, dropping the remaining pieces of the other two he’d had in his clutches.

      “You good?” he asked into my mind, his deep voice filled with concern.

      “As good as expected.” I wasn’t sure I would ever forget the sounds, the smell, or the terrifying feeling it gave me.

      “Let’s find Jase and Issik, see if they need any help with the witch.”

      Zade changed our direction, slicing through the blue skies with Kieran to our left. Together we headed for Wakeland Keep. The castle had an eerie shimmer that swathed it. Zade perched us on top of one of the towers, giving us a view with an advantage. Kieran sat on the twin tower, poised for the next attack.

      The tower trembled beneath us as Jase landed on the ground, letting a roar of pure rage echo throughout his kingdom. Issik kept to the skies above the lake, picking off any remaining soldiers guarding the castle. Two died instantly, frozen and then splintered by the spikes of his tail. Their remains shattered like glass.

      I glanced at my four dragons, relieved they were alive and unharmed, but that respite didn’t last. At closer inspection, I saw the weariness in their eyes, in their bodies, in their powers. She had done that.

      What more was she capable of?

      I thought of my own scars and the ones now left on Wakeland. How many more innocents would suffer for her greed for power?

      Jase released another rumble from deep within his chest, letting it shudder over the land. Tianna had encased his home in one of her wicked spells. Why? What did she hope to achieve? Was it me she wanted? Was it to shove her dominance over the descendants, make them grovel at her feet?

      As the thought crossed my mind, the front doors to the keep parted, and she appeared. Tianna strolled from inside Jase’s home like she was its queen, her black-laced gown flowing like fluid night behind her. Her scarlet lips curled.

      I loathed the fear that sprang inside me at my first sight of her, the way my breath came out jagged.

      “Easy,” Zade crooned in warning.

      Should we do something, strike her now? I didn’t dare speak, didn’t dare distract any of them. This was when they needed to rally their focus and powers.

      Tianna strutted toward Jase, her bright, calculating eyes meeting his. “Took you long enough.”

      Jase cut her a glare. He didn’t dare look away. “What do you want?” his dragon voice boomed into our heads.

      Tianna’s answering grin was a slash of white lightning across her attractive features. “I see you got your pet back. I hope I didn’t break her too much.”

      Four growls erupted from different corners of the castle.

      The witch hadn’t spared me a single glance, but she knew I was here. My blood brimmed with a cocktail of panic and wrath.

      She clucked her tongue at the fierce protectiveness rumbling from my dragons. “I heard the four of you liked to share. I didn’t think you’d mind if I borrowed, Olivia.”

      Borrowed, my left asscheek! As if I were a cloak or a pair of shoes.

      “Release the spell,” Jase demanded, refusing to play her little games.

      Tianna pouted, disappointment radiating in her silver eyes. “Not so quick, Tranquility Heir. You can have your precious little kingdom when I get my star. I want the Star of Fire,” she stated, finally laying out her cards—her demands.

      “And if I refuse?” Rage darkened Jase’s violet eyes to near blackness.

      “Let’s just say that would be very unfortunate for all the little trophies you’ve collected over the years. How disappointed your father would be to see his legacy collapse.”

      Oh, how I longed for the power the Star of Fire would grant me. I’d light her ass up right now if I could.

      “We don’t have the Star of Fire.”

      “No?” she sung, tilting her head to the side. Her lips curved into a new smile, while she tapped a sharp nail against her lips. “But your pet knows where it is. Don’t you dear?” And for the first time since the mountain, Tianna’s gaze slid to mine. My skin felt as if a thousand spiders were crawling over it, shadows and darkness unfurling around my soul. “Such a remarkable thing she is,” she mused.

      I lifted my chin a fraction in defiance and schooled my features, refusing to let a flicker of emotion show. A cool mask of indifference slid over my face, but the dragon under me didn’t show the same restraint. Zade let his roaring fury loose, unveiling a river of fire down toward the witch.

      When the flames reached Tianna, they went right through her. The edges of her form rippled like water before stabilizing.

      Another spell. She was fond of tricks and illusion.

      Tianna threw her head back and laughed, a haunting sound. “You didn’t think I’d actually show up, did you?”

      Jase inclined his angular head. “Too afraid to face the four of us. I’m not surprised.”

      “It’s you who fears me, sons of dragons, as you have for the last century. My reign has just started, while yours is ending before it even began.”

      “Our time isn’t over yet,” Jase seethed.

      She tapped at her wrist. “Yes, tick tock.”

      “Release the spell on the castle. You’ve had your fun.”

      “Such impatience. You have until the end of this month to bring me the Star of Fire, or another kingdom will fall to their knees before me.” Her eyes once again shifted toward the tower where Zade and I were perched. A smile of wickedness bestowed on her lips. “Olivia dear.” She savored the sound of my name on her tongue. “You are so much more than I bargained for. I have plans for you. Big plans.”

      Heat itched along my cheeks and neck, and my body betrayed me, trembling at her dark promise. Never again, I told myself. Never again would I let her break me.

      This war against Tianna had become mine. A mere human I might be, but I alone had been chosen by the stars. Who knew why they spoke to me, why they gifted me with their powers. I couldn’t say I was happy about it, but I was grateful if it allowed me to save the descendants.

      “Don’t touch her!” Four different, yet equally grim voices resounded in my head.

      “The choice is yours. Live under my command, or don’t live at all. Either way, you will not win. It will take everything the four of you have to fight me—which as I understand isn’t much—and even then, it won’t be enough to beat me. So you see, the decision is simple. Give me the remaining two stars and I give you my word your pet will live. If you refuse…” she shrugged, her slim shoulders lifting in a careless, bored manner. “I’ll make her my pet.”

      The kingdom trembled under the deafening roars that exploded from a deep and primal part of my dragons. She had threatened what they considered theirs. Me. And the instinct to protect, ingrained in every scale covering their fierce bodies, flared to life.

      “You have quite the mess to clean up. Give me the star and I’ll make sure the other kingdoms don’t suffer the same fate.” Then with a wave of her hand, she was gone.
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      Jase’s unyielding gaze roamed over his castle entombed in Tianna’s spell, grieving all those inside now frozen by her magic. Issik dropped down beside him, the sun glittering off their scales.

      My eyes circled Wakeland, seeing the destruction Tianna had left in her wake. Never had I witnessed a battle. And nothing could have prepared me for the aftermath, for the lost lives, for the fallen stone buildings, for the blood.

      A grueling moan of despair thundered from deep within Jase’s chest, leaving him powerless to do anything to aid those trapped inside his home. I wanted to run into his arms, offer him what little solace I could, but I knew it would do hardly any good. He was suffering from grief, helplessness, and uncontainable wrath.

      The worst part was that this war wasn’t over. It had only just begun. Tianna hadn’t been defeated, and the events of today would stay with me long after it ended, regardless of who won. I would never forget. Coming to the Veil had changed me forever, just as this first battle had left a different kind of scar on my soul.

      A trembling hand lifted to touch the side of my cheek, where Tianna’s mark marred my tender skin. More proof that I’d never be whole again, though I was more concerned about the internal damage left behind, than my vanity. If a visible scar was the worst affliction I received, then it was a small price to save those I loved, to save the land that had become my home.

      “Will he be okay?” I asked Zade, staring down at the purple dragon who paced back and forth outside the castle, searching for the tiniest whole in Tianna’s hex.

      “Since the curse was cast, this has always been our worst fear. That she would attack our homes, the people we protect. We won’t let her win. That is the only way any of us will be okay.”

      Heaviness settled into my heart.

      We could do nothing to help those inside the castle, but the village beyond the lake was in need of aid. Kieran stayed behind with Jase, while Zade, Issik and I went to see what we could do for the others. The quiet lake still ran red as we flew over, and the little village was a flurry of panic and commotion. My heart stumbled in my chest. It would take months to rebuild what Tianna had destroyed in mere minutes.

      When my feet touched the ground my knees nearly buckled, but Issik was there to lend me his sturdiness. He slid an arm around my lower back, catching my elbow with the other, and hauled me against him. “I got you, Little Warrior. You did well, for your first battle.”

      He had shifted before Zade and I had landed, tossing on a pair of pants that was always stashed in the villages. Blood crusted in speckles over his face and chest, but I didn’t care how dirty he was. I used his shoulder as a pillow, resting my cheek on him. “All those people…” I murmured.

      “We’ll rebuild,” Issik promised quietly.

      I recognized a few of the faces among the throngs of people. Women limped along, seeking the healers. The air reeked of blood. I did what little I could to help, tending and cleaning wounds with fresh water, while Issik and Zade made arrangements for any of those who were displaced from their homes.

      It wasn’t until much later when Zade flew us back to Crimson Keep, and tears streamed down my cheeks only to be whisked away by the blustering wind. Every part of me ached. My legs. My arms. My back. My soul. My heart. Not a section was untouched by what had unfolded. I gave in to the exhaustion and lay onto of Zade’s powerful dragon body, the scales brushing against my cheek.

      I must have dozed for a bit, for when I woke, Kieran was lifting me off Zade and into his arms. “You’re safe, Blondie,” he whispered near my ear.

      “Is he here?” My voice was raspy. I needed water, I needed sleep, but not until I knew they were here, together with me. Only then could I see to myself.

      “No. It might be some time before he is able to get away. His kingdom is in ruin. He needs to see to his people’s safety. They rely on us.”

      Just as I relied on them to keep me protected.

      I stifled a yawn. “What time is it?”

      He moved with grace and ease through the castle, not in the least burdened by my weight. “It is late. You need to rest.”

      “So do you,” I added, watching a few green strands of his hair fall to frame the sharp angles of his face. Pieces were stuck together with a dark substance. Blood. My nose wrinkled. “But first you need a bath.”

      Those full lips curved. “Aye, I do. And I’m not the only one.”

      He carried me upstairs, to what I thought might be his room, fetching a glass of water and ordering me to drink. I obeyed, taking a long sip from the onyx goblet. My fingers were slightly unsteady, clenching the cup. “Thank you,” I murmured. “What do we do now?” I asked, looking up at him expectantly.

      “There is nothing more we can do tonight. Let’s get you cleaned up and in bed. Tomorrow we’ll regroup. Decide what needs to be done.” Kieran held out his hand for me to take.

      I nodded, not knowing what else I could say and put my hand in his.

      He led me into the bathing chamber, and I followed him on wobbly legs, seeing him flip on the spray of hot water that cascaded from a spout in the stone, like rainfall. Kieran was quiet as he stripped the clothes from my body, not in a sensual way, but with loving purpose, and yet, my body tingled on the places his fingers grazed.

      Steam had begun to fill the room when I stepped into the opened shower. The water hit my skin and my bones whimpered. Kieran sauntered in behind me. “It will be quicker if we bathe together,” he replied at my drawn up brows, a bit of light coming back into his emerald eyes.

      “You don’t say?” I stepped back, allowing him more room in the space and dropped my head back into the cascade of water, soaking my hair and face.

      Kieran watched me with male appreciation.

      He was so tall and perfectly formed that I couldn’t help but watch him as the water ran off his body, stained a pinkish-red. Not from his blood, but those of the enemy.

      I took a piece of cloth hanging on a rack and lathered it with a bar of soap to wash the dirt and grime from his golden tattooed skin. I studied the ink, a painting of his life, of memories he held dear. Vibrant roses with sharp thorns, tangled with vines. A snake winding up his entire arm with glittering gems for eyes, much like the one carved into his castle.

      Each tattoo told a story.

      “Let me help,” I offered, my voice hardly above a whisper. I took the soapy cloth, dragging it over his arm, and circled around to his back. My breath caught. A splotch of purple marred the skin on the top of his left shoulder. “You’re hurt.”

      His eyes glanced over at me. “The bastard got a lucky shot. It will be gone by morning. Nothing to fret over.”

      I’d be the judge of that. With tentative fingers, I brushed over the bruise and unease pitted in my belly. They could have been seriously hurt today. The thought made me sick. How would I ever manage if something did happen to one of them?

      Drawing up on my toes, I pressed a soft kiss to the bruise.

      A long breath escaped him, his body letting go of the tension for the first time in hours. “Olivia.” My name became a worship on his lips.

      He turned to face me, so much gentleness radiating from his eyes. “You worry for nothing. I will be fine. So will Jase.”

      I gnawed at my lower lip, his eyes tracking the movement. “I don’t like it when we’re separated. It makes me feel vulnerable.”

      He took my face in between his damp hands and kissed me. When he pulled his lips from mine to brush his fingers down the column of my neck, his face was grave. “We’re only stronger because of you. We can’t win this war without you. The Veil needs you.”

      I only hoped I didn’t disappoint or let them down.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was once again shining when I awoke, rested and starving out of my mind. I rubbed at my eyes, and blinked at the bright light streaming in through the wall of windows. It was only for those first blissful moments of clearing my mind from sleep that I was at peace, and then the terror of what happened steamed rolled through me.

      Jase!

      Had he returned?

      Was he alone?

      I rushed from the bed, flying out of the room and into the corridor. It didn’t matter that I scarcely knew my way around Crimson Keep. I had to see him, needed to confirm with my own two eyes that he was okay. My bare feet padded over the cool marble floor and down the steps, until I reached the main level outside the kitchen.

      Deep voices came from inside the room, and without hesitation, I pushed open the double doors to find Zade and Issik at the long island—a mess covering the tabletop.

      Is that flour on the Ice Prince’s cheek?

      My eyes darted around the room, searching for Jase. He wasn’t anywhere to be found, but neither were any of the staff. “Where is everyone?” I asked, gradually walking further into the room.

      Zade paused his task of slicing a loaf a bread to look at me. “I’ve given them the day off. Some have traveled to Wakeland to help, others are taking time to grieve.”

      Issik expertly cracked an egg into a bowl. “We’re making breakfast? Are you hungry?”

      “Uh, I’m starved. Is Jase back?”

      Shadows flickered into both of their eyes, and I almost regretted asking, but I had to know. “He returned a few hours ago,” Zade finally answered.

      “And the castle? Was he able to find a way to break the spell?”

      Zade only shook his head.

      Dread spread inside of me. Poor Jase. I thought about all those who lived inside Wakeland Keep, including Harper. Where they terrified? Could they even feel in their frozen state?

      “And Kieran?” I inquired, plopping into one of the chairs situated alongside the center island. Issik placed a cup of coffee in front of me, and I offered him a meek grin of thanks.

      “He went to put his kingdom on high alert, and then we’ll do a sweep of the Nameless Lands,” Issik said.

      Warming my fingers on the sides of the cup, I mulled over his words. “Is it wise for him to go alone?”

      Zade’s hand tightened on the knife. “We don’t have much of a choice at this point.”

      “Did you warn your household?” I directed at Issik.

      He nodded. “My lands have been on locked down from the beginning.”

      I gave him a funny look. “What does that mean?”

      “I’ve enclosed my villages and castle in a tomb of ice,” he explained.

      “We all have our own defenses,” Zade added, seeing the astonishment creep into my face. “Safeguards to protect the people during war. I only wish we would have done so sooner. If we would have known that Tianna…” His voice trailed off, but I didn’t need him to finish.

      I placed a hand over his on the counter and squeezed. “You can’t blame yourselves. In nearly a hundred years, the witch has not made a volatile threat to your kingdoms. To you directly, yes, but not your homes.”

      Issik’s jaw tightened, steeling himself for what was still to come.

      I ate the food they put in front of me without tasting a bite. My eyes kept straying to the doors, waiting for Jase to come strolling in, midnight hair disheveled from sleep. As much as I wished it, he remained behind closed doors.

      

      Days wasted by and with them, my frustration grew. For once, I knew the location of the stone, but the dragons forbade me from retrieving it. The atmosphere in the castle was grim, and although the emotional bond between Jase and I was only one-sided, I swore my heart felt his pain, his suffering. I couldn’t explain it, but I knew he needed me.

      Jase didn’t feel the same way.

      An impenetrable armor had suddenly erected around him like a fortress of night. Anger and vengeance simmered close to the surface. It was difficult to see my born leader dragon become a man I didn’t recognize. Gone was the starlight in his violet eyes. Gone were the once annoying dimples I longed to see.

      I knew little of war, and even less about evil witches. But this, the waiting for the right time, the right place, or whatever it was the descendants were holding out for, felt like waiting for rain during a draught.

      By the third day, I’d made up my mind. I knew what I must do and who I needed to ask for help.

      The women in white. In this case, Zade’s mother.

      Summoning one of them was tricky. They didn’t always come when I asked, and she might very well not appear, but I had to try. This was one secret I hadn’t shared with the descendants… I had no doubt if they knew what I was up to, they would insist on coming along, and I couldn’t let that happen. With them there, the late queens wouldn’t be able to show themselves. Life on the other side wasn’t something I even wanted to comprehend.

      Rain plummeted from the heavy clouds sweeping over Crimson Kingdom and had for the better part of the day. It showed no signs of letting up, but that suited my needs. The difficult part of my plan would be getting outside without a dragon shadowing me, or noticing I was missing. They’d given me extra attention since the attack on Wakeland.

      I waited until the castle had gone to bed and Zade was sleeping beside me, the last few days wearing on all of us. “I’m sorry,” I whispered against his lips right before I pressed my mouth to his, blowing a stream of tranquility into his lungs. Insurance to make sure he didn’t sneak up on me in the middle of my chat with his mom, assuming she answered my request.

      Guilt followed me as I wiggled out of bed to dress, tiptoeing from the room. I was breathless by the time I made it passed the training area, to a field of tall wildflowers and mist. The moon wasn’t full, only a crescent sliver missing. My hair was plastered to my face as the rain sliced through the air. This was a risk, but going off what little I knew of the late queens, it was the best shot I had.

      The only way to end this torment was for me to go into Titan Mountain and find the star. Yet, the scorching temperature and pool of lava made it impossible for me to do so. I wasn’t a witch. I had no spells to protect me from the heat. Perhaps I should have struck a bargain with Tianna, tricked her somehow in giving me the fortification I would need to into the volcano.

      That was where Zade’s mom came in.

      The mossy grass cushioned my feet as I walked, listening, flowers tickling my calves. I swallowed nervously. “Hello?” I called out, feeling like an idiot. Was there a proper way to summon a ghost? “I need your help. Please.”

      My only answer was a chorus of crickets, probably complaining about the evening rain. I didn’t blame them. Beads of rain dribbled over my face. Coming out here alone was a risk. I just hoped it wasn’t one I would regret.

      “Hello,” I called again. “Please, help me.” I spun in the glade filled with flowers of sunlight and firelight, gleaming under the stars. Everything in Crimson seemed to burn; the trees and flower were no different.

      Sticking around for a few more minutes, my arms hugged my torso as I stood in the rain, waiting. And waiting. My spirits sunk, and I turned to retrace my steps back to the castle.

      “Have you found a way to obtain the Star of Fire, Olivia Campbell?” A haunting, soft, female voice cut through the patter of raindrops hitting the earth.

      I turned, my drenched hair whipping with my moments.

      Zade’s mother, the former queen of Crimson, stood a few feet before me as she hovered an inch or two over the ground. Her cloak of white draped around her, the snowy hood framing her golden face. Hair the same dark shade of Zade’s spilled out over her shoulders in loose curls. She looked every inch a ghostly queen.

      How long had it been since I’d seen her last? Two weeks? It might have as well been a lifetime ago. “No. That’s why I’m here. I need your help.”

      “Tianna’s army is growing. You must claim the star. It is yours.”

      “Yes, but how can I claim it without killing myself in the process?”

      She angled her head, considering it as if she had long forgotten how fragile humans were. “I only know what I can see, and even then, it is only a possibility.”

      So freaking helpful. “There must be a way.”

      “All the resources you need are at your fingertips. You must seek refuge in its rival,” she said.

      My brain whirled. Another mystery for me to solve. “Do you know what will happen if she is able to retrieve the star before I do?” I asked, since she seemed awfully chatty.

      Her cloak flitted with the wind and something distant moved into her eyes. “Death and destruction will reign, in this world and others.”

      My stomach dropped.

      “Even a single star could make her power mighty and wicked,” she explained and I could have sworn she shivered beneath her cloak.

      “I don’t want anyone else to die.”

      “It isn’t the stars that will win the battle rising on the horizon. You, Olivia, and you alone are the key to stopping the war before it truly begins,” she confessed with that calm voice.

      Lightning struck, slashing across the sky in a spear of white angry light. My eyes darted upward at the crack of thunder that followed. When I glanced back to the spot Zade’s mother had hovered, she was gone.

      I wrapped my soaked arms around myself, knowing the time had come for me to get out of the rain and back into the safety of the castle. Lingering would only bring trouble. The storm brewed an ominous omen as I dashed over the lawn with haste.

      I snuck back through the castle, much like I had slipped out not long ago, and after changing into dry clothes I lay beside a sleeping Zade. It would be hours before he stirred, which gave me plenty of time to think… to strategize… to outmaneuver the witch.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t sleep that night. I just lay in bed, my mind wheeling over all that had been revealed. And in the early hours of sunrise, while the sun chased the storm away, a plan formed. There was only one rival to something as hot as a volcano. Zade was that hot and Issik was the only one capable of combating such heat.

      A dumb plan that would no doubt end badly, but it beat sitting on my ass and doing nothing. The others might be content to brood and pace, but this girl was breaking out her superhero cape.

      With some help…

      

      I’d been through every room on the first floor of the castle, gone up and down the stairs twice, searched both towers and still, Issik was nowhere to be found, but I’d been assured the Ice Prince hadn’t left the grounds. Where could he be hiding? I ascended the staircase again. Every step had me convincing myself this was a stupid idea, but it was the only one I had. If I didn’t act now…

      It might be too late.

      Time was pressing down on us, with another month coming to a close. My mind replayed the attack on Wakeland. Tianna had known I knew the location of the Star of Fire. What puzzled me was why she hadn’t demanded I retrieve it right then and there, but that would have involved her actually being present, instead of a mirage—an illusion.

      Tricky, tricky witch.

      With her Pool of Mirrors, it was damn near impossible to be one step ahead of her, not when she constantly glimpsed at the past, present, and even the future. We might already be doomed, but it wasn’t going to stop me from trying to save my home. I should have found a way to destroy the pool when I’d been her prisoner, but the idea of ruining an item of magic left a nasty tang in my mouth.

      I passed a hall of open sleeping chambers, peeking my nosey ass into each one. Where the hell is he? My teeth ground together.

      Sure, when I actually wanted to find him, he was nowhere to be seen. Every other day, one of them was stuck to my side, but nooo, not today. Today they suddenly decided to give me all the space in the world.

      I lost count of the number of doors I searched before seeing the familiar whitish-gold hair. Today he had it tied back at the nape of his neck. The sun from the roof tower warmed my cheeks as I stepped outside. “You are very hard to track down,” I admitted, sounding breathy.

      Issik was sitting on an iron chair, sipping a clear liquid straight from the bottle. His attention was focused on something I couldn’t see, a place in the distance. I could only guess it was Iculon.

      At the sound of my voice, he turned his head in my direction, brows lifted. “I like to come up here to get away, to think.”

      Heat rippled off the obsidian tiles blanketing the roof as I padded over to him and slipped into his lap, wrapping my arms around his neck. “The view is breathtaking,” I said, staring out into the vast, endless sky.

      Issik’s hand moved to cover my knee. “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      My lips slightly curved into a smile, turning on the charm. “I need your help.”

      His eyes slid to mine, cool and questioning. “This is going to get me in trouble, isn’t it?”

      I squeezed his hand, appreciating the callouses against my tender skin. “Before you say no, hear me out.”

      “I’m listening,” he conceded, inclining his head toward me.

      “I want you to take me inside the volcano.” There. I’d said it. Clear. Cut. And dry. No point in beating around the bush. None of us had the time.

      “No,” he stated flatly and without hesitation.

      I had expected a decisive no. If he had agreed readily, I would have been disappointed, but I wasn’t giving up yet. “You’re being unreasonable.”

      “Me? I’m not the one who is suggestion a suicide mission.”

      My fingers toyed with the ends of his ponytail. “Are you saying that going into Titan Mountain would kill you?”

      His features remained impassive and unyielding. “No. Zade and I are the only ones who can withstand the heat, but for two different reasons. The volcano would welcome him, the heir of the kingdom, because he was born from part of this land.”

      I prayed I hadn’t underestimated my persuasive skills. “And you are his polar opposite. You’re exactly what I need to get me inside the volcano. It makes sense,” I pleaded.

      He rubbed at the stubble on his chin, little white whiskers. “You don’t think we’ve considered this, contemplated all possibilities?”

      “I don’t want you to just fly me into the volcano, I want you to freeze it, just long enough for me to find the star,” I explained.

      Issik cringed and opened his mouth to object, then clamped it shut. I watched as he brood over the idea. “There must be another way. It’s too dangerous, Olivia. A warriors heart you have, but even the greatest warriors know when to walk away from a fight.”

      I refused to walk away. Not from this. “We need to nullify the threat, and the best way to do that is to cool off the volcano. After we get what we went there for, Zade can thaw the lava if it doesn’t naturally do so.” My guess was not even Issik’s dragon breath of ice could contain the molten lava living inside the volcano for long, but I had to try.

      His eyes flickered as he warred with the idea. “I should tell you no and walk away, but I have a feeling you’d be stubborn enough to go to Titan Mountain on your own, and I can’t let you do that.”

      My lips started to curve in victory, maybe too soon.

      “But…” His hand slid down to my thigh, sending a tendril of ice through my clothes at his touch. “I could lock you up in your room.”

      Color drained from my face. “You wouldn’t dare,” I hissed. He knew what I’d been through with Tianna, how she had locked me up and of the nightmares that still kept me up most nights.

      Those crystal icy eyes softened. “No, I wouldn’t, but I probably should.”

      Laying my palm over his chest, I savored the steady beat of his heart. “Issik, you know this is the only option we have, and we need to act before Tianna has a chance to see what our plan is.”

      “And just what is our plan?”

      “It’s easy. You ice the volcano, we fly in, I snatch the stone, we leave.”

      He shook his head, knowing damn well it wouldn’t be that simple. Not with me. “Do you fully understand what your undertaking? You will have the power of three stars residing inside you.”

      I hadn’t thought about what it would mean for me. All that mattered was saving them, but now that Issik had mentioned it… I chewed on my lower lip, contemplating the implications. “Is that something I should be worried about?”

      Issik’s chest exhaled against me. I was still in his lap, and neither of us stirred. “None of us know if your human body will be able to sustain harnessing the four abilities. The magic of the stones was meant for the most powerful dragons, the kings. When we set out to break the curse, we had no idea the stars still existed.”

      A part of me had blocked my mind from thinking about the consequences, only because the first two stones had given me unimaginable skills, but even with that power I still felt like me. My physical body hadn’t changed. “This is something the four of you have discussed, and never thought to mention to me?”

      He lifted a hand, brushing the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip. “We didn’t want to worry you for nothing, especially since you handled two with fair ease. Jase wanted to test your abilities, your limits, see how your body responded over time.”

      So my lessons were more than learning to protect myself. Jase was lucky he was in a dark place. I would have marched up to his room, kicked in the door, and gave him a very loud and vulgar piece of my mind. “And what was the almighty Tranquility dragon’s conclusion?”

      The corner of Issik’s lips twitched. “Inconclusive. But we’re all concerned. This isn’t just about freeing us from the curse or protecting the home we love. You’re a part of this, and protecting you is as important as the rest.”

      I inclined my head to his so we were nearly cheek-to-cheek while I stared out into the clear blue skies. I’d been through too much, endure too much pain to turn back now or to be frightened of who I might become. “What’s life without a little risk?”

      Issik’s arms wrapped around me. “We’re about to find out,” he murmured, breathing in the scent of me. “You know the others are going to kill me.”

      I turned my head slightly towards him and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “I’ll protect you.”

      He sighed. “That’s what worries me.”
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      Just days ago, I’d seen such horror and sorrow, and now, I was gearing up to a battle of my own. The blade Jase had given me was strapped to the outside of my black leather pants, and another smaller one hidden in the inside of my boot—which I’d swiped from the training area earlier in the day, after I’d spoken with Issik.

      The Ice Prince’s face was a mask of patience as he stood in the foyer, ready to carry me into the fiery depths of Titan Mountain. I wasn’t prepared for what I was about to do, not mentally or physically, but I had little choice in the matter. This was my destiny. Whether I ever dreamed it would be of such importance or not was inconsequential. For now, I’d face what was ahead, and the consequences that came with my choices.

      My choices.

      Not Tianna’s.

      Not Jase’s, Zade’s, Kieran’s, or Issik’s.

      This wasn’t only about them or the witch who cursed them. It was about me. About the people who lived here and their future.

      “Have you changed your mind?” Issik asked, peering down at me.

      I winked. “Not a chance.”

      We stepped out on the veranda as stars sparked into existence. His shift from man to dragon was as beautiful as that first snowfall that glistened on the trees with silver, like they’d been dipped in stardust. He was all frost, animal, and magic.

      Every inch my Ice Prince.

      He waited until I was seated on top of him, tilting his angular head so he could see me with one eye. ”Time to take that ride.”

      He leaped off the edge as he had the first time, to save me when I fell from the balcony at Wakeland. Each dragon had its own flying technique. Issik’s happened to be plummeting at a vertical drop before unfolding his wings.

      It scared the ever-loving crap out of me each time.

      With every foot, we flew faster and faster over the kingdom, staying close to the surface. “How pissed are the others going to be?” We had left in the dead of night, waiting until Zade, Jase, and Kieran slept.

      “If we come back with the star, it won’t matter what we did.”

      I wasn’t so sure if that was true, but I liked the way Issik thought. “How old is the witch?” I asked. If she had cursed them a hundred years ago and still managed to look as if she was only twenty, I’d say that’s one hell of an aging spell she was cooking. She was a witch, not immortal, at least I believed.

      Issik dipped under a low hanging branch, making sure to clear it enough so not to whack me in the head. “Older than any of us, possibly older than our fathers. She was not born here in the Veil.”

      “How is she able to stay so young?”

      “We’ve never figured that part out. A spell, no doubt, but she must draw her youth from somewhere, someone, or something.”

      And we knew it wasn’t from the stars. “Do you think she knows what we are going after the stone?”

      “She can’t keep tabs on all four of us every second of every day. Even the witch needs sleep. Let’s hope fate is on our side tonight.”

      I was going to need more than fate. A hell of a lot more. I sighed, taking a moment to appreciate the night, the balmy breeze on my face, and the dragon who trusted me. It could all end tonight.

      “Are you having second thoughts?” he mused, feeling my tension, my melancholy.

      He could sense my emotions, my rising doubt, but I answered him with the truth. “I’m nervous and scared, but it doesn’t change what I have to do.”

      “In case I haven’t told you how brave I think you are. You are, you know. Brave. Bold. Brilliant. And resilient as hell.” I swore I heard a smile in his voice and it made me chuckle, relieving some of the tension tight in my shoulders. “And I don’t need a bond or stone to tell me how much I love you.”

      My arms wrapped tight around his thick neck and I pressed my cheek against his scales. “I love you too. So much.”

      In the silence that fell between us, I scrambled to find any scrap of bravery hiding inside me. I wanted to make Issik proud, to show him I was indeed brave, regardless of the fear making my insides tremble. We swept up with the rolling hills, approaching our destination.

      Titan Mountain.

      There it was. I swallowed, my fingers clenching against Issik, and the dragon loosed a breath, causing a chill to ripple in my bones. My chest sank.

      The obsidian mountain itself didn’t glow, but the pulsing lava inside made it seem as if it were. We circled over the mouth of the volcano, and being this close, the mountain felt ancient. Wafts of heat drifted toward us, causing my skin to glisten with a fine coat of sweat.

      “Have you ever been inside a volcano?” I asked, staring into the pit of rich molten fluid, ebbing and flowing below us, its sparks of embers floated in the air.

      He circled over the top of the mountain, keeping a healthy distance above. “Believe it or not, no. And I’m hoping this will be a one-time thing.”

      “You and me both,” I muttered. “We’ll be in and out before anyone misses us,” I assured over the howling wind.

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

      “Does it matter?” It didn’t change how I felt about sneaking out, deceiving the others.

      “Here we go, Little Warrior. Hold on tight.”

      My mouth went a bit dry.

      Taking us higher in the air, Issik maneuvered himself into position directly about the mouth of the volcano. When he was satisfied, he plunged, unleashing a stream of ice as he dove in, to squelch the heat before it reached us. My knees squeezed against him, holding myself firm on his back.

      Underneath me, his already cool body turned frigid, ice filling his veins. Steam rose from the pit in blinding waves from the collision of fire and ice. Due to the sheer amount of lava, he barely had time to inhale before he was blowing out another stream of frosty dragon’s breath.

      When the idea had formed, I’d pictured what would happen to ride an ice dragon into a volcano and all that it would entail. But this… this battle with nature, fighting the natural order of things…

      It was beyond anything my mind could even think.

      Was it too much, even for Issik?

      It was hard to fathom there was anything the Ice Prince couldn’t withstand, couldn’t fight. He was a born warrior in my mind, tough and ruthless. But the freeze had taken a considerable amount of effort and most of his power, draining my already weakened dragon. It caused a not so graceful landing. Flaring out his wings, he tried to steady us, but we crashed down onto the frozen pool of lava too fast, too unevenly. I lost my grip and tumbled off Issik, over the ice, the freezing glass scraping my palms and knees as I skidded on its surface.

      “Are you alright?” Issik groaned, working out his own kinks as he stood to his full dragon height.

      I shoved to my feet, testing the durability of my own limbs. Nothing appeared broken. “I’m fine,” I assured, brushing at my pants and took in our surroundings.

      Holy mother of God.

      I felt as if I’d fallen into a giant crystalized crater. The walls surrounding us were a glossy black that reflected light from the stars, and the frozen lava that glowed under inches of ice.

      “Good, now let’s find what we came for, and get the hell out of here.”

      I understood his need to be quick. Something about being inside the volcano made me feel claustrophobic, as if the walls were closing in on me, suffocating me. It could have also been the air quality, but my lungs were burning, screaming at me to escape.

      Without wasting another precious moment, I set forth to find the stone. That tug inside me that drew me to this place gave a yank. It was as if the other stars were trying to connect with the missing ones, as though they recognized one another, like long lost sisters destined to be reunited.

      My eyes scanned inch by inch of the volcano walls, seeking out that tiny stone of power. Issik took the higher points, stretching his long neck and lifting up to his full dragon height as I stayed close to the icy surface.

      ‘Keeper of stars. Key of dragons. Have you come to save me?’ an otherworldly voice broke through the silence.

      My entire body went still, an action that didn’t go unnoticed by my companion.

      “What is it?” Issik demanded.

      Feet planted and body still, I moved only my eyes, trying to pinpoint the origin of the voice. “I-the star… it’s talking to me.”

      Issik watched me as if he was attempting to figure me out. “Well, that’s new.”

      “You’re telling me,” I mumbled.

      “What is it saying?”

      I resumed my search, allowing my instincts to guide me. The star was here, so close. “It wants me to find it.”

      “This isn’t the first time you’ve heard its call, is it?” he guessed, noticing my not so shocked expression at the stone whispering to me.

      “It called on me once before,” I admitted, shaking my head. “The others didn’t speak, not with actual words or voices. It was more of a feeling, a nudge.”

      “Your bond to them is stronger. It would only make sense that the link flourished with it.”

      Fabulous. Can’t wait to see what weird shit happens next.

      “Where are you? Where are you?” I chanted at the stone, knowing I didn’t have long to linger. My eyes scanned the cavern, the moon directly above providing enough light to see. Why the hell hadn’t I thought to bring a lantern? “Tell me where to find you?” I beseeched, projecting the thought into whatever thread that allowed me to hear the Star of Fire.

      “Are you asking me or the stone? This talking inside your head is very confusing,” Issik admitted.

      I hushed him, and the only sound that trailed was my breathing. My ears stretched, trying so hard to hear something, but nothing. I groaned, rolling my eyes and there it was… the pull. As if I was playing a game of hot and cold. My eyes raked over the ground we stood on, searching the frozen pool of lava.

      And I saw it. A flash of firelight sparkled in the center of the pit. It seemed to pulse with an unearthly heartbeat.

      The Star of Fire, shining like a ruby behind a film of glass.

      My chest thundered.

      ‘Free me,’ the stone whispered in a song, an invitation. ‘Free me.’

      I took a step toward it.

      How? How was I going to get it out from under two inches of ice without destroying the very thing allowing me to stand? Without the ice, the temperature would rise, the lava would flow. “Do you see it?” I asked Issik.

      He exhaled through his nostrils. “The thing under your feet? It’s difficult to see with you stepping on it.”

      I rolled my eyes and shifted to the right, crouching. “Any suggestions on how to get it out?”

      “None that will be easy,” he rasped, but I could already see his eyes calculating. “Step aside,” he advised.

      “What are you going to do?”

      ‘Claim me,’ the star lured like a siren’s song.

      “Loosen up the ice a bit,” he informed. “We can’t stand here staring at it. Nothing a spike and my claws can’t fix. Find something to hold onto.”

      I backed away a few steps and pressed my spine into the rough wall of the cavern. My palms splayed out on either side of me, gripping the igneous dark gray rocks. Issik slid his tail alongside him, so it was directly above the throbbing crimson stone.

      Something cold went through me. A different kind of chill. Not Issik, but…

      He lifted his tail, bringing the spikes clustered at the end down on the ice. The walls shook underneath my hands and my feet rumbled. Pebbles and debris rained over us, but Issik unleashed a wing, sheltering me from injury.

      I waited a heartbeat or two for the dust to settle, but from within the swirling smog, a figure arose, born of pure darkness. I knew from the slim, female form, the blazing flowing hair, and flawless beauty of the face that stared at me with wry humor… I knew I was in deep shit.

      Tianna.

      “So glad you saved me the trouble of having to do all the dirty work,” the witch drawled with a wicked smile.

      Issik and I both blinked with surprise. In retrospect, we shouldn’t have been the slightest bit shocked by her arrival. It had really only been a matter of time. I just wished it had been after I had the Star of Fire in my possession. Now it was a fight to see who got it first.

      Tianna fought dirty, so my odds of winning weren’t good. Not in the slightest.

      My fingers curled into fists at my side. That fucking witch had the worst timing. One more minute. I only needed a single minute more. Was sixty goddamn seconds too much to ask for?

      “On it,” Issik’s voice flittered into my mind.

      “That’s not what I meant,” I groaned.

      But it was too late.

      The distraction was already in motion, and there was nothing I could do to stop it, except thank him and take advantage of the opportunity. I just had to reach the stone, touch it…

      I shoved off the wall at the same time Issik hurled that thorny tail toward Tianna. The witch only laughed as his tail went right through her, destroying the illusion. On a ripple the witch disappeared, leaving behind the echo of her nail-grating laugh.

      More games. More tricks.

      She reappeared with a pack of shadow hounds on both sides of her, growling and snapping. I was forced to skid to a halt, or risked colliding with the witch.

      “Grab the stone and get ready to fly,” Issik ordered, his voice booming with authority.

      The hounds made of nothing but darkness, fangs, and razor claws attacked, flying over sheets of ice as if their pads were made of grippers. They dashed past me, going for the real threat. Issik. That left the stone between Tianna and me.

      Issik’s teeth sunk into a hound’s neck, cleaving the beast’s head off. Its body fell to the ground. The Ice Prince swirled right, but the other three hounds were at his feet, snarling and clawing. They jumped onto his back, one by one.

      “Olivia!” he bellowed. “Now! Get the stone!”

      His voice snapped me into motion. I had to get to the star before Tianna did. I would get the stone.

      She must have seen the resolve on my face. The air swelled with magic as I gauged the distance between the stone and me against Tianna’s position. Her eyes seemed to read my thoughts.

      “So brave,” she crooned. “I wouldn’t do that if I were—”

      Too late. I lunged.

      It wasn’t a graceful dive. No. I more or less threw myself forward and belly flopped on the slippery floor, landing five feet from where the stone was nestled in shards of broken ice. I didn’t let myself think about Tianna, about where she was. I didn’t allow myself to dwell on the pain shooting through my body or the air that had been knocked out of my lungs. I forced myself to scramble to my knees and dragged my battered body across the ice. My knees sagged behind me, but I persevered as the star coaxed me, offering me the strength and encouragement I needed.

      Issik let out a yelp just as Tianna’s foot came down on my hand, crushing the bones against the ice. I cried out in agony.

      “Give me the stone or… I can make this feel like child’s play.” Her foot pressed down harder to emphasize her dark promise.

      My teeth slammed onto my lower lip, biting against the pain that ripped through my hand. A deafening roar that made my head ring resonated throughout the cavern, but I couldn’t think about Issik and the hounds. Couldn’t think about the regret of not bringing the others. Couldn’t think about how Issik and I were going to go up against the witch alone.

      I had to move now. Every inch felt a mile, and even with one arm pinned to the ground, I didn’t stop reaching for the star. It was so close. I could nearly feel its pulsating energy at my fingertips.

      Toying with me, she allowed me a few inches, and just went my nails were digging through the ice, searching, she shifted all of her weight. The crunch of bone fracturing hit me before the pain brought tears to my eyes. Black dots blanketed my vision.

      I screamed.

      And screamed.

      With that bellow of agony, I released a deadly concoction of poison and tranquility. The green and purple mist swirled together—separate, but one moving force, giving me the opening I needed, leaving Tianna to deal with the mist of magic.

      The earth shuddered underneath me. I didn’t dare look, but I heard it and knew I had to hurry. My fingers stretched and stretched until I thought the tendons would snap. Every bone and muscle in my other hand was screaming at me, but I managed to pull myself up to the hole Issik had created. Water was pooling onto the ice, melting.

      Hurry. Hurry. Hurry.

      Inside the crystallized lava, the Star of Fire sparkled, such stark contrast as my fingers shoved aside the broken pieces, reaching for it again.

      “Give it to me,” Tianna shrilled, like a wild woman on the verge of losing her shit.

      I don’t know what kind of sorcery she had unfurled to combat the effects of poison and tranquility, but it hardly mattered now. She had released her foot from atop my broken hand. “Go to hell,” I hissed and closed my fingers over the stone.

      My triumph was short-lived. Tianna let a shriek that threatened to take down the volcano on top of us. I didn’t have time to register what was happening to me, because the floor underneath me groaned.

      Fuck.

      Crackle. Creak. Crackle.

      Horror coiled in my gut. The ice wasn’t going to hold. This was it. The floor was going to collapse, taking the stone and I with it.

      I had succeeded in finding the Star of Fire, had been able to beat the witch by getting it first, only to die.
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      I rolled over on my back, cradling the star and my broken hand against my chest. A hundred bright glamorous dots glittered through the mouth of the volcano, splashing my face with moonlight. I thought I might pass out, was close to dropping off into the splendid abyss void of pain, fear, and panic.

      Yes, there was loads of panic coursing through me… along with something else. My breath became a ravaging flame in my lungs, burning and roaring. I tried to sit up, knew I had to move, had to get out of the volcano, but the shooting pain kept me immobile. The ice continued to crack and crinkled underneath me.

      “Shit,” I hissed.

      “Naughty girl,” Tianna taunted with a slow smile, hovering over me.

      If I had the strength and the means, I would have ripped out her throat. Someday, I promised myself. Someday. Right now, I could barely move, hardly breathe. The witch made a move toward my closed fist, but the ground underneath us trembled, knocking her off balance. She fell a few feet from me.

      I needed to move, but my veins, my bones, my muscles all felt as if they were baking in an oven. The Star of Fire was intense as it granted me its power.

      “Get to your feet. Now!” a voice in my head demanded.

      Not Issik, and yet it was familiar, but my terror was making it difficult to decipher who the voice belonged to.

      “Olivia. Get up. You must!”

      The sense of urgency had me moving and lifting to my knees. A scream ripped from my throat as the ground fractured in three different directions, and my legs found themselves on opposite sides of the floating glaciers. My balance teetered just as strong talons grabbed me, wrenching me upward, and not a moment too soon. I glanced down to see the little pad of ice I’d been kneeling on be swallowed by a bubbly wave of liquefied lava.

      I sucked in a gasp of air through my teeth.

      Zade used the powerful flaps of his leathery wings to lift us up before the heat scorched the skin of my muscles and bones. Not a pretty picture.

      “Cutting it close, don’t you think?” he asked snarkily.

      “I could say the same thing,” I muttered, staring at the ice being swallowed by bubbling lava. Tianna was gone, vanished from the inside of the volcano, and Issik was above us, flying out of the mouth.

      “What were you thinking, going inside the volcano?” Zade scolded. His claws wrapped around me securely, but gently.

      “That I had to get the star before the witch.”

      “You could have been killed. Issik knows better than to put your life at risk.”

      “Don’t blame him. This was my idea.” The stone was clasped tightly in my hand, its power swimming in my veins in a fiery delight. “It might not have gone as smoothly as I hoped, but I got the star.”

      We broke free of Titan Mountain, the night unfolding around us. “I felt it, the release of my chains, but it doesn’t look like the night is over yet.”

      It had been wishful to think the witch had vanished and admitted defeat. Not her style. Waiting with an army of supernaturals at the base of the volcano, however, that was more her thing.

      “Shit,” I rasped, seeing the sea of warriors that greeted us, stretching out to the border of the Nameless Lands.

      Kieran joined us in the sky then, flying beside Zade. “Well, isn’t this a picturesque slice of hell?”

      “Where’s Jase?” I asked, realizing everyone was here but him.

      Zade motioned with his head to the ground. “Down there.”

      Wonderful. Jase was on ground control.

      What was the point of this? Did she think she could show up with an army and we’d hand over the stone? It was too late. I’d already been granted the power from the Star of Fire. It was swimming in my veins, burning like liquid fire.

      “Get me down there,” I ordered. I wasn’t about to let Jase face her alone.

      “Are you smoking crack? I am not dropping you right in the middle of a fight. Not happening, Little Gem.” Zade kept to the skies with my disapproval.

      I wiggled in his hold, but it was a waste of energy. There was no way I was breaking free from a dragon’s strength, even one not at full force.

      “You’re going back to the castle, where I can protect you and the stone.”

      “Sorry to disappoint, but Olivia and I have unfinished business.” Tianna’s voice exploded around us, everywhere and nowhere.

      “Go to hell!” Kieran yelled. He swooped down, releasing a stream of poison over her army.

      She laughed. “So predictable. The four of you never change.”

      In the distance, where the villages of Crimson dwelled not far from the castle, smoking cinders burned. Her army had gone in and trampled the town, windows shattered, walls crumbled, and people screaming. It was much like the attack on Wakeland. So much for those protective measures.

      Tianna was showing her dominance, letting us know she would find other ways to hurt the descendants if they didn’t give her what she desired.

      “How should I punish you?” she purred, and I could sense her slithering over my skin, like a serpent.

      “Cut the bullshit!” I yelled. “Enough of the games. Show yourself.”

      A piercing roar split through the waning night.

      Jase!

      Zade’s chest rumbled with unbridled fury at the state of his lands, and he shot toward the ground, straight for Tianna’s army of misfits.

      “Zade,” Kieran warned, but the fire dragon was past reasoning. We all were.

      Zade landed in the center of her ranks with a ground-shaking thud, and released a torch of inferno from deep within him. Fire rained over my head and the troops closest to us incinerated into dust. The ash of their bodies blowed away with the wind. I coughed, trying to shield my face as I slipped out from under Zade’s talons, and rose to my feet, cradling my fractured hand against my chest.

      Desperately, I searched the mass of chaos for Jase.

      Issik landed on the other side of me with Kieran at my back. I was walled in by dragons, a hurricane of toxic masculinity, all equally as fearsome. “You’re not taking what’s ours. Not again. Not ever,” Kieran growled.

      Where the hell was Jase?

      Through the smoke and the stench of charred flesh, a dark shadow materialized. The army parted, making way for the slim figure as it walked toward us. Her dress was covered in raven feathers that fluttered with her graceful and regal movements. I glared at the witch. Behind her, she dragged a silver chain that clanged through the darkness like death bells ringing. It was a leash. I’d seen one like it before. My stomach threatened to heave, a tumble of nasty memories assailing my mind. Tianna gave the shackle a yank.

      Would this nightmare ever end?

      A figure stumbled forward, the spelled chains secured around his wrists and ankles, making walking problematic. My world stopped moving and the three descendants beside me stiffened. I shook my head, unable to believe what I was seeing.

      “Jase.” His name was a sob that trembled on my lips. I leaned against Issik’s massive leg for support.

      No. No. No.

      This was bad, so fucking bad.

      How had Tianna captured Jase? My best guess, while we’d been fighting for the Star of Fire, she had been distracting us with her illusions. The real her had gone for Jase, knowing he was alone, that his hatred of her clouded his judgment, and that his strength was diminished.

      I had a theory about the descendant’s powers dwindling. It seemed that from the moment I released the invisible bonds holding them to the Veil, their abilities weakened in a more rapid pace. The closer we got to breaking the curse, the weaker they became, and since Jase was the first dragon I freed from his chains, his power had drained quicker than the others. Of the four, it was Issik who seemed to be the most resilient.

      “Let’s make this simple for everyone. Give me the star and I’ll release your dragon.” Although there were four of us, Tianna was speaking directly to me, as if I made the important decisions.

      Funny. But in this case, I did hold the ability to strike a bargain, the Star of Fire lay glowing in my hand. “And if I refuse?” I nearly choked on the words, emotion clogging my throat. I couldn’t take my eyes off Jase.

      Tianna knew there was nothing… nothing I wouldn’t give to save them, including the stone now warm in my hand. I fumbled with it in my fingers, turning it over. Could I really give her the star to save Jase? He might never forgive me… but he would be alive.

      Wrath twisted Tianna’s face. “Then not all of you will leave here alive. The time of playing nice is over.”

      “Don’t do it. Don’t give her the stone,” Jase begged, and I hated, absolutely hated seeing him stripped down to a prisoner, pleading. From the powerful, born leader he was, reduced to a dog Tianna controlled.

      How could I not? I couldn’t let him die. I just couldn’t. It would break my heart into a million fragmented pieces. I couldn’t do what he asked. He might be willing to die to save his brothers, to save me, but I couldn’t… I refused to let him sacrifice himself.

      It would kill me.

      I squared my shoulders, taking a step forward. “How do I know that you won’t kill him even if I hand over the star?”

      “Olivia,” Jase snapped. “You can’t.” He turned his violet eyes to Issik, Kieran, and Zade. “Get her out of here,” he ordered.

      “I’m not going anywhere. Not without you,” I declared, shoving aside the tears that had gathered in my eyes. I gritted my teeth.

      A little, cold smile curled Tianna’s lips, as if she could see my resolve dwindling. “Smart girl. These chains keep him from shifting, a clever little spell.”

      “You must,” Jase argued. “Now go—”

      His demand was cut off as Tianna flicked her hand. Pain fractured in Jase’s eyes, and he fell to his knees. Frantically, his hands flew to his throat, gasping for air that wasn’t there.

      “Stop!” I screamed.

      Her cynical grin only widened as she angled her head, in a condescending gesture that made me want to skin her alive. I wasn’t the only one enraged by her actions.

      Issik stomped the ground in icy fury. Kieran and Zade tightened their ranks around me, while the army at Tianna’s back hissed and shifted on their feet, eager to attack. It was only a matter of moments before a fight erupted.

      I could barely hear, could barely think about what Tianna was offering, what Jase was barking. Kieran spread his wings, the moonlight highlighting the veins that ran the length of them, and pure terror hit me. They were going to leave him here… with her.

      Kieran moved to pick me up, but I ran forward, toward Tianna, ignoring the searing pain in my hand. “Fine. I’ll give you the stone. But you release him first.”

      “Olivia,” four voices hissed in objection.

      I raised my brows. “Do we have a deal?”

      “If you cross me…” Her white teeth flashed with every word. “Your suffering will be long, and I plan to be very thorough.”

      “Sounds delightful,” I snapped, ignoring the silent pleas of the dragons behind me.

      With another wave of her hand, she released the spell preventing Jase from breathing. His palms sunk to the ground as he gulped in air, releasing the burn in his lungs. “No,” he rasped.

      I kept my focus on Tianna. If I looked at Jase, I would break and I wanted nothing to get in the way for what I was about to do. Fear no longer gripped me, not for myself.

      Placing one foot in front of the other, I moved further away from my dragons and toward Tianna, stopping just short of where Jase was slumped to his knees. “Go,” Jase breathed. “Run.”

      “They really are magnificent,” Tianna admitted, her silver eyes glittering. “It’s a shame they wouldn’t yield when I gave them the chance.”

      “Release him,” I demanded just as Jase shoved off the ground and lunged at me.

      Tianna snapped and his chains tightened, cranking him backward. His wrists were ringed with blood, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      “The stone for the dragon. That’s the deal. No tricks.”

      I snorted. That was rich coming from her, but I held out my hand, opening my palm to reveal the glowing crimson stone. It pulsed with a burning light.

      Like a woman possessed, her eyes brightened, fixed on the star. She lifted her slim fingers, nails painted black, and reached for it. In a simultaneous movement, she released the chains holding Jase prisoner, just as her fingers grazed the stone.

      Jase exploded into his dragon, brutally towering over us. “No!” his voice thundered in my head.

      But it was too late.

      Something unexpected happened, something no one predicted, least of all me.

      Together Tianna and I held the Star of Fire and the next second we found ourselves ensnared by the stone, trapped in our own little bubble. Untouched by the world around us. Unable to move. An unending flame of energy surged from the star, joining my power with the witch’s.

      Her life seemed to flow to me, her power mine for the taking.

      Those silver eyes blanched.

      Power shuddered through me, a void of ruthless magic flowed and flowed, a dam ready to burst. The star became a vessel and linking me to Tianna’s magic. What the hell was happening? I tried to pull away, but it was useless, the energy of the stone was too powerful.

      I had to let go or risk being incinerated to ashes.

      “Olivia?” Kieran’s voice whispered in my head.

      Kill her. Kill her, the words chanted in my head. Not the stars, not the dragons, but my own voice. Strike now. Kill her.

      I didn’t know how.

      Someone cried out my name again. Zade? Jase? I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.

      Nothing I did released the hold the star had. My fingers wouldn’t budge. My muscles wouldn’t listen to the commands of my brain. Tianna and I were trapped by the stone, held captive by its power.

      Then something inside me splintered.

      Fire exploded out of me. Not in a dragon’s breath, but in a burst of energy. I had no other way to explain what happened. The molten flames had gathered inside me, and I was a glittering figure of flaming gold.

      “What have you done?” Tianna hurled at me, pure rage contorting her features into something not quite human. Her eyes faltered as she stared at the stone in our hands.

      “Olivia!” a voice roared. Not just any voice. Jase’s.

      Power burst from the stone in a white-hot light that shot through me, delivering an equal blinding blow to Tianna. Sparks showered over us and we were each thrown back, severing our link to the star.

      I crashed to the floor, my head cracking against the ground.

      The four dragons yelled my name again and again, but it was too late.

      Seconds later I blacked out, only to find that I was staring at myself beside five ghostly women dressed in white. I recognized their faces. They were the mothers’ of Tobias, Jase, Kieran, and Zade. The fifth, the one I’d never seen, I knew to be Issik’s mother. She had the same white-blonde hair as her son, as well as those piercing eyes.

      I gaped down at my body, a sick sense of dread overcoming me. One of my legs was oddly angled, definitely broken and blood pooled around my head, soaking into the ground. I tried to reach out, to touch myself, but it was as if I was far away. Another dimension possibly, no longer in the world of the living, yet somewhere in between life and death.

      A flash of black caught the corner of my eye, followed by another and another. The four descendants rushed to my side, dropping to the ground beside me, while tears glistened in their eyes. They were in human form.

      “What happened?” I sobbed to the women in white hovering close to me.

      “You’re on the brink of death,” Jase’s mother answered in a calm and leveled tone. Compassion settled on her pretty features.

      “Tianna,” I whispered. My eyes searched for the witch, just as Zade stood up, his face twisted into something animalistic and snarled. Tianna was sprawled on the ground a good twenty feet from where I was, but appeared in far better shape than me. She got to her feet, dusting off the folds of her dress.

      “I’ll kill you,” Zade seethed. “You, traitorous piece of filth. You’ll pay for what you’ve done to our families. What you’ve done to her.”

      A cruel smile tipped at Tianna’s lips; white teeth gleaming. “Yes, well, now that I’ve got this…” She held up the Star of Fire in between her fingers. “You’ll have to find another way.”

      Zade launched himself at the witch but her magic sent him sprawling backward, and then she hurled another blast at Kieran who had surged forward right after Zade. One by one the descendants launched themselves at Tianna, and wave after wave she countered their attacks with her spells.

      My heart squeezed with pain, seeing them attack her and get knocked down again and again. They were relentless in their pursuit, but the witch was too strong. The army behind her was gone, misted by her magic. She stood alone against the descendants and still they lost.

      It was my fault. I had failed them, failed to keep the star safe. If it hadn’t been for me, Tianna never would have been able to get her hands on the Star of Fire. Jase had begged me not to save him, but I hadn’t listened, couldn’t bear the thought of him imprisoned by the witch.

      And now…

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I blocked myself from the fight. A deafening roar raged over the valley that shook the ground, but Tianna only laughed, tormenting them.

      “You can come with us if you like.” Tobias’s mother extended an arm toward me. “You only need to take my hand. There will be no more pain, no more suffering.”

      I couldn’t lie, the prospect of both had me considering it. I was so tired, so battered and beaten. This fight… I didn’t know if I had the strength to continue, but as my eyes opened and I stared at the four dragons surrounding my body, all I could think was there would also be no more love.

      I wasn’t ready to let go of how they made me feel.

      My head shook. “I can’t. I must go back, for them.”

      “Good,” Kieran’s mother said with a nod. “They need you. This battle is far from over.”

      The former queen of Crimson smiled gently. “We’ll send you back now, but this isn’t goodbye, daughter.”

      “We will meet again,” the five of them said as one.

      Forming a circle around me, they each placed a hand on my shoulders, and everything around me went black. Silence fell and suddenly I was floating, soaring to a fleck of glittering silver light, like a tiny star beckoning me home. Then I was gasping for air. My eyes fluttered open and I was staring into Kieran’s startled emerald eyes.

      “Olivia?” His fingers brushed the blood-crusted hair away from my forehead. “You’re alive,” he whispered. “How?”

      I was lying on a bed of gravel, the night sky sprawled out above me. No pain. No broken bones. No blood. The trip back to the living had somehow miraculously healed me. No. the fallen queens had healed me. I don’t know how the women in white managed it, but I was eternally grateful.

      “The other side kicked me out.” My voice was scratchy and rough.

      A chuckle of relief rumbled through his chest, and he leaned down, pressing a kiss to my lips. “I love you,” he murmured.

      “Get out of the way,” a husky voice demanded. It was Zade. He stared down at me with glowing eyes of fire, and dropped down on the other side of me. “It’s true.”

      I only smiled.

      “Don’t you ever die on us again,” he demanded, cupping my chin in between his fingers. He turned my face left and right looking for injuries.

      “See, that’s the problem. The four of you are more important to me than my own life, so if dying was the only way to save you, I would gladly take my last breath.”

      I loved them. Deeply. Madly. Truly.

      Issik and Jase were also there. They each took a hold of my hands, and I relished in their steady touch. We were together again, safe. That single thought brought it all rushing back to me.

      I sat up slowly. “Where is she?” I asked.

      “Gone,” Kieran replied, caressing my cheek with a knuckle.

      “For now,” Jase added, and a warm breeze ruffled his hair.

      I gulped. “And the star?”

      Ice hardness radiated from Issik’s eyes. Not at me, I realized, but the witch. “She took it.”

      “I’m sorry.” My voice was quiet when I spoke, and dread sunk in my gut. “I never should—”

      Jase’s brows furrowed. “Don’t say it. Don’t apologize. You’re alive. That’s all the matters.”

      “We’ll get the stone back,” Zade promised, but it didn’t change the feeling of failure swimming inside me. I had let them down. “Besides, the chains binding me are gone, and the star’s power transferred to you. I’d say tonight was still a win.”

      A hole formed in my chest. I couldn’t say anything else, so I let Issik and Jase helped me to my feet, and I released a wobbly breath. We didn’t know what Tianna had planned with the Star of Fire, or if she could use it at all.

      Still, nothing good could come from it being in her possession.

      “Let’s get you home,” Zade urged, gripping my hand.

      Night was slowly receding, and in a few hours the sun would break, giving birth to a new day.

      We’d survived. Tianna might have taken the Star of Fire, but I had stolen something from her. Magic.

      I didn’t know what to make of the change. It was more than the power of the three stars. Something else swam in my veins now. I wasn’t sure how I felt about having a piece of her inside me, or what it meant, but when Tianna found out there’d be hell to pay. She didn’t seem like the kind of witch who took kindly to stealing. It hadn’t been my intention to take even a shred of her magic, but what was done was done.

      “Are you okay?” Jase inquired, watching me with careful eyes. “What you did back there with the stone… that was unbelievable. You were literally engulfed in flames, your entire body.”

      “How did you do that?” Issik asked, the awe resounding in his deep voice.

      That seemed like a lifetime ago, like a dream. Had I really burst into flames? Looking at my skin, you’d never be able to tell. Not a mark on me, no residual effect. “I don’t know.” My own surprise was written over my features. “It just happened.”

      Kieran only shook his head at me. “You’re a bundle of surprises.”

      They had no idea.

      Keeping Titan Mountain at our backs, we walked the border between Crimson Kingdom and the Nameless Lands, heading for the castle—toward home. In spite of the suffering my body endured, my legs were stronger than they’d been before. My hand was healed, no longer shattered and I had more energy it seemed.

      We were about to cut inward, going around the river of lava that flowed through the heart of Crimson when a movement caught the attention of the descendants.

      Jase held out his hand, stopping us. “Wait. There is someone out there.”

      The four dragons went into warrior stance, regardless of how weary they were feeling. All I could think was, now what. Hadn’t we had enough trouble for one night?

      A hooded figure stood in a whirlwind of dust. He grew closer, and as my heart sped up, recognition immediately hit me. I knew that man. It was the wanderer, the one who had broken me out of Tianna’s prison. What was he doing here? Had something happened?

      The wanderer stopped in front of us and leaned on his wood staff, the wind ruffling the hood covering part of his face. The four dragons surrounding me all stiffened.

      “Tobias?” Jase whispered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        DRAGON DESCENDANTS WILL CONCLUDE IN THAWING FROST, BOOK FOUR

        All good things must come to an end… but not without a little blood, sweat, and tears.

        Tianna wouldn’t have it any other way. That witch.

      

      

      
        
        Ready for the next part of Olivia and the Dragon Descendants’ story?

        You can get your next fix in THAWING FROST, the final book in the Dragon Descendants Series!

      

      

      Here’s a preview of the cover (you may need to turn to the next page for it to be visible):

      
        
          
            [image: Taming Fire]
          
        

      

      Can’t wait to meet you back in the Veil Isles!

      Thank you for reading.

      xoxo

      Jennifer

      P.S. Join my VIP Readers email list and receive a bonus scene told from Zane’s POV, as well as a free copy of Saving Angel, book one in the Bestselling Divisa Series. You will also get notifications of what’s new, giveaways, and new releases.

      
        
        Visit here to sign up: www.jlweil.com

      

      

      Don’t forget to also join my Dark Divas FB Group and have some fun with me and a fabulous, fun group of readers. There is games, prizes, and lots of book love.

      
        
        Join here: Dark Divas

      

      

      You can stop in and say hi to me on Facebook night and day. I pop in as often as I can: https://www.facebook.com/jenniferlweil/ I’d love to hear from you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read more by J. L. Weil

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DRAGON DESCENDANTS SERIES

        (Upper Teen Reverse Harem Fantasy)

        Stealing Tranquility

        Absorbing Poison

        Taming Fire

        Thawing Frost

      

        

      
        THE DIVISA SERIES

        (Full series completed – Teen Paranormal Romance)

        Losing Emma: A Divisa novella

        Saving Angel

        Hunting Angel

        Breaking Emma: A Divisa novella

        Chasing Angel

        Loving Angel

        Redeeming Angel

      

        

      
        LUMINESCENCE TRILOGY

        (Full series completed – Teen Paranormal Romance)

        Luminescence

        Amethyst Tears

        Moondust

        Darkmist – A Luminescence novella

      

        

      
        RAVEN SERIES

        (Full series completed – Teen Paranormal Romance)

        White Raven

        Black Crow

        Soul Symmetry

      

        

      
        BEAUTY NEVER DIES CHRONICLES

        (Teen Dystopian Romance)

        Slumber

        Entangled

        Forsaken

      

        

      
        NINE TAILS SERIES

        (Teen Paranormal Romance)

        First Shift

        Storm Shift

        Flame Shift

        Time Shift

      

        

      
        HAVENWOOD FALLS HIGH

        (Teen Paranormal Romance)

        Falling Deep

        Ascending Darkness

      

        

      
        SINGLE NOVELS

        Starbound

        (Teen Paranormal Romance)

        Casting Dreams

        (New Adult Paranormal Romance)

        Ancient Tides

        (New Adult Paranormal Romance)

      

      

      
        
        For an updated list of my books, please visit my website: www.jlweil.com

      

      

      Join my VIP email list and I’ll personally send you an email reminder as soon as my next book is out! Click here to sign up: www.jlweil.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      J.L. Weil is a USA TODAY Bestselling author of teen & new adult paranormal romance, fantasy, and urban fantasy books about spunky, smart mouth girls who always wind up in dire situations. For every sassy girl, there is an equally mouthwatering, overprotective guy.

      

      You can visit her online at: www.jlweil.com or come hang out with her at JL Weil's Dark Divas on FB.

      
        
        Stalk Me Online

        www.jlweil.com

        jenniferlweil@gmail.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
TAMING
FIRE

DRAGON DESCENDANTS

k:





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
THAWING
FROST

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





images/00005.jpeg





