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Dedication

To my children, Everett and Ashlyn, may you always find the courage to follow your dreams, and to my beautiful Sadie, I will always carry you with me in my heart. 








DANE
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I heard it before I saw it, the skitter of erratic footsteps through the leaves. My shoulders tensed as I fingered the hilt of my broadsword and waited, the beat of my heart as rhythmic as a steady drum inside my chest. Labored footsteps darted out from the trees behind me. In the blink of the eye, I swiveled. One quiet whoosh of the blade and the creature’s head bounced across the ground, leaving only the heavy exertion of my breath standing visible against the cold. 
The stench of death quickly overpowered that of the woodsy pines and damp earth.
My father stepped forward. With a casual flick of his heavy boot he flipped the head over, revealing its beady, lifeless eyes staring into nothingness. 
“Looks to be goblin. Maybe from the north-eastern swamp regions,” his deep, sand-papery tone was nonchalant as he sheathed his own sword again. 
I assessed the grotesque creature. 
Short, pointy ears. Long, hook-ish nose. Deep greenish-gray skin.
Ugly as sin.
Yeah, definitely Goblin.
The stench of it was so putrid my eyes stung. It ranked somewhere up there between stagnate dung-filled mire and festering corpse, so I’d have to agree it had traveled from the bog lands, or at least in that general vicinity, in the wasteland beyond the seven kingdoms. 
I nodded. “There will be more,” I replied as my eyes cut to the surrounding underbrush and trees.
Father adjusted his heavy fur-lined coat as small flakes of snow began to pepper the crisp air. 
Ever vigilant, we continued on. This was to be my last patrol before departing for the new academy that the kingdoms had named the Bastion. Still, I wasn’t sure why the King of Carpathia felt it necessary to join me. Patrols had long since been beneath the station of a king, but sometimes I wondered if he didn’t just miss being in on the action. Regardless of my father’s motives, I was honored by the gesture and, as always, I enjoyed the pleasure of his company.    
The gravely path crunched beneath our feet as we strode forward in silence. A flurry of fat flakes began to tumble down. It always snowed on the mountain, even now in the latest months of summer. The weather never phased us though. As werewolves, our bodies were impervious to the cold.
“At least three up on the western perimeter,” father observed under his breath as his pace slowed into a leisurely stroll.
I glanced over to him. The snow had begun to form a thin layer over his short, auburn hair and the lines of his straight nose and angular jaw were tilted downward. His expression was reflective. 
Other than the beard he now wore and the scar that ran from his cheek to his brow, we looked much alike. Normally our regeneration capabilities prevented such a branding, but that particular gash had been made by the Dragonian king’s enchanted blade and father wore the battle-scar with pride.
The Dragonian’s were our biggest rivals and the only other shifters in the seven kingdoms. The magical faes couldn’t even be considered since they bore their angelic-like features in a permanent status, rather than transforming from one form to another. Thus, making the strength and versatility of the Dragon shifters our most fierce competitors. The lowly humans nor the mystic Fae couldn’t even hope or dream to rival our abilities.
There was another set of scurries in the distance, but not close enough to be a threat. . . yet. 
“Two more approaching from the south,” I replied casually.
Father nodded and again my curiosity was piqued as to why he had decided to join me. I knew it couldn’t be about the Bastion, we had discussed its political significance and a decisive strategy at length. Rather, it seemed something else was on his mind, but whatever it might be he appeared intent on keeping it to himself. 
There was another scamper from the underbrush in the opposite direction of the last. Looks like things might finally start to get interesting. The wry smile that turned up at the corner of father’s lip indicated he had heard it, too. 
“Beautiful evening for a walk,” he said, speaking louder than necessary to draw them out. 
Two more from the north, goblin scum often traveled in pairs. In a few more minutes we would be surrounded and they would be stupid enough to think they had the jump on us. The truth was, they didn’t stand a chance against the perceptiveness of our wolfish hearing and were headed straight to the waiting arms of their demise. 
Father smiled when the first trio was nearly upon us. He rolled his head from right to left, cracking his neck before he looked at me, one saber-like fang now protruding from his grin. 
“Sabers and swords?” His honey eyes gleamed with anticipation as he shrugged off his heavy coat.
I couldn’t help but chuckle at his infectious exhilaration.
Pulling my sword, I grinned. 
“Oh, hell yeah.”






Amelia
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We sized each other up from across the courtyard, girls and boys of the second year nobility from the seven kingdoms of Vaalbara. It was a formality before the official opening of the academy that was created from the alliance. During the five-hundred-year’s war we had all been mortal enemies and had hunted each other to near extinction. After nearly twenty-seven years of peace there were a lot of expectations riding on our shoulders, but I still wasn’t sure any one of them wouldn’t have gladly slit my throat while I slept.
Professor Squireus looked like an undersized sofa in his gaudy tweed suit as he led the social’s address. I kept my eyes firmly focused in his direction while he squinted over the frames of his glasses at his paper.  
“After twenty-five years of construction the colloquium of Laramidia is finally open!”
Applause and hoots erupted from the boys across from us and a series of fist bumps and shoulder patting ensued. 
“As the nobility of the inaugural class of secundus, your peers will look to you for guidance. You are the leaders and the pillars on which our great kingdoms’ futures will be built. Your names will live in our history for generations. Without further ado, the other professors and I welcome you to the Bastion.” He raised his arms victoriously to more applause. “Please take some time to get to know one another.”  
“Alright, then. Come on, your highness.” A gentle breeze stirred the warm night air, perfuming it with the scent of roses as Cora nudged me with her elbow. She tucked a strand of her silky strawberry-blonde hair behind her ear and added, “We’d better get on with it.” 
For the first time I took in the feel of the courtyard. Beneath the sapphire sky filled with stars, lanterns lined the fortresses’ thick stone walls. Beautiful sprigs of wisteria-covered wooden arbors and lush, leafy trees. It all felt sort of. . . romantic.        
Instinctively, my gaze swept toward Adam and we locked eyes. A timid smile crossed my lips before I quickly looked away. I knew if I let my gaze linger too long upon him, the others may discover our secret. My pulse quickened as I averted my attention to the light flickering over the cobblestones below me. After a few seconds, I hesitantly allowed my focus to return to Cora and I felt the blush creep across my cheeks as I carefully surveyed the gathering. 
No one else had seen. 
Adam was the son of a viscount from our kingdom. We had been together nearly two years, if you could even call stolen kisses in the alcoves of the academy in our home kingdom of Avonlee a relationship. Still, he sent my heart aflutter every time we touched.
Our brief exchange easily drew his attention and within moments his sweeping strides meandered in our direction. 
My eyes fluttered to Cora’s furrowed brow and I held back a smile. If the look she cast in his direction was half as deadly as my petite cousin was, Adam wouldn’t have stood a chance to make it even a few steps across the courtyard. Thankfully, that ominous glare she was aiming his way wasn’t nearly as lethal as she was. 
Besides, it was thanks to her that Adam had been selected as one of my emissaries to the Bastion. While in attendance at the academy, each prince or princess had two nobles who accompanied them to help us with our royal duties.  
Well, everyone except the daughter of the Necromancer. Kessara of the House of the Night came alone. By that, I meant entirely alone. Not a single one of the additional students allowed per kingdom had been sent by the House of the Night. It was weird, even if it really was a blessing, all things considered. The House of the Night was known for its unsavory subjects, and the Necromancer himself was widely considered to be the right hand of the devil. 
The lady Kessara, that title being a bit of a stretch, was something else entirely. The mere sight of her had just about every boy at the Bastion scraping their jaws up off of the floor or wiping the drool from their faces. 
As a second year, she was only fifteen or sixteen years old, but she exuded a matureness so sultry I couldn’t help but wonder if she was using some kind of magic.  
“Your highness,” Adam bowed before me.
He had grown over the summer and was now nearly an inch taller than me. His bronzed skin and sandy-colored hair were flattered by the glow of lantern light.
“Move along, Adam,” Cora warned, her striking blue eyes narrowing to a glower. “This social is for intermingling and we already know far too much about you.” Her disapproval was palpable, and yet she somehow managed to maintain her noble composure. “We need you to get us dirt on the other boys, so shoo.”
She waved him off but he stood his ground, looking to me for instruction, instead. 
“I am happy to act in any capacity her highness should desire.” His eyes sparkled with innuendo and the taboo of our secret. “All she needs to do is say the word.”
I flushed again as I lifted my chin toward the direction of the other boys.
“Go on,” I ordered, and he bowed his head.
“Your wish is my command.” He winked before he turned on his heel and headed toward them.
Cora’s lips pressed into a thin line as she leaned in.
“He’s getting a bit too cocky if you ask me,” she grumbled. “You need to get his butt under control.”
I grinned as I watched him walk away.
“What a fine posterior it is. I will have to tell him that later,” I chuckled as we moved toward the beverages.
As our steps fell into sync she hooked my arm, pulling me close so I could hear her low admonishment.  
“You know what I mean, Amelia. It was all fun and games back in Avonlee, but you can’t get caught showing him favoritism around Bastion. You know he will be here.”
My breath hitched as the smile drained from my face. 
As if I could ever forget about the Prince of Carpathia, my betrothed. 
Out of the seven kingdoms, Avonlee was probably the weakest and if it hadn’t been for the treaty with the guardian wolves we would most likely no longer exist. When the kingdoms united, my father had forged an early alliance by securing an agreement of peace with the werewolf shifters in the neighboring kingdom. Among its various stipulations was an arranged marriage between Prince Daneatious and I. It was because of our alliance with the warrior wolves that our kingdom was no longer vulnerable.
“He’s a tertius, Cora. We needn’t be worried over seeing him this evening. Relax.” I exhaled, nearly seething.
Prince Dane, my betrothed, the bane of my existence, was no doubt attending his own soiree for third year students. The idea that he was even that close made my skin crawl. I had never met him in person, but I hated him all the same. 
I had never understood why it had to be me. I had three sisters, and the prince and I were mere babes when the arrangement had been made. I guess, like always, fate had dealt me the unlucky hand and, as such, we were to be married after my graduation.
I stole another look at Adam as we stepped away from the refreshments and Cora caught me.
“Don’t make me regret helping you bring him here,” she chided. “I only wanted to give him a chance to benefit by attending the Bastion. I think he deserves that at least, since eventually you’re going to have to rip out his heart, dice it into tiny pieces, and hand it back to him utterly destroyed and useless.” Humored by the idea, she smiled over the brim of her glass as I leered back at her statement.
Forbidden as it was, Adam was the object of my affection and I was determined to convince the Prince of Carpathia to release me from our arrangement.






Cora
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Amelia was acting like a b-- Well, like royalty, again. Although she wasn’t usually so selfish.

She was my cousin, my best friend, and the closest thing I had ever had to a sister. Being the only girl in a family with five older brothers, I needed all the female comradery I could get. Not that I was complaining. It had toughened me up. 
When we were in Avonlee I’d always felt sorry for Amelia for being forced to marry someone she had never met and a werewolf, no less. Back home the wolves were mostly known for their dashing good looks, large bulky stature, and unfailing heroism, but they were generally arrogant and irritable jerks by nature. 
I glanced over to my cousin who was trying and failing miserably to conceal that dreamy-eyed look she wore every time the viscount’s son came within five feet of her.
I shook my head. I’d stuck my neck out for Amelia by bringing Adam here. Now I wasn’t sure it hadn’t been a mistake.
Adam was a nice enough boy and, while not to my particular tastes, I guess he wasn’t hard to look at. That being said, I had my doubts about his dedication. A few weeks before we left for the Bastion, while Amelia was away, I saw him flirting with a few Avonleean socialites. Not that I blamed him. We all knew that eventually it would have to end, but there was no telling her that. Amelia was determined to end her betrothal. I just hoped it wouldn’t end up in a war. 
The two of them exchanged another longing look from across the courtyard and I eye-rolled so hard I’m pretty sure the kid next to me got dizzy.  Within the next breath I had converted into full on chaperone mode. I silently stared Amelia down until she finally noticed the intense heat my eyes were throwing her way. She gave me an unamused sigh, but didn’t try looking back in Adam’s direction. 
I was so not here to be her babysitter, but we’d have to have that talk again later. For now, she needed to get her hormones under check. Each of the seven kingdoms had been allowed seventy-five students and, while there might not be any second-year wolves around right now, there would be at the event following our meeting of nobility. There we would be reunited with the remaining Secundus and surely there would be wolves in that larger venue. The last thing we needed was one of them running back to Prince Dane with a salacious story. 
“Come on, let’s go mingle,” I said, elbowing her to lighten the mood. 
We headed over toward the group of boys in the opposite direction of Adam. Much to my disappointment, the group of noblemen had clustered together so tightly there was no way we would have been able to join in with the grace befitting a lady. And while I could easily take most of the boys in the room in single-handed combat, possibly even several of them at one time, I was still a lady. 
Literally. 
That was my title. 
“Their loss,” Amelia chimed, but when I heard someone mention the arena and a broadsword competition, it seriously made me consider being not so ladylike and elbowing my way in.
Before I could reconsider, the professor had approached us for a chat.
Amelia engaged in his not-so-witty conversation with a patient poise that was oftentimes beyond me.  She was a princess blessed with both beauty and grace, and while she was more full-figured than her sisters or myself, she wore those curves well. She looked so regal talking politics in her tiara, long wavy locks, and official Avonlee green garb. At home she had always been polished and proper, but I had rarely seen her wear her formal attire. 
It was just another sign that everything was changing. It would only be a few more years before she would take her place among the elitist monarchs, as expected.
As for me, my future path still remained to be seen.
While Amelia chatted up Professor plaid plants, I started checking out the competition. Adam was responsible for gathering the details on the guys, so it was up to me to size up the ladies. There were no second year nobles from the land of Dragons or Carpathia in the group, so I let my attention wander casually as I scoped out the others. 
The Necromancer’s daughter caught my eye first. Interestingly enough, when she walked into the courtyard I don’t think there had been an eye she hadn’t caught. Some sort of weird silent drama had played out. 
Boys had seen desire. 
Girls had seen jealousy. 
As for me, well, I just saw a total badass and I had immediately pegged her as my number one competitor out of the bunch. An aura of powerful magic already shimmered around her and I could tell that one of two things would happen: we’d either become bitter rivals or the best of friends. I hoped for the latter. I could use an ally with that kind of power.  
All of the inhabitants of Vaalbara had some level of magic skill. The shifters and the Fae were magical beings by nature. They each had their own special types of magic, which also meant that they were the strongest and most powerful in skill. No one knew which of the three had the most advanced capabilities and because of our kingdoms’ violent history and extreme distrust of one another, they weren’t keen on sharing.
We humans had the capacity to learn sorcery, but it took us much longer to attain the skill set, if at all. That being said, it was possible for a human to become a powerful magician, the Necromancer and his daughter were proof of that. 
Amelia had little talent in the arena and a bit of useful everyday magic, but nothing close to the skill level I’d worked my behind off to attain. As a princess she hadn’t really seen the need to pursue advanced magic. She had a slew of servants and castle workers at her call to handle mundane tasks like cooking or cleaning. She wasn’t into fighting, which meant she also had zero interest in learning combat magic. It was why I had been named her honorary guard.
My personal goal was to hone my magical proficiency during my time at the Bastion, and I had my sights set on a very particular ancient skill set.
Kelnar. 
Turning my focus onto the next royal, I shifted away from the conversation and pretended to be admiring a cluster of lavender wisteria. I gently pulled its purple blossoms toward my nose as I eyed the princess of Alstare and her entourage. They were also human and, like us, they probably had at least some practical magic capability, but they looked so pallid and frail, as if they’d never lifted a finger to do anything in their lives. I discounted them immediately. 
That left only the Fae princess to assess, Lady Celeste of Lorenia. Her thick dark hair fell into perfectly coiled ringlets at her shoulders and a shimmer of gold radiated from her brown skin. She wore that certain commanding and confident smile that only a Phenom could pull off. She was the real deal. Her emissaries however left me wondering. It was hard to get a read on them, but maybe that was the point. Never underestimate a Fae. 
I dropped the cluster and flicked one of its leaves before I rejoined Amelia and the professor.
I tugged at my dress. While most girls were comfortable in our everyday attire, I preferred my practice gear and pants to corsets and cinched bodice gowns any day.
My gaze roamed around the courtyard again and I couldn’t help but find it exhilarating to be around so many equals. I found myself wondering what the other students would be like. Somewhere on the grounds of the 900 acre academy, years Tertius and Quartrus would surely be having similar soirees. Primus was not set to join us until two months into term. Apparently, as the youngest of us, they were to undergo intense training to bring them up to speed prior to their arrival. 
Most of the students attending the Bastion were of some sort of noble blood, but after the wars between our people and the subsequent attacks from the creatures beyond our realm, our numbers had dwindled leaving so few behind there wasn’t much room for discrimination over birthright. 
It wasn’t until after the Siege of Shadows, the great battle where our kingdoms united to fight the rampant attacks of vampires, goblins, and all manner of evil creatures from beyond the mountains, that our peoples were able to begin to recover. 
The melting pot, AKA the Bastion, was supposed to encourage unity and intermingling of our kingdoms and of our people, to learn from one another and forge alliances. That was exactly what I was hoping to get out of my time here.  
Finally, Amelia and I excused ourselves from the professor and made our way to the beverage table. 
As I took in the grandeur of the scene, I thought of my family back home and the expectation on my shoulders. In Avonlee there were few that had the capabilities we nobles did. Privilege afforded opportunity and that fact was definitely not lost on me. Most people were just struggling to get by. Thanks to the wolves, it was getting better.
As I brought my glass to my lips, I saw Amelia and Adam steal another glance.
I sighed. An annoying sense of guilt was tugging at my brain.
Why was helping Amelia starting to feel like treason? When I looked around the courtyard I knew most of these kingdoms could annihilate us. That’s probably why I found myself thanking my stars there wasn’t a shifter from Carpathia in this courtyard tonight or their hypersensitive noses may have been able to smell the reek of betrayal all over me. 
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I trotted down the steps to the Avonlee convocation room for my meeting and formal tour with the tower staff. Also known as the consortium, each kingdom had a similar large formal entertaining space located in the lowest level below both their boys’ and girls’ dormitories. 
As princess of Avonlee, I was in charge of overseeing the towers, although it was more of a formality. Our head housekeeper, Opheria, ran the day to day business. Even though we had already been in our rooms the night before, this was to be the first in-depth tour of the towers that would be our home for the next several months.  
My footsteps echoed off of the stone steps as I passed the second floor and continued downward. 
My mind wandered to the previous evening’s soiree. The entire night had been a blur. I had been caught up in a whirlwind of introductions. We had met so many wonderful people that I didn’t know if it was even possible to remember all their names, no matter how hard I tried. Cora had seemed eager for me to greet and shake hands with every single person in attendance, and I was certain she had a motive behind it. I would have to give her this round, because I hadn’t even had a chance to speak with Adam all night.
I woke up this morning a wreck of nerves and apprehension over stepping foot inside of the cafeteria for breakfast. My mission had been to find Prince Dane, pull him aside, and simply explain that our engagement was foolish. Without an ounce of hesitation, he would agree and, just like that, the betrothal portion of our treaty would be over. At least, that was the best-case scenario I had tried to convince myself would be possible.
The truth was that I had no idea how he would react. Why would he want to enter into a marriage he didn’t have to when he could get out of it no harm, no foul? One would think it to be a no-brainer, right? At least that was what I hoped.
Unfortunately, breakfast had been a disappointment. Apparently, sparring first thing in the morning was more the style of the Carpathian boys than eating. When the time for my morning tower meeting had drawn near, I reluctantly tore my attention away from the table across the room and the futile attempt I was making to mentally will the Carpathian boys to materialize into its empty chairs.
Reliving that moment now wasn’t any less frustrating than it was then. I gave a heavy sigh as I reached the bottom of the steps snf ventured out into the convocation room. 
My mood lifted instantly when I found that Adam was already waiting for me. A grin spread across his face as those dusty colored eyes watched me move toward him. The tingling of anticipation flittered over my skin and the butterfly within my heart set to gently batting her wings. It always did when he was near.
I had insisted Cora go tour the competition and practice facilities today. While she had wanted to attend the meeting, I knew her heart was truly in the arena. She had clearly been aching to visit the various training spaces since our arrival. Besides, her absence meant that Adam and I were finally alone.

"Princess," he greeted me as he stretched out a hand for mine. He bowed his head in halfhearted formality. “You’re looking as lovely as ever today."
I could feel the blush across my skin.
He pulled me in close to him and our eyes met each others’. He raised my hand to his lips and placed a gentle kiss upon it.
"Come now, Adam. Is that the proper way to greet your lady in the absence of watchful eyes?"
He chuckled as he rested his hand on the back of my hair and gently pulled my face toward his. His lips hovered over mine for a moment before I tilted my chin up to meet them.
The kiss was sweet and soft, but ended all too soon when the echo of footsteps in the stairwell could be heard drawing near. I let out a sigh and reluctantly pulled away from his arms as he moved to place an appropriate distance between us.
“Welcome, Princess Amelia and Count Adam,” Opheria curtseyed when she entered. Her cheerful smile formed crinkles at the outer edges of her soft brown eyes.
She was a healthy woman, despite being a head shorter than me, and she possessed a kind of matronly warmth that made me feel right at home.
For the greater part of the morning we climbed up and down the towers, learning the ins and outs of both the boy’s and girl’s dormitories, as well as the gathering areas we all shared. Each floor had a series of suites and common living areas. There were also several meeting rooms and healing areas, as well as open floors to hold meetings or larger Avoleean gatherings.
I felt at ease conducting this type of business. It was natural for me after all of the conditioning and training I had been put through at home. I also enjoyed meeting and interacting with the Avonleean staff. For the next several months we would be sharing the same home and it was vital for us to be comfortable with one another.
My parents had a rule I firmly believed in, always treat the people who work for you with respect, because you would be nothing without them. It was true. I may be the big decision maker for now, but they were the lifeblood that made our world work and kept it running. Mutual respect had been ingrained into my siblings, cousins, and I at an early age. It was the only way I knew how to rule.
After the meeting, I bid a cordial farewell to the staff and Adam before making my way to the lunchroom. 
A ball of nerves was quickly forming in my stomach again. I had no idea what to expect from the prince. In fact, I had only a basic idea of what he might look like. He had one portrait in our castle. Unfortunately, it only depicted him as a black wolf with coppery attributes, so unless he was in there furry and on all fours I had nothing but a vague secondhand description to go on. 
When I entered the room, the savory scent of beef and roasted vegetables welcomed me. I glanced around the space before making my way to the Avonlee table. Formal classes weren’t to start for another two days and I wanted to get this over with before then, thus, allowing ourselves to be able to walk into the full spectrum of the Bastion free of the tether that bound us. A perfect start.
Settling into the seat next to Cora, I anxiously scanned across the room. The Carpathian table was crowded. So crowded, in fact, that I couldn’t determine if any of the boys seated there was the prince.
I chewed the inside of my lip as Cora’s eyes slid over. She tore off a chunk of her bread as she watched me. Her face was emotionless while she followed my frustrated gaze to the Carpathian table and back again. She then gave me one of her signature eye rolls before returning her attention to her lunch. 
She clearly thought I was being naïve, but I wasn’t. I was determined. 
There was a sudden ruckus followed by roaring laughter from one side of the Carpathian table. Again, to my dismay, I had no idea who was who. I spotted a boy in the middle of a crowd there who might fit his description. . . maybe? I couldn’t really tell for sure. With a sigh of disappointment, I slouched in my seat.
“I am going to regret even asking this,” Cora didn’t bother to look at me as she stabbed at a side plate of leafy greens with her fork, “but what’s on the agenda this afternoon?”
I picked at my cuticles before turning my attention toward her.
“Tactics,” I said, glaring once again at the wolves’ table. “We need to devise a sure-fire way to speak with him privately.” I ignored her disapproving stare. 
Like it or not, we were doing this. It had to happen. 
That being said, it was a delicate matter. I couldn’t stroll up to him in the middle of his friends and subjects demanding we break off our engagement. If I wanted to keep my freedom, I would have to convince him to end the arrangement and still keep the peace between our kingdoms.
*  *  *  *


After finishing our lunches, Cora and I returned to our quarters. One of the turret workers approached me with a beautifully scribed invitation from the Fae princess as we arrived. Opening the delicate paper, I quickly glanced it over.
Lady Celeste of the Fae was requesting that we join her for tea in three days’ time. I had quickly jotted down my reply when I spotted Cora on our balcony, staring out toward the Bastion gates to Laramidia, the capitol city formed when the seven kingdoms united.
“We have been invited to tea with Lady Celeste of the Fae on Tuesday evening,” I advised as I passed under the transom and crossed the stone threshold to join her outside.
“Hmmm?” Cora lowered her brow, still looking out toward the main gates. She had been off since her return from the arena this morning, as if lost in some distant train of thought. Even while at lunch I had the suspicion something might be going on.
“We are having tea with the Faes?” I raised the paper into her peripheral vision. She held out her hand. While I was more than capable of spelling off my own letters, sending off formal correspondences was technically an emissarial duty and I was willing to concede to the formality.
“Oh, yeah. Right. Sure,” she half-heartedly replied as I handed her the paper bearing our crest. She spelled it without a second glance and lightly tossed it into the air. It began to fall before it finally took off, on its journey to the Faes.
“What’s wrong, Cora?”
She was quiet for several seconds before she finally turned her weary eyes to me.
“When I was at the Dome earlier, I overheard the Bastion guards discussing a sighting of three goblins outside the fortress walls last night.” Her expression conveyed both her concern and maybe even a hint of excitement. 
While attacks from the vile creatures that lurked outside of Vaalbara were not unheard of, they were not all that common either. Well, not in my lifetime, anyway. That being said, the presence of goblins this far inside of the realm was worrisome.
Our kingdoms were located in a natural feature similar to that of a caldera. There was only one flatland pass located in Kearnox at the mouth of the mountain. The pass had been secured magically by the necromancer during the Siege of Shadows and had sealed off access to Vaalbara from infiltrators. 
His actions that day were really the only reason our people had tolerated his kingdom in our allegiance.  With the pass secured, breaches from the outer realms almost always occurred in the vast mountain ranges that formed a natural border around all of Vaalbara and were usually immediately detected and dispatched.
“We all knew they would be interested in the Bastion, what with all of the kingdom's royal heirs in one place.” I let my eyes follow hers toward Laramidia and the northern gate before I continued, “That was the reason it took twenty-five years to build the Bastion, right? With all the countless layers of physical and magical protection it is impenetrable. I am certain we are safer here than at home, even.”
“Yeah, maybe. We still need to be prepared.” Her expression was resolute before she let out a sigh. “I guess I’m anxious to start training as soon as possible. All of this parading around in a dress is making me soft.” Cora’s face soured as she tugged at the fabric of her skirts.
I knew what she must be thinking. She had goals she wanted to accomplish during her time at the Bastion, but if it came down to it she’d put my safety first every time. Even at the expense of pursuing her own dreams.
I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and gave her a gentle squeeze before I stepped back inside to retrieve a gift I had commissioned for her. When I returned, she was staring across the horizon again.
 I could see the uneasy feeling plainly on her face. Cora was a skilled fighter and, as crazy as it seemed, when it came to Vampires or Goblins, all five-foot-five and one-hundred-eighteen unassuming pounds of her was nearly as deadly as the wolves.
“We’re not in Avonlee, Cora. You don’t have to worry.” I patted her shoulder lightly and tried to be as reassuring as possible. “Still, a warrior should never be unprepared, which is why I have something for you.”
“What is it?” She looked down as I presented her with a long paper wrapped package.
“Open it up.”
The corners of her lips turned up as she carefully unwrapped the gift. Her mouth gaped open as she reverently pulled the saber from its sheath. The hilt to the end of the blade gleamed in the sunlight of the open terrace.
“Wow, it’s beautiful!” She stared at it in awe. “Thank you.”
“Couldn’t have the champion of Avonlee competing in the arena with any old sword,” I said, relieved by her obvious excitement.
Cora chuckled.
“Isn’t Prince Dane considered the champion of Avonlee?” She raised an eyebrow.
Ugh. I had forgotten that my father had bestowed that title upon him. Only the gods knew why. My wording choice had been poor.
“Hopefully not for long,” I scoffed, crossing my arms over my chest.
Her eyes flashed toward the gates and then back to me.
“You don’t really want to break the treaty, do you?” Cora’s tone was hesitant and I shook my head.
“Just the marriage part.”
"Well, I guess it wouldn't hurt to try, then." Her ghost of a smile was forced, but at least she was opening up to the idea of helping me.
We retreated to our common area and not thirty minutes later she dutifully scribed my letter inviting Prince Dane to meet and discuss business like the royals we were. Back out on the balcony she hesitated and looked at me warily before sending it off.
“Are you sure you want to go through with this, Amelia?” Her eyebrows tugged together in concern.
I grinned back at her.  There wasn’t anything in this world of which I was more certain.
“Absolutely.”
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Practice in the arena had been enlightening from a tactical perspective. Clearly, and as expected, we wolves and the dragons were far superior in combat, easily striking down our Human and Fae opponents time after time. Add magic to the equation and their odds increased significantly. Well, for some of them anyway. The Fae had magic skills ranging from novice to powerful, and they were calculating. Some of the human warriors were mildly capable, but not many, which left the reasoning behind my father’s bargain with the Avonleean’s all too obvious.    
From what I’d seen, humans were weak physically and magically, perhaps even mentally, but that still remained to be seen. I hoped my intended wouldn’t be as disappointing as the rest. Being attached to something so feeble and useless would be irritating, but her people did have some value. It was found mostly in the skills of farming, agriculture, and building trades. They were not warriors, but they did have their fertile lands and the numbers to work them. Therefore, they too had become a necessity to us. 
Loud shouts brought my thoughts back to the arena. Ivan was a blur of blond hair and metal axe as he barreled toward me. With a roundhouse kick I sent my emissary flying backward. Sand scattered the air when he hit the ground hard. A human would have been writhing in pain, but Ivan just looked up and smiled. 
“Excellent shot, your majesty,” he praised as he dusted the sand from his blonde hair.
I bowed in jest and prepared before motioning for him to come at me again.
As he rose, Ellis came at me from behind. His steely eyes glimmered with purpose and his dark skin rippled over his thick arms as he raised his saber to strike. I blocked his attack and both of our swords went sliding onto the floor. I elbowed him in the jaw and followed with a sound punch to the gut. He stumbled backward, using his left hand to force his dislocated jaw back into place. Good thing we wolves healed quickly.
We continued on for several minutes, blow for blow, until their breaths were ragged and our parrying slowed. My muscles had only just begun to burn with the sharp tension of fatigue. 
It was the kind of burn to which I had grown accustomed, if not addicted to. The thrill of the fight, the blood coursing through my veins, it was what made me feel alive. This was what I was made for. It was who I am. In battle I was entirely in my element. I was a warrior, through and through. 
We stopped to give them a break. Dropping our swords into the sand, we slumped onto the champion’s benches to watch the others spar in several sparring circles of the Arena.
Of the four major contest sites at the Bastion, the Arena had become my second home. It was by far my favorite, even if it was the smallest of the competitive spaces on the grounds. The largest contest site was an ovular and partially open-air venue, referred to as the Stadium. The second largest was the Coliseum and it was intended to host primarily large-scale magical sparring events. Last, but not least, was the Dome, which was an entirely enclosed rotund that was really just a smaller and fancier version of the Coliseum. 
I took a deep swig from my canteen as my eyes settled in on a pair sparring closest to us. A human boy from the kingdom of Alstare swung at one of the Fae from Heinez with his blade. The Fae easily dodged, obviously taunting him. The human then tried an inept attempt at magic, which the Fae also easily blocked, returning with a bolt of stunning lightning. The human stiffened and fell face first into the sand. That had to hurt. It was so pathetic that I felt embarrassed for him.
I rubbed my hand over my face and cringed. I had no idea why my father had included a marriage contract with such an inferior race into our treaty. I am sure he must have had his reasons, but I had a hard time seeing them. We were so young when the arrangement had been made that I didn’t remember a thing about it. I doubt she did either. We hadn’t seen each other since. Well, I had seen favorable likenesses of Princess Amelia. She was attractive, as far as humans go, so she at least had that going for her. 
After an hour more of practice, we retired to our chambers to hit the baths and scarf down a late dinner.  Once we had finished our meal, we lounged in my quarters. Ellis had just finished describing our practice schedule to us for the week when a folded paper flew in through the window. Ivan snatched it out of the air, flipped it over, and smirked. 
“The crest of Avonlee.” A snide smile lit up his face as he wagged his eyebrows and made some vulgar suggestive gestures. “Looks like your little woman is hot to meet you.” 
I chuckled as he tossed me the note. Of course she was. Most Carpathian, and Avonleean women for that matter, were smitten with me. As the Prince of Carpathia I was accustomed to females swooning or occasionally even fainting at being in just my mere presence.
Even so, I was surprised that the Princess had sent a message to me so soon. I had heard rumors that she might be involved with some loser from her kingdom. If she was, it would be considered highly inappropriate and, even though she was to be my future queen, I wasn’t in a hurry to have to get in the middle of it.
I had bigger things to focus on than the errant behavior of the princess. I preferred to concentrate on the competitions that would soon take place, but it would be better to get introductions and expectations with my future bride out of the way before all of my other responsibilities consumed all of my time. 
As one of the superior warrior nations, our students had been tasked to act as the Bastion’s secondary security defense, should the need arise. The dragons had been similarly  tasked, but from what I had seen so far they were so arrogant they didn’t even bother to train. 
As if I didn't already have enough to deal with, the school term hadn’t even started, and there had already been several scuffles in the hallways between students in different kingdoms and, as we moved into the school week, I would have my hands full with keeping my own brethren in line and out of trouble.  
Frankly, I didn’t need anything else on my plate. 
I opened the note as I sipped from my goblet. As expected, she wanted to meet. I read further and realized it was to discuss striking betrothal from our peace treaty. 
She wanted out.
I guess those rumors had more truth to them than not. I should have been offended, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about it. Having the luxury of dating around before choosing the wife I wanted for myself sounded pretty darn good. Being tied down so young at the height of my virility was burdensome. I doubted our parents would go for it, but I would hear her out.
“Ellis, send a reply.” I raised my glass. “I accept her request to reconsider our terms.”
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After dinner Sunday evening, Cora and I met Adam in the convocation room below the Avoleean turrets. Cora quickly stoked a roaring fire with a wave of her hand, while Adam set about lighting each candle by hand. 
The turret staff arrived to set out drinks and snacks in case the wolves desired them. I had made it my life’s mission to avoid all things pertaining to the Carpathians, so I wasn’t sure what their normal formalities entailed, and I figured it would be best to cover all of my bases. 
We had agreed to meet in our convocation room since it was located in the lowest levels of the Bastion and each of the kingdoms had one that connected to a massive underground tunnel system. The main building of the Bastion was set up like an octagon with two dormitory towers at each corner of the structure. The thorough fares below the academy had been intended to make it easy for large groups of students to move to and from the Bastion housing to events at the different competitive areas, but they were also convenient for concealing one’s movements from one kingdom to another. Which was exactly why I had chosen this room to meet with the prince.   
I glanced around the room to be sure everything was coming together as I had directed. It was my first time entertaining royalty of another kingdom and I wanted it to be perfect, especially considering what I was asking of him. As we busied ourselves with last minute preparations, I tried to think of what my parents would do and how they would act as they prepared to entertain dignitaries. I was comforted to find that it felt almost of second nature. Thank goodness for that training, because I was going to need it. 
I thanked the staff for their assistance before dismissing them.
Cora approached me. 
“Do you think having Adam here is a good idea?” she whispered while he continued working on the candles across the room.
“Why? It’s not like the prince knows. Besides, nothing would raise more questions than a missing emissary,” I whispered back.
Cora’s frown indicated that she wasn’t convinced. My anxiety ticked up a notch. She was as nervous as I was and it wasn’t even her head on the chopping block.
I glanced around the space again and was relieved to see that everything appeared to be in order. Adam finished his task and made his way to me.
“Your highness,” he bowed as he approached. I extended my hands to him, inviting him to me. He took them, moving in close as he gently rubbed the tops of my knuckles with his thumbs. “Are you sure this is what you want?” he asked. There was an uncertainty in his voice that sent me to the verge of panic, but I maintained my composure.
“Have you changed your mind?” I uttered. My heart felt like a lead weight in my chest.  
“Well, no. I still feel the same. But what you’re risking. . .” he struggled to find the words, “what you’re putting on the line for us. . . it’s asking a lot.”
“Do you not believe you are worth it?” I searched his eyes with mine. 
“No, actually,” he sighed, “but that doesn’t mean it’s not what I want.”
I smiled and pulled him closer. Hearing that he wanted me was all that I had needed. He pulled me in for a long hug and our lips found one another briefly before Cora coughed.
“Now is really not the time,” she glared.
I didn’t care. All I wanted was to be near him every moment from now on. There was a knock at the door and we were forced to part too soon. 
The door opened and a herald stuck his head in the door, entered, and bowed. 
“Your highness, the Prince of Carpathia approaches.” He bowed again before he assumed a parade rest next to the entrance.
Out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of Adam's hard swallow.  
“Thank you,” I replied as I tried to will away the nervousness that had begun fizzing in my stomach.
Cora held onto the hilt of her sheathed sword as she took her place as my guard a pace behind me and two to the left. I clasped my hands together to keep them from shaking.
“His royal highness, Prince Daneatious of Carpathia, Champion of Avonlee!” The herald announced his official arrival and bowed.
I fought to keep my eye from twitching at the title.
Two bulky emissaries marched through the doorway in a rather soldierly manor. Like the trained guards they were, they stopped ceremoniously and turned to face one another, arms tight to their sides, and waited at attention.
Another tremble of nervousness pulsed through me. Oh, boy. This was going to be rougher than I had thought. 
Moments later, the towering prince stalked in between them at his leisure. Daneatious had a clean-cut look about him with dark auburn hair that was longer on the top with short sides. His face possessed pleasing features with rich, honey-colored eyes and a strong, angular jawline. I was repulsed to admit that I found him to be more than the slightest bit attractive.
My heart rate kicked up another notch when he stopped several feet away from the door. 
The prince  had the type of commanding presence that only a royal warrior could exude. He was everything I had expected, right down to the arrogance that seethed from him. He held the power and he knew it. A deep red paludamentum was fastened at one shoulder over his dark blue Carpathian uniform. A profusion of gleaming medals and colorful ribbons festooned his chest.  
“You summoned me, Princess of Avonlee?” He casually surveyed the rest of the room before turning his honey-colored gaze to me.
I donned the sweetest smile I could muster as I extended the normal formalities.
“Welcome, Prince Daneatious of Carpathia, and emissaries,” I greeted in my friendliest tone. I didn’t want to offend him by being abrupt. This was a business meeting after all.
His gaze flickered from Cora to Adam and back to me.
“Please, won’t you be seated?” I added and waved to the chairs, but he just raised a curious eyebrow.
His guard didn’t budge. 
I lowered myself gracefully into my chair and sat in a noble manner that was appropriate to receive: Shoulders back, hands lightly folded on my lap, knees bent and ankles crossed to the side. Still, not one of the Carpathians moved. I dared not glance at Adam, but I felt a tinge of comfort in knowing Cora remained faithfully standing by my side. If only I could hear her thoughts right now. 
“If I am to understand correctly, princess, you wish to make changes to the pact our fathers agreed to nearly fifteen years ago?” His voice was regal, peppered with hints of deep and growly reverberation. There was an intensity about him that was definitely intimidating.
I tried not to let him shake my resolve.
“Not the peace and unity, just the marriage part,” I said and smiled calmly. “I’m sure you would much rather have the ability to make your own choices. As do I.” It took all my strength to avoid instinctually glancing toward Adam.
The prince looked me over. His expression was not of anger or offense, rather of intrigue. The idea interested him, which meant he must have thought of it himself on occasion. Good. Maybe this would go my way after all. Maybe the only roadblock to happiness would be convincing our parents it had been a mistake to begin with. 
His focus shifted to meet  my eyes, and I noticed a shadow of change cross his features as he stared at me. As if I had somehow been locked into his gaze, I couldn’t look away. There was something unfamiliar that transpired between us in the silence.  Suddenly, I could hear the sound of my blood rushing in my ears and I quickly realized my heart was racing.
The prince stepped toward me and the heady scent of winter and pines engulfed my senses. He towered above me. I kept my attention focused forward at his chest while his golden eyes bored into me.
Cora stiffened at my side. Her grip tightened on her sword, but the prince simply leaned forward and slowly  inhaled.
His breath hitched and the rise of and fall of his broad chest ceased. 
After a few moments, he leaned back again and his eyes were closed. There were several seconds of silence where he just stood there, eyes pressed tightly together.
Then, suddenly, they flashed open. 
Exhilaration and loathing stared back at me beneath his heavily furrowed brow. I swallowed past the lump in my throat.
It was at that moment I knew all hope was lost.
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My eyes were shut tight as a torrent of electric current coursed through my veins. It completely consumed me and for a few brief moments I was paralyzed. I barely regained control of my limbs in time to prevent myself from falling to my knees. My breathing had turned ragged. What the hell had just happened?
It only took a moment to figure it out. In fact, I knew the clear and true answer the second my eyes focused upon her face. This could only mean one thing. 
Fated. 
One sniff and in an instant my entire world had changed. 
“No,” my blood pressure skyrocketed as I spoke in a low growl, “I will not release you from our agreement.” The muscles in my clenched jaw ticked as I turned away to compose myself. 
Amelia and I were destined. She to I and I to her. How could this be possible? 
My first thought when I had entered the room had been that she was beautiful. Those big hazel eyes had me captivated the second I saw them. I longed to run my fingers through the long strands of silken hair that waved down her shoulders like golden fields of wheat basking in the sun. What made her even more enticing was her figure. She wasn’t a waif like most humans preferred. No, she was thicker, curvy and voluptuous. We wolves were big by comparison, so a soft and curvy girl, the kind with a little meat on her bones, was much more appealing than those other thin-as-a-post humans any day. 
She was perfect and her scent was driving me crazy, but there was something else there, too; something foreign marring her intoxicating aroma.
My head snapped toward her scrawny male emissary. It was him. I could smell him on her.
A flare of rage sizzled through me. My heart was racing like a herd of wild beasts as the need to shift coursed through me. I needed to take action. I had to get out of here before the need to destroy him consumed me and I did something I would regret. 
Clenching my teeth with the strain of forcing keeping my wolf contained, I stomped toward the door. When I reached my guard, I turned around again. I stared the princess down as I jabbed my finger toward the male human.
“And you need to end it, now,” I barked, blood heating to a rolling boil as my anger crackled through the core of me like an earthquake, “or the next time you see him he will be missing a jugular.”
I stormed out. 
Amelia was mine.
As soon as I was out in the hallway I wanted to go back. Partly to tear that human boy to shreds for touching her, partly to just be near her.
When I closed my eyes her face still haunted me. Like a siren, those perfect pink cupids-bow lips beckoned to me. The allure of her scent still groped around inside my head like strangling vines, crushing out rational thought.
Ellis and Ivan dutifully filed out behind me and we hurried down the hall. 
Fated. . . Had my father known-- even back then? Had he seen the signs? Would he have even known what to look for? 
That scent though, gods. How the hell was I supposed to focus on fighting magic and dragons with that kind of distraction floating around the arena?
Other than being powerful shifters, there was one other feature that we shared with Dragons. The soulmate bond, fated, mate. . . call it what you will, but it was impervious, unbreakable. It meant we were destined for one another, that our souls were two halves of one and that we belonged together.
Fating happened so rarely that not much was known about how it worked. Due to our dwindling female numbers, it wasn’t even on the radar of things that were possible anymore. I didn’t even know that we could be fated to another outside of our own. Maybe that was the reason it barely ever happened, because we didn’t often mingle with the humans. Even while on patrols we kept our distance from them. 
I couldn’t let this get out. The other kingdoms could use it against me. No, they would use it against me. The pack would know, of course. They would sense the change in me physiologically.
Speaking of the pack, they would need to start showing respect when it came to her. No more inappropriate comments. No more gestures. They needed to show her the reverence of a queen, because that is what she would be. Their queen. The future queen of Carpathia, because she was mine.
As we barreled down the hall, I unsnapped my cape from my shoulder. Without stopping, I tossed off my jacket and sword belt allowing them to fall to the stone floor. I needed to clear my head. 
“Alone,” I barked and my emissaries fell behind. I raced out of the tunnel at breakneck speed and gave into the urge to turn before rage consumed me. 
I needed to let the wolf run. 
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Holy crow, that had gone badly. Not that it hadn’t been expected, but for a few short moments there I thought he might actually be willing to let her go. 
 And he had threatened to end Adam. That had been surprising. I had hoped that he might see reason. I mean, who would want to marry someone who obviously did not want to marry them? Maybe he had already come to grips with the reality of the situation. There was no way their parents would have ever agreed to let them break the treaty.
Amelia nearly leapt from her seat when he had shot down her request. Now, she was standing there with her fists clenched, shaking like a volcano about to explode. 
“Adam, you need to leave,” I ordered. “Take the interior stairs back to your turret in case he comes back through.”
To my surprise, Adam nodded and obeyed without a fight. Even though I outranked him, he had usually used Amelia’s title to ignore me. I guess having your girlfriend’s big bad fiancé threaten to tear your throat out would do that to a guy. He quickly fled up the stairs like a dog with his tail between his legs.  
“Erghhh. . .“ Amelia let out a scream as she ventured to the sofa and tossed a pillow across the room.  She sank down onto the fluffy cushions, thrusting her head into her palms and cursing the princes’ name in a stream of expletives that almost made even me blush. . . almost. 
“How did he know?” Her head flung up to look at me, red faced and streaming with tears. 
“I have no idea,” I said as I sank down next to her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders.
I hated to see her like this. It was no time for I-told-you-so, there was never going to be a time for I-told-you-so, but I couldn’t say I hadn’t seen this coming. Instead, I hugged her tight while she sobbed. 
In a way, it was a relief it was over. All of the sneaking around was getting out of hand. I didn’t know what she had expected, but I was fairly certain it had felt like she had been backhanded by the inevitable. 
Prince Dane was definitely an arrogant jerk, but, on the bright side, at least he was hot. Maybe once everything calmed down he would prove to be a decent guy. Then again, he was a prince, so. . . probably not. 
“I’m not giving up,” Amelia declared suddenly, snapping her head up from her hands. “So help me, I will force him to hate me so much that he will beg me to end it.”
I sighed. Well, this didn’t sound like it would bode well for anyone. I could only hope that she might be more reasonable in the morning. 
*****


As we trudged into the cafeteria on the first official day of classes, Amelia was determined as ever to end her engagement.
Normally, the Carpathians sparred in the mornings, but unfortunately not this morning.
I saw the wolf from across the room. Well, not the literal wolf, but the prince. Thank goodness that we hadn’t seen the wolf last night. If he had changed, Adam would be dead and Avonlee would be on the verge of war. Who knows what else would have gone down, but I probably would have died fighting. 
Yes, thank the gods above he hadn’t shifted and for that, I have to say, I was pretty impressed by his self-control.
The prince had attempted to send Amelia correspondence last night, which had only made her more agitated. She didn’t bother to read them, which resulted in a small pack of paper wolves marching around the balcony after her until she eventually asked me to spell them back to him unopened.
Across the cafeteria, the roar of laughter drew our attention to Dane’s table. Two Carpathians had each other in headlocks and were wrestling one another to the floor. The prince and his entourage were shouting taunts and laughing at the pair scuffling on the floor. Apparently, the big bad wolf was in a much better mood this morning.
I glanced over at Amelia and, from the way her lip twitched and the death glare she was aiming his way, it seemed that she had noticed too.
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I sighed and I twirled the quill in my fingers at my desk. Seeing Prince Dane and his friends laughing this morning, seemingly without a care in the world, had made a mockery of my situation. 
I despised them all.
At the front of the classroom Professor Sophus trilled on about the history of goblin siege, but I wasn’t listening. I shifted in my seat to get a better view of the table that was the closest to the door. From my new position I could see him clearly in my peripheral. Adam was staring at the professor like his monotone ramblings were the most interesting thing in the world. He had been avoiding me since last night.
I chewed my lip as I returned my focus back to my paper. Within moments the bell rang and the professor was dismissing the class for the next period. Adam shot to his feet quicker than I did and was rounding the doorway into the hall before I was even out of my chair.   
I hurried past the other students still gathering their things and stepped into the hallway to catch up to him. I spotted the outline of a boy about Adam’s size up ahead turning the bend of the far hall. 
I quickened my pace after him, weaving through students and teachers that had started spilling out into the corridor. As I turned around the corner I nearly slammed into the prince. 
As if expecting me he looped his arm around my shoulders and directed me down a side hallway. Turning my head as he ushered me away, I caught a fleeting glance of Adam retreating through a crowd of other students and into his next class.
Anger boiled inside of me as I glared at Dane. How dare he have the nerve to do this? I considered trying to escape, but the prince’s iron grip was so restrictive there was no use trying to get away. I wouldn’t have been able to without making a scene and I was still hoping we could handle this quietly.  
He maneuvered us into an alcove while his friends lingered behind in the secondary hall.
In some ways this kind of secret meeting reminded me of stealing away with Adam, but it wasn’t even close to as enjoyable with the beast that stood before me. 
“What are you doing?” I hissed, breaking free of his grasp once we were out of sight. 
“We need to talk and you’ve ignored my correspondence.” He grabbed my wrist as I tried to slip away.
“Well, I’m not interested in having anything to do with you.” I wrenched to free my wrist and he let me go.
“I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, princess,” his arrogance thrummed with an aggressive energy that was entirely as natural to him as breathing.  
“Not as far as I’m concerned,” I sneered.
“Have you ended it with the loser yet?” His eyes narrowed as he closed in, towering over me. His crisp winter scent washed over me as he drew nearer and my lips parted as I inhaled sharply.
“It’s none of your business.” I put my hand up to create space between us, but when my palm met the immovable stony plane beneath his shirt, I knew it was pointless.
His eyes flickered momentarily to my hand before snapping back up to my face when I pulled it away.
“As your fiancé, it is entirely my business.” He raised his brow, lips pressed into a hard line.
“No,” I said, crossing my arms and lifting my chin, anger searing through me. 
“No, you haven’t ended it?” His body remained like a statue, rigid with tense coiled muscle. His deep gravelly tone was a warning.
“No, it’s not your business and, no, I have no intention of complying with anything that you demand of me,” I shot back defiantly.
His lip curled in a sneer. 
“Why are you so hell bent on defying a royal decree? Is it the loser? Is that what’s got you so determined to start a war?”  His tongue slid over his upper teeth and his narrowed honey eyes fervently searched mine for answers I’d never allow them to share. His fists balled before he jabbed a finger at me. “You’re disrespecting your people.”
“No, you’re disrespecting the people of Avonlee by refusing to end this sham of an engagement,” I scoffed. 
“Well, you’re disrespecting the honor and memory of every Carpathian soldier who ever gave their lives protecting our accord by acting like a spoiled brat.” His expression was rigid with scornful disgust. 
How dare he! My temper spiked. 
“I detest you,” I began. “The idea of being anywhere near you for the rest of my life is revolting. I’d rather be devoured by the undead than marry you.” I kept my voice low, loathing dripping from my every word.  “And, for the record, Adam is not a loser and threatening my emissaries is a declaration of war.” 
“You shacking up with one of your emissaries is also a declaration of war.” He gave a callous half-shrug.
I wanted to smack him, but I’d only end up hurting my own hand. The nerve of this creep. 
“I’m not interested in tainted goods,” he continued. “Perhaps I should speak with your father and demand the hand of one of your sisters, instead.”
“Excuse me? I haven’t shacked up with anyone. How dare you suggest I’d be such a trollop. I find your accusation offensive,” I snapped back in vehement defense of my honor. 
A sly smile crept over his all too perfect face. Apparently, I had just told him exactly what he had wanted to hear. He goaded me right into divulging what he wanted. I can’t believe I had played into that so easily.
“I hate you,” I seethed. My cheeks flushed red with anger.  
His lip quirked up as his eyes flicked over me to the throng of students in the hall beyond us. His composure remained cavalier and focused over my shoulder when he arrogantly shifted past, patted my head and smirked.
“So naive.”
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I sauntered through the sea of students with my shoulders back and hips swaying. It always delighted me to leave a trail of turned heads in my wake. I was the predator, they were the prey, and they knew it. Like a mountain lion amongst a herd of deer, they hung together so as not to be singled out for the kill. Safety in the distraction of numbers. Lucky for them, I was merely passing through. . . for now.
The females glowered at me, green with envy and self-doubt, but I didn’t mind the glares. It just proved that I held power over them without even lifting a finger of my magic. There was something satisfying about the way they parted before me. Lusting or hating, I was a force that couldn’t be ignored.
 A group of girls narrowed their eyes as I approached. I gave one a playful little wave before I pressed open the door and stepped outside, allowing it to slam shut behind me.  
They were all just tools to me, and I was going to make them all suffer. Suffer for treating the House of Night like second class, suffer for the disrespect their kings and queens had shown my father.                                     
The Kingdom of the Night could destroy all of them on a whim, but we didn’t, and for that, they should be thankful and bow down to us. 
My father should have been the king over the capitol of Laramidia at the end of the five-hundred-year war, but they had named Eustis instead. That old fool. He was far too lenient to lead the realm to its true potential. He was too old to see the danger that was growing in the north. My father had tried to warn them, and yet they all accused him of meddling to start trouble, trying to incite fear and another needless war. 
They hated us and pretended to tolerate us only because they feared his power. Well, I was about to show them what real power looked like, what fear and pain looked like. A little game of betrayed secrets and broken hearts was about to take place in this perfect little palace of theirs. I would make them pay for the disrespect their families had shown us. They would all suffer, and I would savor every minute of it.  
I continued down the path to my tower, carelessly toppling benches and withering flowers at will with little bursts of my magic. 
Call it pent-up energy, if you will, but I felt somewhat satiated in the immediate gratification of destruction.
I eyed the Bastion walls and curled my lip. The classes here were a farce. I already knew the details, and far more, about the goings-on in our kingdom than these professors ever would.
A little voice whispered in my head. 
Play nice, Kessara. Make the minions like you, Kessara. . .
Ugh.
At last, I had arrived at my tower. I hadn’t bothered to move in after the soiree. Having a kingdom on the outskirts of Laramidia had its benefits. My eyes adjusted to the darkness as I stepped inside. It looked just as my father had described, and I could feel his powerful enchantments buzzing all around me. He had spelled countless precautions in place to facilitate my work and all sorts of devious deeds. My father trusted me explicitly, so there was no need for even a chaperone. That also meant that there was no one to interfere with our plans.
I poured myself a beverage before my feet ascended the spiraling iron staircase. Upon entering my lavish quarters, I was surprised to find a note waiting for me from the kingdom of Avonlee.  
I flicked it open with my magic. It was an invitation from Lady Coranithe offering to practice magic in the Dome at my convenience, if I should so desire. Interesting. It would have been better if it had been from the princess herself, but I had to start somewhere. 
I wasn’t much interested in learning from my counterparts in the kingdom. My power was advanced well beyond their wildest dreams. Magic had been instilled in me since birth and, thanks to my mother, my magic was unique.
I considered the note. It was important that I play nice and get friendships flowing. I needed to set up a reputation of being the wicked sorcerer’s poor, misunderstood daughter so that I could really get things going. With another quick wave of my hand, my reply flew out between the shutters to the balcony.
My attention was quickly drawn to the scrying mirror that hung over the marble vanity. As I approached it, a wave of mist tumbled toward me through it, like a fast-moving dust storm of varying shades of green and gray. My father was calling. I waved my hand ,and his face appeared in the mist. His thick dark hair, light skin, goatee, and mustache were so clear that it was as if I were looking through a window.
“My darling.” His dark eyes beamed with pride. 
“Father.” I smiled back.
“Enjoying your new abode?” He raised a black, bushy eyebrow as he grinned. 
“Yes, much more than the others, I’m sure,” I nodded as I sat upon the chaise across from the mirror.
“How was your first day? Making friends are we?” His eyes were cunning as he stroked his goatee with his long, nimble fingers. 
“They all underestimate me, but soon some will believe that I am one of them and others will fear me. Whichever best suits our needs.” I waved my hand in the air as I twirled my chalice in the other. 
“Good.” He gave a sly smile as his long fingers fell into a steeple. “For now it’s best that we play nice and get in their good graces. We’ll give them a false sense of security. They’ll be more likely to unwittingly divulge their family secrets that way.”
“Wouldn’t it be easier for me to just use magic on them?” I sighed, almost bored with the idea of wasting time establishing tedious friendships. “A few waves of my hand and I’ll have them singing their secrets to me like a songbird.” 
“Unfortunately, no. The Bastion professors are too well trained. They will be looking for signs and would know something that powerful was being performed. They may have even put protections up against such use. You wouldn’t get through maybe one or two students before you would be discovered.” He chuckled at my pout. “No, my darling, I’m afraid this will be more of a journey than a jaunt.” 
“Fine,” I huffed. “Not to fear, father. I will have them eating out of the palm of my hand within the week.” 
“I know you will.” He grinned proudly. “Don’t forget to send your love to the stars. Goodnight, my darling.” 
"Goodnight father." I blew him a kiss before he disappeared.  
I leaned back on the chaise and grinned.
Let the mayhem begin. . .
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The smell of old parchment and paper filled the air when Cora pushed open the door to the library, holding it for me. I inhaled the welcoming scent as I stepped into the massive Bastion archive beside her. After a seemingly endless week of classes and disappointment, the library had become my haven. 
While I had been here several times already, I couldn’t help but glance around the space to take it all in. The largest part of the library was a large rotund in the center. Its walls were covered in bookcases and various staircases led upward to the open levels of the several stories above us. While the Avonlee library paled in comparison, I couldn’t help but long to be back home again.
Adam had still been avoiding me and mid-week he sent a correspondence informing me he needed time and space. In other words, there would only be an us in an official royal duty capacity for the foreseeable future. His wording had suggested time to allow things to calm down before we reassess our situation, but no matter how well structured the wording had been it felt more like a goodbye than a reprieve.
"I’m headed to ancient magics and then over to see the scroll master." Cora’s voice startled me from my thoughts.
I turned to her and smiled. 

"I'll find us a table in the rotund, then." I nodded.

She gave me a suspicious glance before the corners of her lips crooked up and she turned away. Her boots clicked across the marble as she made her way to the opposite side of the library. With a sigh, I weaved through the stacks toward the apothecary section of the library.
Despite all of the disappointment, the highlight of my week had been the pleasant tea with Lady Celeste of the Fae. It had been a welcome distraction, although Cora had been disappointed to learn they didn’t know about the ancient magic that she was now searching the stacks for information about. 
We had returned the Fae's kindness with a dinner later in the week at the Avonleean towers, and it had been well received. During our socials, I quickly realized that my practical magic was less than sufficient compared to my peers, but even more importantly I discovered an interest and fascination in the Fae’s conversations pertaining to healing magic.
I eyed the collection of books in front of me, then glanced around the area for a rolling ladder to reach the higher ones  if I should wish to get one down.
It had crossed my mind that I could ask for more instruction from Cora in my new pursuit to strengthen my abilities. She was a talented magician, but I hated the idea of taking up too much more of her time. She had already added on magical sparring this week, with Kessara, of all people. I guess it made sense since the witch was so powerful. Cora was dedicated toward her preparations to enter the tournaments and show that Avonlee had a formidable contender.

I let my fingers run along the spines of several large bound volumes, scanning the titles for an introductory edition. I pulled a thick purple one out and stepped aside to a sitting area nearby. I began thumbing through the pages to see if it stirred me. 

Laughter from a group of other students at a table nearby caught my attention. I watched them together with a pang of jealousy. I had begun to feel rather lonely with Cora gone to her training and Adam avoiding me like I was plagued. 
The mere thought of his name sent my mind wandering back to our last stolen kisses in the Avoleean tower. I missed him. I fumbled with the charms on the silver bracelet Adam had given me for my birthday last year.
Maybe I could find a way to run away with him. We could leave Avonlee and the seven kingdoms altogether and disappear into the unknown. It would pain me to leave my kingdom and my family behind, but I was not a good fit for wolves and they were not a good fit for me.
From what I understood, the wolves had a very different way of ruling than I had been brought up to believe, which was yet another reason the prince and I were not compatible. By my calculations, that list was far too long to ever be overcome. I didn’t understand why our parents couldn’t see that. Did the people of Carpathia really want a king and queen that hated one another making the decisions? 
Being their queen would be equivalent to sacrificing the sanctity of my soul, of who I was at my core. 
I had never heard much said of the current queen of Carpathia. She seemed to be more of a passive face rather than a ruler. The idea that I would be queen only to be seen and not heard was irksome. I wasn’t the type to be locked up in a tower or to be paraded out for the purpose of filling a place at a table or whelping children. Sometimes I wondered if Dane’s mother had been the same way. I knew that she had died when he was young and his father later remarried, but I knew little else. In fact, I had very little knowledge of the interworking of Carpathia and, with every fiber of my being, I wanted to keep it that way.
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I scoured the cross shelving for any scrolls that might contain information that could educate me on how to learn Kelnar and use it, but came up empty handed.

Undeterred, I made my way toward the Master of the Scrolls who manned the restricted area. She looked up from her rotulas at me as I approached her. I smiled and allowed my eyes to wander over her shoulder at the archive. It contained the most regulated transcriptions in the Bastion. Some so consequential and dangerous that they had been chained to the wall to prevent their removal from the library altogether. Many had even been transcribed from ancient tablets or were replicas of the originals which were still kept in the kingdoms from which they came.

"May I help you?" Two light brown eyes looked up at me from under thinly framed glasses.

"Yes, please. I am looking for texts on the ancient magic of Kelnar, specifically training and application," I asked her hopefully.

She merely glanced over to her index book for a moment before looking up at me.
"I'm afraid the library doesn't contain any resources on that subject, other than an off-hand reference to it in texts or the mention of its use in historical battles. We have no reference on training or how to use it." She dipped her quill into the inkwell and regarded me with a hint of pity.
I blinked several times in surprise.
"The Bastion library doesn’t have copies of the Fae Scrolls?" How could this be possible? The library was said to have copies of every text from all of the seven kingdoms.
She shook her graying head slowly before her quilled hand swept across the scroll again.
"No, nor does the library in Laramidia. They were stolen from the Fae temples in Heinez ages ago, long before the kingdoms united. They were never recovered. The magic itself has only been passed down generation to generation. It is now considered lost to time," she clarified.
My heart nearly sank into my boots.
"Oh, ok. Thank you," I replied, not bothering to hide the disappointment in my tone.
She simply nodded and continued her scribing. I guess I was going to have to keep looking.
I rounded the shelves into the rotund, expecting to see Amelia seated at the tables, but instead I spotted her in the histories section, high up on a rolling ladder helping another student in locating some books.
Despite my disappointed mood, I couldn't help but smile. The scene was so typically Amelia. She had always been a helper. The regal stuff was newer and, despite her upbringing as the daughter of a king, it had been a struggle for her. She had always been good with the people. She was kind, considerate, and compassionate.
As children, we had all been required to work the fields like everyone else, commoners and nobles alike. We toiled in the back-breaking work sowing of seeds, we knew the feel of sun-kissed skin and the exhaustion of tedious physical labor. As we got older and our people’s numbers grew, we were excused from the fields and began our formal royal training. Even so, Amelia still brought water and food to the workers in the fields almost daily.
I watched her descend the ladder and pass the book to another student with a bright smile upon her face. Amelia had always been a people person and it concerned me that she’d been hiding out in the library all week. I knew her reasoning behind it. She was less likely to run into him that way. He spent most of his time in the arenas sparring, but it still worried me that she might be retreating within herself. It left me feeling guilty for not having been around as much now that the term had started. Between classes, combat conditioning, and sparring, I had little time left for anything else. 
I thought back to my sparring session with Kessara. It had been fantastic. We went blow for blow, had smack-talked, and took turns showing off our capabilities. It seemed that we had just begun to scratch the surface. We were both keeping things close to the vest. She had no interest in swords, knives, or bows. Nor did she need them. There was something strange about the way her magic felt. Not bad, but special, entirely unique. Even with all the people that I had practiced with, I had never felt anything like it. I wondered if she might be my link to Kelnar. 
Making my way toward a table, I pulled my satchel over my head and placed it onto a chair. The tournament register on the table caught my eye and I picked it up. A tinge of jealousy rose up in my chest. I hadn’t entered because I had difficulty finding a hand-to-hand combat sparring partner.  Boys seemed to think having a girl training partner made them look weak or, maybe, it was that they didn't want to be seen getting their butts handed to them by a girl.
Regardless of their issues, it was smarter to take my time to assess the other students first before enrolling in a tournament. Mostly Tertius and Quartrus year students were to participate in this particular event, anyway. As the underdog, I needed any advantage I could get. 
My eyes roamed over the registry flyer and a quirk of a smile graced my lips. Prince Dane was going to compete. Maybe, if he got his butt handed to him, it would boost Amelia out of her funk. At least, it couldn’t hurt. . . right?
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As I stepped out into the nearly empty hall, an overwhelming sense of dread overtook me. I stopped, frozen in place. I had stayed behind after class to ask the teacher a question, hoping it would allow me to keep this exact situation from occurring. As much as Adam had been avoiding me, I had equally been avoiding Dane. Still, there the prince stood in the middle of the empty hallway, sans his emissaries, watching me.
I clutched my healing novels close against my chest like some kind of pathetic excuse for a shield. Not that they would be much help. Although, they were pretty heavy. Maybe I could smack him with one if need be. Ridiculous as it was, the idea still made me feel a bit better.
No. Like it or not, I would have to face him. With a deep breath to steady myself, I straightened my shoulders, head held high, as I began down the hallway. Unfortunately, as I moved to bypass him, his thick  muscled arm slid in front of me to keep me from passing. 
"Good afternoon, princess,” his voice hummed with a deep, growly reverberation. Once he had my attention, he held his arm out in front of him, gesturing for me to move forward down the hallway. I took a few hesitant steps forward and cringed when he fell into an easy stride beside me.
"It was until I ran into you," I replied. I wasn't keeping up pretenses anymore.
He ignored me.
"Do you plan to attend the tournament Friday evening?" He flashed me one of his sultry looks. That kind of look was probably the stuff girls’ dreams were made of back in his homeland, but I was having none of it.
"No.” My reply was clear as I turned my attention to one of the many floor to ceiling paintings that lined the main corridors. Each kingdom had several scenes depicting their heritage throughout the Bastion. 
"Why the tone?" The sound of his peppery voice forced my attention back to him again. How did he do that? His brow was tugged together and his stare was accusing. 
"Because I can't stand you," I chimed sweetly as one of the Fae students from Heinez passed us nervously, avoiding eye contact. The prince watched him go before turning his attention back to me with a smile. 
"I had hoped we might be friends." He assessed me with a come-hither look on his face, another attempt to woo me with his attractive swagger.
Oh no, that wasn't going to work on me. 
"I don't want to be anything to you other than your ex." I narrowed my eyes.
He finally let his facade fall, and he seemed disappointed. As a prince, he probably wasn't used to being told no. Good. I was finally getting through that thick skull of his.  
"I can't do that Amelia," he said, sighing and rubbing his neck. 
"And why not?" I pinched my lips together.
"I just can't." He furrowed his dark brow as I stopped to face him.
"Why do you want to be married to someone who hates you?" I huffed.
His eyes softened as they roamed over my face. His mouth parted slightly, and his tongue peeked out to wet his lips before he replied. 
"I don't want to be married to someone who hates me." For a brief moment, his hard demeanor slipped away, and his expression seemed to convey sincerity. "I don't want you to hate me. I'm trying to be friendly, here." 
"Then why not change your mind and let me go?" I searched his face for answers, but his callous stare had returned.
He pinched the bridge of his nose. 
"This is about him, isn't it? He's not worth tossing away the allegiance," he rumbled.
"No, this is about me and renegotiation. I believe my father would be open to it." I couldn't contain the frustration rising up in my voice.
His jaw ticked, and he stared at me with agitation forming on his features. 
"I'm certain mine would not." He stalked toward me, and I took a few steps away until my back bumped the wall. "This is bigger than the two of us, Amelia. Once you realize that, things will be a hell of a lot easier for everyone."
His body loomed over me with an expression that was both self-satisfied and smug. He was toying with me, taunting me, simply because he could. I clenched my fists around my books. 
"Maybe a challenge is in order, then." I squared my shoulders and held my head high. I would not be intimidated by the likes of Dane.
"Oh-hoo," he chuckled and flashed me his debonair smile. "You think your paramour could take me, do you? I'm willing to if he is, but you should probably check with him before you go offering him up for the slaughter."
Arrogant jerk.
I doubt Dane had near as much talent as he boasted, but he was most likely right. While Adam had some skill, he wasn't trained nearly well enough to take on a warrior wolf. Cora would be more evenly matched to deal with a brute like Dane, but I wouldn't order her to fight this battle for me. 
"Never mind. I'll find another way to end this by myself." His eyes trained on my lips as I spoke the words.
"What is that supposed to mean?" His smirk quickly faded as he leaned down. His face was closer to me now and an intensity buzzed between us. 
"Let me make myself clear. I will never marry you, not now, not after graduation, not ever. I would rather disappear into the wasteland if I have to." In order to accentuate my point, I forced the heat of my glare directly toward his beautiful honey-colored eyes. 
"You wouldn't make it a day out there." He shook his head like I was being childish.
"I won't marry you. I will never allow it to happen," I reiterated. 
"We don't have a choice," he growled, dragging his fingers through his hair. He turned and stepped away, then moved back again. There was a wild look in his eyes, revealing the barely controlled chaos within him. He moved in, overshadowing me, caging me in.
I flinched when he slammed his hand on the wall above my shoulder.
"I won't hesitate to end the treaty. Don't test me, Amelia." His pupils were dilated. He was so close I could almost feel the rush of his heartbeat in the air between us.
I wasn't about to let him intimidate me. I rose up on my tiptoes into his space and his crisp, woodsy scent enveloped me. I pointed my finger into his solid chest as heat roiled through my veins.
"I despise you," I seethed.
"You're so damn stubborn." His mouth was inches from mine, his warm breath fanning my face, the tempest in his eyes locked into my own. 
"And you're such an--"
Those honey eyes flashed before his lips crashed onto mine. The kiss was demanding, all tongue and teeth. The enticing scent of arctic woods intoxicated me, coaxing me into a hazy daze. 
His rough hands slid up to the nape of my neck and coiled into my hair, tugging my head back, granting his lips full access to my own. For a moment I forgot all reality and I melted into him. 
I braced myself against his arm since my legs had gone weak and, thank goodness he was kissing me, or I'd be on the floor. Wait, did I want him to be kissing me? Heat swept through me like a wild animal trying to claw its way up from some hidden place. I forced it back down, but not before something substantial stirred inside my chest. An emotion that was foreign to me, compelling my already thrumming heart to beat faster. 
I didn't like it. Not at all.
I shoved against his chest with my palms and was surprised when he yielded, giving me space. My bosom rose in rapid swells as my eyes blazed into his. The heat from his kiss still seared across my delicate lips. Instinctually, my hand flew up from my side and I slapped him. 
           His long fingers rubbed at his jaw, but there was a light in his eyes that matched that excited grin on his face.
"I will do whatever it takes, and I mean anything, to make you walk away," I ground out in a raspy voice that I barely recognized.
For a moment, a flicker of concern crossed his face before the arrogance returned.
"Eventually you're going to give in, princess." He slowly raised up to his full height, forcing my eyes upward to his commanding presence.
My nostril flared as I jutted my chin.
"Over my dead body."
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I slumped down onto the wooden bench in the preparation room that I had been assigned to and began sorting through my gear.
Nearly two weeks had passed since my last encounter with Amelia. I had thought that maybe if I gave her some time, she'd realize I was right, but I was starting to see that wasn't working. 
Within the confines of my duffle, I located my enchanted tournament blade and set it beside me on the bench.
Perhaps I had gone too far by kissing her, but those soft full lips had been just inches from mine, inching further and further into my space. I hadn't been able to help myself. I wasn't surprised when she slapped me. Frankly, I deserved it, but I was shocked by her other response. For a few brief moments, she had actually kissed me back. While the euphoria in that moment had seemed worth it, the fallout this week had been infuriating. 
I'd sent her beautiful flowers. 
She gave them away.
I'd sent a feast to her people in her honor.
She refused to eat it.
I'd sent her an amulet that I had commissioned especially for her from an elite mystical jeweler in Laramidia.
She sent it back.
Amelia wanted nothing to do with me and, clearly, her affection wouldn't be bought. She still wouldn't even look at me. Every time she saw me, she hurried away.  
Now I had this nagging feeling in the back of my mind that I may have put the idea in her head that sealing the deal with that human would set her free. It was a mess. Being fated should have been a blessing, but it felt more like a curse. It didn't help that I knew absolutely nothing about females. Especially human ones.
If my mother were still alive, she would know what to do. What I wouldn't give for one more chance to talk to her, to see her face again. I wasn't entirely comfortable confiding in Althea, my father's current wife. We didn't exactly have that kind of relationship. I had to give her credit that she had tried, but with my much younger half-siblings keeping her hands full and my nearly constant training schedule, we had never become close. 
I shook my head and buckled the strap of my leather shoulder pauldron for my sword arm. I needed to put all of that out of my mind for now and focus on the event. I had been looking forward to the competition.
Since Amelia hadn't been impressed thus far, I planned to show her my capabilities in the arena. My objective was two-fold: intimidate Adam and impress Amelia.
The tournament rules were simple:
The match only allowed the use of magic and physical combat skills.
No shifting allowed. 
No death blows in hand to hand combat, which essentially meant only maiming was allowed. 
To ensure that there were no accidents with our swords, they were placed under enchantments that made them hurt, but not actually cut. They would leave a magical mark that would allow the judges to determine if a strike should have been fatal, and thus help them determine who to declare the victor. 
Through the tunnel leading toward the combat arena, I could hear the sounds of the crowd gathered in the coliseum. My lips tugged up in a smile. It was nearly time.
There was something about the night air whenever I was getting ready to fight. The way it seemed to come alive and send a prickle of exhilaration over your skin.
I strapped on my wrist bracers and shin guards.
This was what I was born to do. It was what I lived for. Well, what I used to live for, anyway. These days it seemed to barely register as a close second.
Rising to my feet, I headed toward the tunnel to await my match. I hovered at the entrance, shaking my arm muscles loose as I bounced on the balls of my feet. I was ready.
The harold's introduction broke the din of students’ murmurs in the arena.
"Prince Daneatous of Carpathia, Champion of Avonlee,” he announced.
I had given him clear instructions to add the second part.
I strode out of my tunnel and into the coliseum with the confidence and bravado expected of a skilled contender. Cheers rumbled around the massive amphitheater until I reached the center and waited.
The harold then announced my competitor. He was a Fae by the name of Tauze, from the Kingdom of Heinez. Another round of cheers rang out as his tall and lithe frame strutted out from his tunnel toward me. 
I tilted my head as I gauged him. The subtle hints of his overconfidence made him easy to read. There were various mistakes that hinted to his weakness, like leaving his vulnerable areas unprotected. In fact, he was wearing almost no armor and was poorly protected for a physical fight. In other words, he was cocky and too reliant on his magic. 
Good news for me. He was an easy target.
When he reached the center, we shook hands before the head judge sent us back to our respective sides. 
The gong sounded, signaling the beginning of the match. Without hesitation we advanced toward one another. 
Once he was within range, I shot a bit of magic at him, tripping him up as he crossed the arena. He flashed me a wry smile and caught himself mid-fall, keeping himself from face planting into the sand.
I shrugged and grinned back at him. I was just getting warmed up.
Tauze retaliated with a showy magic burst of his own. He'd made it all too obvious that it was coming, and I easily blocked it. I pulled my sword and spun it as I closed in. Cheers erupted from my Carpathian brethren. 
Tauze chuckled. Apparently, he found swords laughable. I was about to prove him wrong. 
I swung out with precision, careful not to touch the skin as my sword tore through the fabric of the Fae's shirt at the midsection, slicing the lower front half clear off below the navel. 
It served as a warning. I was in control.
The crowd erupted in laughter, and I smugly grinned along with them. 
His eyes flew to his newly cropped top, and his jaw tensed. The humor drained from his face and was quickly replaced by outrage.
While he was distracted, I shot a complex spell at his hands, rendering his magic weak. It wouldn't last forever, but long enough. He was now at my mercy.
He raised his hands, suddenly aware of the binding. His eyes darted to me in accusation. With a lopsided grin, I shrugged.
Sorry, Fae-boy. It’s not against the rules.
With a burst of energy, I rushed at him. As I swung my enchanted sword, he leaned back and I narrowly missed his chin.
Using the momentum of my swing to propel my body around, I delivered a roundhouse to his face. When my foot connected, the resounding crunch heralded his broken nose. Blood spattered onto me and at least one tooth shot off into the distance. 
He flew back into the sand. I prepared myself for the officiants to call the match, but the Fae rose to his feet in a daze. Blood streamed from his nose as his hand reached up to his face. When he pulled it back from his nose, his eyes widened as he witnessed the scarlet color coating his fingertips. 
The fool should have known better than to get up. I shook my head.
"Alright, you asked for it,” I mumbled under my breath.
I stalked toward him, ready to end the match. The hint of fear mixed with the anger in his eyes as I approached. He knew what was coming. I taunted him with punches, left then right, then left again. In a daze, he tried to hit me back and missed.
He tried to use his weakened magic to heal himself, but the effort was draining his strength.
As I reached to my waist, I twirled, swinging out my broadsword. Adrenaline surged through my veins as the blade landed against his ribs with a sickening snap. Had it not been enchanted for the match, the sword would have cut him through. Instead, he only staggered back, clutching his broken ribs and gasping for air. He sank to his knees, wheezing.
I stood over the groaning Fae as he gave the sign for submission.
I grinned, flashing my bright white teeth to the stands. Victorious, I raised my arm high in the air, my body covered in blood and sweat. 
The crowd erupted into applause and cheering. All while tossing a barrage of favors down into the sand. 
None of it mattered to me. I closed my eyes to find her scent in the arena. Exhilaration rushed through me when I opened them again. Already knowing exactly where she was, my chest heaved with the exertion of my breathing. My gaze bore into her, but she didn't look excited. Instead, another emotion consumed her beautiful hazel eyes.
Fear. 
My heart sunk in my chest. I had intimidated the wrong Avoleean.
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Well, that had been brutal. Apparently, Dane had something to prove, and by his absolute dominance over the less than three-minute match, I'd say he had made his point. I'm sure the Fae prince from Heinez was none too pleased with the state of his competitor.
I quickly glanced to my right. Amelia was silent, but I could tell what she was thinking by the way her hands trembled.
"Are you okay?" I asked discreetly, placing my hand over her wrist.
She looked down and her hands stopped trembling. Her eyes turned back up at me with a forced smile.
"Thank you, Cora, yes," she lied. Her reply was intended more for the eyes and ears of those around us than my own.
I jerked my head toward the exit, and she nodded. We weaved our way through the students and out of the coliseum toward the path to the towers.
I didn't dare to ask her questions out in the open of our trek, where curious ears might hear. We took the tunnels under the central octagon-shaped academy building to the Avoleean convocation room since they were the fastest and most direct path. When we hit the steps to our quarters without a word spoken between us, I was nervous that Amelia may be near a breakdown.
Once inside our room, Amelia paced, and I sank down onto the sofa.
"I have to talk to Adam," she finally managed in a barely discernible whisper, still avoiding my gaze. Her statement surprised me.
"Ugh, definitely not a good idea," I replied, wide-eyed.
"I need to see if he wishes to return to Avonlee." She finally took a moment to look at me. Now she was making sense. "It would definitely be safer for him there. Maybe he could return now, and then I could convince my father to let me return at the end of the term."
My heart sank, and I shook my head.
"Amelia," I said as I rose. 
She was still pacing, mumbling with her hands clutching at her shoulders.  
"Amelia." I stopped her by placing my hands on her biceps. She looked up at me with frantic eyes as I delivered the truth, "It's time to let him go."
Her face was wrought with pain, and her tears broke free. I pulled her into a hug, and for a moment, she hugged me back before pushing away again.
"I can't." Her chin trembled as the tears brimmed over from her eyes. "I can't be with someone like Dane. Because of him, I will never find another who will look at me like Adam does. I have to hold on to him."
And there it was. The truth. This was never about her love for Adam. It was about her freedom and her fear of losing it, once and for all.
"What are you going to do, huh? Order him to be with you?" I held up my hands on a shrug.
"But, I love Adam,” she said as she started pacing again.
"No. You don't." I swallowed back my next words, but then thought better of it. It was time for her to face the truth. "Like him, sure. But, let's be honest. You are in love with an idea. The idea of making that choice for yourself, Amelia."
She whirled around mid-pace, her mouth dropped open and then closed, but no sound came out, so I continued.
"This has to end."
She tossed her hands up in the air high above her head.
"So, what? I should just give up and marry a jerk that I can't even stand and live a lie?" she snapped at me.
"I'm not saying that. I'm saying that you should take some time for yourself." She went to interrupt, but I held my palm up, "Hear me out. Once some time has passed, and things cool down, then ask your father to start negotiations. One thing is for sure, though. You can't keep using Adam like a pawn in this game because there is no scenario where he comes out unscathed."
She slumped down onto the sofa with silent tears streaming down her face.
"And if you really care about him, you won't be okay with that," I finished, quieter now.
"I need some time alone," she squeaked out after a few moments. She was dismissing me.
"Amelia--" I began to protest, but she raised her hand to me this time and shook her head.
"I just need a little bit of time." She wouldn't look at me, but she seemed a bit more collected.
"Okay, I'll be down in the community room if you need me," I said quietly before turning toward the stairs. 
I was heartbroken for her. I hated when we fought, especially over something like this, something neither of us could change. I was going to have to keep my eye on her in case she got the wild idea in her head to run off. I didn't really think she would go through with something like that, but everything was such a mess that I didn't know what to expect anymore.
When I reached the bottom of the steps, I crossed the second-floor community room to the sofa closest to the exit, and plopped down with a sigh. It was certainly going to be a long night.
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The cotton of my nightgown swept softly over my skin as I leaned over to put out the light. Shrouded in darkness, I set the stopper on the bedside table before rolling onto my back and pulling the covers up to my chest.
Visions of the fight kept flashing through my mind. The way Dane had not only dominated, but tormented that Fae. His message was clear, Adam would never stand a chance. Then there was the way his eyes had quickly found me amongst the fray of students. The way they had seemed to bore straight into me was disturbing. It was as if he had pinned me to my seat with just one look. 
I had taken great care to blend in, only entering the stadium after the champions had descended to the lower levels for preparations. There was no way he could have come up and looked for me. Cora or I would have seen him.
I knew now that my actions had been no less dangerous as if I had been taunting a rabid dog restrained by only the thinnest of chains.
Adam would never be able to last a minute in a fight with Dane. The idea made me feel entirely hollow. I still had to talk to him. I still had to tell him I cared and how much he meant to me. Cora was right. I couldn't order him to be with me.
With tears threatening to overwhelm my resolve, I rubbed at my swollen red eyes and rolled over onto my side, facing Cora's bed. She hadn't returned after I dismissed her. She was giving me my space. My cousin had always been understanding like that. Even so, I couldn't count on her to help me arrange a meeting with Adam. She had made her position clear, and I was certain she'd suspect I'd try to run away with him.
She wasn't wrong. I had to admit that the thought had crossed my mind, but neither Adam nor I would last a week in the wilderness on our own. What once had seemed like a possibility between us now seemed like an insurmountable summit.
Pulling my blankets up to my chin, I let the tears fall.
There was an old adage, 'If you love someone, let them go,' and now I was going to have to figure out if it was possible for me to do that for Adam, or if I even could.
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I was wearing a path through the rug in our quarters. Ivan and Ellis were lounging on the sofas closest to the fireplace, regaling the guards who had been on tower watch of my conquest in the arena. Even their excitement couldn't relieve the feeling of dread bearing down on me.
I had only wanted to scare him. I certainly didn't want her to fear me. In my eagerness to impress Amelia, I had gone too far. Now she only saw me as a monster.
My thoughts flickered to the day I had kissed her in the Bastion hallway and the book she carried in her arms. It was a book about healing. My stomach did a backflip of regret as it dawned on me. Amelia was a healer. Of course she wouldn't enjoy watching someone's needless pain. How could I have been so stupid? I had let my foolish pride cloud my judgement and it made a mess of things.
The laughter of my comrades broke my train of thought for a moment. Ellis and Ivan were performing a reenactment of the fight. Ellis held his ribs and fell to his knees. I rubbed my temples in frustration.
As part of my damage control, I had gone to see the Fae in the infirmary to apologize for being needlessly rough with his challenger. Luckily, Tauze was already nearly healed, and the Bastion healers assured us he would have no lasting injuries or disfigurements.
Prince Fasian had been more understanding than expected. He seemed to think he held at least some of the blame by not sending a more advanced adversary to face me. He had also thought the message was meant for him and admitted that he had been running his mouth off about hand-to-hand combat being a waste of time.
Wrong.
I'd never heard of his pander, but I went along with it anyway. It could have gone a lot worse.
Fasian had actually been quite impressed by my performance and hoped I might be willing to have my fighters train some of his men, but I wasn't sure he would ever really trust me. I was going to have to keep up serious damage control if I wanted to have Heinez as an ally instead of an enemy.
As I turned back toward the fireplace, some of the other students were walking toward me, hands extended and faces jubilant. I feigned excitement through their congratulations and shoulder patting. One by one, they disappeared down the stairs to their own quarters.
What should have been a victory had instead been an epic failure. It seemed like the human boy was still keeping her at arm's length, but it was only a matter of time before Amelia would work him over.
Perhaps it was time that I go to our parents, but he idea unsettled me. I really didn't want to have them start arguing with each other, or worse, decide to break the treaty.
I needed to do something. The longer this went on, the more hell-bent she would be to take it to the next level with that loser to free herself for good. The way those perfect lips had emphasized the word ‘anything’ disturbed my mind every waking moment.
If she went through with it, did it really matter? Yes. Yes, it did.  
While I was destined to love her forever and was capable of forgiving her eventually, my people would not, and they'd want blood. There was no doubt they would consider it an egregious offense. I don't think she really understood that. I had to do whatever it took to stop her.  
I knew she didn't truly love him. She couldn't, that's not how fating worked. The problem was that she hadn't realized yet that it was even possible she could love me. While fating meant that we were destined, it didn't mean that it couldn't be complicated. Once she finally let it into her mind, our bond would be unbreakable. How was I supposed to get her to that point?I turned toward the stairwell. 
I had to act.
Ellis and Ivan rose to follow me, but I waved them away as I made for the steps.
I needed to get rid of the distraction. I needed to get rid of Adam. The idea of ripping him to shreds with my bare hands was gratifying, but it would only drive her further away from me and possibly start a war. No, I needed to find some other way to get him away from the Bastion, and for that, I would have to search out some magic to help me.
I could count the Fae prince from Heinez out. After what happened with his emissary in the coliseum, I wouldn't be asking him for favors anytime soon. Amelia was too friendly with the other powerful Fae Princess, Celeste. I couldn't take the risk that they would tell her. She could never know I had been behind it. She would never give us a chance if she did.
No, I needed someone who didn't have her allegiance. Someone who would love to cause some trouble.
I needed a witch, and there was only one that I could go to. The Necromancer’s daughter.
I could only wonder what it would cost me.
It was late in the evening as I quietly stalked through the lower tunnels. I hesitated at the door before finally raising my hand to knock, but before I could, it opened. As soon as I saw her I knew this girl was serious, one hundred percent the real deal. Intense power, provocation, and forceful magic radiated from her like a siren in the flesh. Legit.
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There was a wolf at my door. I opened it, head high and hand on hip. His demeanor was calm, but the air of desperation dwelled behind his eyes.  
Very good.
"Prince Daneatous. I've been expecting you," I said sweetly, flashing him a sultry smile. That ‘oughta make him sweat.  
I tossed my long black hair over my shoulder and stepped aside to let him pass into my turret. I had already laid out the table and stoked a few brewing cauldrons in the fireplace. I wasn't sure what it was that he wanted exactly, but I had known he was coming.
"So, your majesty," I began, motioning about the room, "what brings you to my humble abode?"
He raised an eyebrow.
"You already know why I'm here, don't you?" he grumbled.
"Well, for the sake of continuity, how about we hear it from you?" I asked, trying to come across as sincere.
"I have a proposition for you." He licked his lips and swallowed. "I need our conversation to remain private."
"Obviously." I offered him a chalice of water.
He took it and set it upon the table.
"The utmost discretion," he reiterated.
Elbows on the table, I rested my chin in my folded hands.
He cleared his throat.
"I need your help in removing a human male from the Bastion," he grunted.
I smiled sweetly. Now we were getting somewhere. The reason for the desperation behind those soulful honey eyes was now all too clear.
"Ah, the things we do for our hearts’ desires," I cooed. "Someone getting in the way of your attempts to woo your betrothed?"
He frowned, a flush of red. I'd hit the nail on the head.
"Well, why not a love potion then?" I waved to the cauldrons bubbling away.
"No. This has to be natural," his voice rumbled around the room, and he cleared his throat again. "I just need the distraction removed,” he added more quietly.
"What do you have in mind? Castration, dismemberment, death? Oh! Maybe an accidental-on-purpose run in with a troll?" I suggested. "I'm just spitballing here."
His expression was both impressed and a hint fearful.  
"I was thinking more along the lines of getting him sent back to Avonlee. Permanently," he replied after a few wary moments.
"Oh, I see. An accidental-on-purpose exposure." I nodded. "Good choice. And, it would require very little magic, actually."  
"So, you can make it happen?" A glimmer of hope danced across his handsome features before he steeled it away.
"Of course." I flashed him a confident smile.
"And this would remain a secret?" His dark brow raised.
"Absolutely. To put your mind at ease, I'll even draw it up in a contract." I pulled out my blackish-blue quill and waved to it. Seamlessly, it floated across the paper, outlining the terms of our agreement.
He licked his lips as he watched the quill apprehensively.
"What's the price?" He propped his elbows up on the table and interlocked his fingers together.
"Oh, nothing too involved, given the simplicity of this task. I would say one favor in return should be sufficient. When I should require it, it will be of my choosing and of equal complexity."
He frowned and rubbed the stubble on his chin.
"I'd rather it was more specific." His eyes traveled over me warily.
"Well, I haven't any deeds I need assistance with at the moment." I  gave him a light shrug. "If you're not satisfied, you could try back in a few weeks or so. Perhaps I may have something then?" 
I could see the urgency in the way his breath hitched and his larynx bobbed as he swallowed.
"No, I guess that will do. I would like for this to happen as soon as possible,” he admitted guiltily.
"Of course. Once we have hammered out the details, I will get started straight away," I assured him.
"Alright, then." He nodded, somewhat timidly for such a noble warrior prince.
How cute that he should actually happen to love the one to whom he was betrothed. Good for Princess Amelia. She was such an unassuming thing, but in looking at the love-struck prince before me, there was some depth to her wiles.
"Please look the contract over," I said, handing it to him.
He read it thoroughly and nodded.
"Well, then, let's get started."
We both signed our names. Now it was time for the magic.
"You will need to repeat after me and then drink the grog from this chalice to enact the magical seal." I handed him the chalice, and he nodded for me to continue.
"I, Prince Daneatous of Carpathia, agree to the terms set forth in this contract. I am hereby bound to owe Kessara one favor of equal merit once she has completed the task of bringing Amelia and I together by expelling from the Bastion my rival, Count Adam of Avonlee."
"I, Prince Daneatous of Carpathia, agree to the terms set forth in this contract. I am hereby bound to owe Kessara one favor of equal merit once she has completed the task of bringing Amelia and I together and expelling from the Bastion my rival, Count Adam of Avonlee."
ERRGHH.
I fought to keep my magic from exploding. The prince had unwittingly changed the wording.
No matter.
While not ideal, I would be able to work around it since, unfortunately, I had made the mistake of already giving him the chalice from which he now drank, sealing the agreement as is. I simpered. 
"Now, that wasn't so bad. Sit and have a drink. Let's hash out the details of our plan, shall we?" I sing-songed as I reigned in my composure.
Less than thirty minutes later, we had come to an arrangement. Task completed, he rose and strode toward the door. Before he could open it, I called out to him from my seat.
"Oh, prince, a word of advice."
He turned to look at me.
"After this takes place, it would be wise to give the princess some space." He looked confused, so I continued. "I have had the great pleasure of being able to spend a great deal of time with Lady Coranithe as of late."
His eyes narrowed at me. No doubt he was concerned I may betray him.
"It is my observation that the two of you may have a great deal in common. As the princess's closest confidant, Lady Coranithe may be the key to your success. If you were to gain her favor, friendship, and trust, she would undoubtedly sow bountiful seeds on your behalf." I shrugged. "Just a suggestion. Women's intuition, if you will."
He considered me for a moment.
"Thank you," he said, nodding gratefully. Then he stepped out, closing the door behind him.
Cheers to me. I nearly had a favor from the prince in my grasp.
All I had to do was finish a few simple tasks to meet my end of the bargain.
And, oh, how much fun that would be.
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There was an eerie quiet as I stalked along the tunnels beneath the Bastion in almost complete darkness. Thus far, there hadn't been a single soul along the corridor, and for that, I considered myself lucky. It was well past curfew, and the lanterns along thoroughfare had been extinguished, but I didn't mind. I had every reason to keep my movements this evening a secret.
I had spent half an hour in the witch's company devising a plan and hashing out the details of what was to take place. She had been surprisingly thorough, which was both telling of her skill and all of its devious implications.
The plan would go as follows:
First and foremost, Kessara and I had agreed that our plan was to be put into motion as soon as possible. I had been exceedingly insistent that not a moment could be wasted.  
Second, the Princess and Adam's involvement with one another would be exposed. Preferably, in an unflattering manner, which would require the king to be notified and Adam to be subsequently sent away from the Bastion.
Third, it was of extreme importance that I would be nowhere nearby when it all played out and, even more importantly, it could never be linked back to me in any way.
My final requirement had been that no one was to be hurt. Well, physically, anyway.
My foot falls against the stone floor slowed to a stop as I approached the intersection of the tunnel I currently traveled and the one that connected to the Carpathian towers. 
Pressing my body up against the hewn stone wall, I waited and listened. Once I was certain there was no one in the next hallway, I peered around the corner. My wolfish night vision served me well in the darkness.
As an aside, Kessara had also suggested that once I was summoned and informed by the king of what had transpired, I was to act unimpressed by the princess's behavior, but graciously forgiving. Thus, leaving the king feeling indebted to my forgiveness of his daughter's indiscretion by not demanding we end the treaty.  
Kessara was devious.
Part of me felt bad for the embarrassment the king would suffer, but he should have kept a closer eye on what was going on with his daughter. If he had been more vigilant, he would have caught on sooner and put an end to it.
With the guilt of what I had just set in motion weighing on my conscience, I shouldn't have felt so relieved, but I did. I really did.
With wolfish speed, I darted out from the second hallway toward my tower. When I reached the iron gate securing the entrance, I thrust my skeleton key into the lock and turned it. 
There were only three keys to the Carpathian gates. I had one, my father had one, and there was one key that was exchanged by the guards at each watch rotation.  
As I slowly and carefully eased the gate up, the iron scraped against the stone, resulting in a small creak. I cringed. Even the slightest of sounds might alert my father's sentries that were currently stationed at the tower's second-floor entrance a level above me. We wolves were extremely perceptive. There wasn't much that could get past us. I waited in silence to be sure that no one was coming before I eased the gate up a few more inches and ducked under it.
I had been surprised by Kessara. Some of her suggestions for Adam had been inspired. She really was a force to be reckoned with.
Her advice had been unexpected and surprisingly valuable. Building an alliance with Cora was ingenious. Why hadn't I thought of it before? From what I had heard, Lady Coranithe was endowed with the skill of a warrior, and from what I had seen, she didn't seem to be allied to the loser either. As Amelia's cousin and emissary, she would have an impactful influence. All I had to do was make her see that I wasn't so bad. It made perfect sense. The insightfulness of the suggestion made me wonder if the witch knew more of the future than she had led on.
After securing and locking the gate again, I quietly inched up the stone steps to my quarters, carefully placing each of my steps with the hopes of not waking any of the other sleeping wolves. Brethren or not, I didn't want to have to explain to anyone where I had been.
As I entered my bedchamber, I couldn't help the feeling of relief that spread over me. It was quickly followed by a feeling I had never felt in all of my life before, unnerving fear. Fear that I wouldn't be able to save Amelia from herself. Fear that my plan would fail. Fear that I had acted too late.   
There was also a completely different kind of fear altogether that was surging through me, one that was less than selfless. It was the kind of fear that reminded me of my own failure at self-preservation this evening. It was an ominous fear that prickled up my spine and snaked itself through my core, a fear caused by one undeniable truth.
I may have very well just sold my soul to the devil's daughter.
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When the bell tolled, I leapt to my feet. I had made up my mind. I would ask Adam what he wanted and leave the decision up to him. I had a feeling about what he would say, but I wasn't about to make the choice for him. It had been days since the competition in the coliseum, and I had only seen him in an emissary capacity. Over the past first month at the Bastion, there hadn't been an opportune time to talk privately. Today I was going to change that.
I hurried toward the door where Adam stood, distracted by another student. Quietly, I slipped past them out into the hallway and waited.
"We need to talk. It is an order," I demanded when he finally rounded the doorway. I wasn't usually the type to use my authority to order people around, but desperate times called for desperate measures.
Adam glanced around the hallway nervously as if he was waiting for Dane to jump out of the shadows at any moment.
"Uh, okay,” he finally muttered out, avoiding my direct eye contact.
I tilted my head toward the hallway, and he nodded.
As we began the trip toward the Avonlee towers, his arms and hands were rigid at his sides.
Cora rounded another corridor as we passed. Her eyebrows shot up at the sight of Adam and me together. She quickly pivoted and joined us.
A hint of agitation boiled up inside of me that Cora should have to feel the need to abandon whatever she had been doing in order to guard us. Adam was my emissary. Walking down the hallway with him shouldn't feel like a crime. I hated that Dane had forced this kind of control over us with his intimidation.
"This is ridiculous," I huffed as I hooked Adam's arm in the crook of my elbow. "Cora, keep a lookout. That's an order."
I grabbed the door handle of the nearest supply closet and thrust it open, shoving Adam inside ahead of me.
"Are you crazy?” Cora whisper-shouted as I hurriedly shut the door in her face.
My pulse was racing as I turned to face Adam. There was a twinkle of amusement in his dusty colored eyes as he stared back at me.
"You're quite resourceful," he smirked for a moment before his face fell into a sort of casual indifference. It was the type of look one would usually force to avoid showing true emotion.
I assessed him for a moment before I spoke.
"Adam, we don't have much time. I need to know what you want from this, from us." I searched his face for any hint of what he might be feeling.
"What I want is never going to matter, princess." He kept a cool expression on his face, but his body shifted uncomfortably. "You're already spoken for," he shrugged.
It was an answer, but it wasn't enough. I needed more than that.
"Right, but when we spoke, before Prince Dane arrived, you had said that you wanted there to be an us," I coaxed as he leaned against the back wall, looking kind of bored.
Normally, he couldn't wait to touch me, to wrap me in his arms around my waist and hold me. There had always been a pull between us that made my heart sing sonnets, but right now it just felt like two broken people in a closet with the proverbial giant in the room.
"Princess, you are the epitome of everything I have ever wanted in a girl, in a partner. Of course, I want to be with you. It's just all so complicated." He offered me a hint of a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.
Flattery. He was saying what I wanted to hear, but something still felt off. An emotion was stirring inside of me that I couldn't quite place. Anger, excitement, maybe a little of both.
"Then I command you to kiss me," I squared my shoulders as I replied. I had to know. I had to feel it, and there was only one way to know for sure.
I stepped toward him.
His smile widened into a grin and he wrapped his arms around my waist.
"Your wish is my command." The corner of his lip tilted upward, and then he pressed his mouth to mine.
I waited for that flutter, that floating feeling that had always been between us, but there was nothing but wet lips and breathing.
The somewhat sloppy exchange became more fervent against my receptive lips as he leaned into the kiss. A mild warmth fizzled in my chest. Desperate to retrieve what we once had, I pressed my body against Adam’s, unbalancing us for a moment and knocking something off the shelf behind him. As he steadied us, one hand moved up my back and the other down my dress toward my behind.  
I was so caught up in my urgency to recover that wistful feeling he'd once given me that I didn't notice the commotion going on behind us.
It wasn't until a shrill whistle, somewhat like a catcall, pierced the tension of our encounter that I finally turned my attention to the doorway behind me.
That was when I realized the door was open.
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Holy crow, holy crow, holy freaking crow! I could have killed her for dragging me into this. When Professor Sophorus had noticed me in the hall I had tried to knock on the door to warn them. Now, he stood there staring at the two of them with about fifteen other students who had stopped by to gawk.
Of course Professor Sophorus had noticed me. Earlier today, I asked him to help me with a tactics interpretation paper I was working on so, naturally, when he saw me standing there by myself not too far from his office door he came over.
And heard noises.
And opened the door.
Oh, gods, this was bad.
Making out in a closet was a no-no, but making out in a closet as a royal, especially one of whom was betrothed, was political suicide.
Within five minutes, the three of us had been dragged down to administration. The king and queen of Avonlee were being contacted, as well as Adam's parents.
"Cora had nothing to do with this professor." Amelia's hazel eyes glanced over to me with a look that was surprisingly merciful given the fact that I had failed to conceal her impromptu closet meeting.
An unsettling chill coursed through me as a terrible thought crossed my mind. Had she planned for this to happen? Was this her way out?
"Lady Coranithe, I command you to return to your classes. You are hereby in charge of Avonlee students until further notice," Amelia commanded confidently despite the slight tremble of her chin.
The professor looked from her to me suspiciously. Maybe it was because he seemed to think well of me, or maybe it was the genuine look of shock on my face that compelled him to nod me off toward the hall. He then ushered Amelia and Adam into a room and closed the door.
And just like that, I was free to go.
For a moment, I couldn't force my feet to move. I stared blankly at the solid wood slab that separated my cousin from me, blinking rapidly as if it would wake me from this nightmare, but it wouldn't, because this was real.
With a deep breath, I stumbled a few steps before finally finding my stride. The truth was that I wasn't even sure where to go. We had never made a plan for this, for what would happen if Amelia and Adam were both removed from their stations. I took another deep breath as I reminded myself this was only temporary. Her father wouldn't really expel her from the Bastion, would he?
A million thoughts rushed through my brain as I tried to decide what to do next.
I wandered on through the hallway, unsure where my feet were leading me. I slowly moved past the classrooms, past the massive paintings, but none of it registered. The corridors were empty since the next classes had already started. The thought of returning to my own class seemed like such a trivial idea.
"Are you just going to stand there?" A gruff voice interrupted my thoughts. I looked up to find a secondus year Carpathian boy standing in front of me. He had one eyebrow raised at me disapprovingly. It snapped me from my daze, and I realized I was standing in front of the classroom door.
"Oh, sorry," I replied quietly as I stepped out of his way.
He harrumphed as he sidestepped me and made his way into his classroom.  
Why did werewolves always have to be such arrogant jerks? A wave of panic rushed over me as the encounter forced a new realization to dawn on me.
Prince Daneatious.
What would the prince do? He was going to be furious. Werewolves were temperamental and obnoxious pricks who allowed themselves to be controlled by their massive egos. There wasn't a doubt in my mind that what Amelia had done would send him into a fit of rage, and a wolf with a wounded ego would surely want revenge.  Would he demand to break the treaty?  
This was bad. Really, really, bad.
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As fortune would have it, my father had been in Laramidia for a meeting of the court of seven when he received the news. Lucky me.
The moment I saw the professor's face in that doorway, I had been counting on the long and tedious journey from Avonlee to give my parents some time to compose themselves and be rational. Of course, it was too much to ask for me to be so fortunate. 
The great King Simmion of Avonlee was currently circling one of the massive dining tables in the consortium as he berated me. Worry lines wrinkled his forehead beneath his head of shoulder-length blond hair. Although, these days, the ever increasing streaks of white scattered throughout it showed his age.
"This is not like you, Amelia. You've always been so well behaved. Your ethics are of the highest standard. I might have expected something like this of your older sister or maybe younger sister," he shook his head, "definitely your brother in his younger years, but not you.'" He stopped in front of me. 
Of course, he had left Reesa off the list. My second eldest sister had declined to attend the Bastion and committed herself to the temple, instead. In doing so, she could do no wrong in my father's eyes. Oh, how I envied her choice.
"What were you thinking?" Veins bulged near his temples as he glared at me.
I opened my mouth to speak, but he had already started in again and returned to his parade around the convocation room.
"It took me nine years to convince Grimmnon to finally sign a formal treaty between our realms. Nine years, Amelia!" His face was a shade of red I'd never thought was humanly possible. "How could you let that boy convince you to do something so stupid?" he spat with a furrowed brow. 
"It wasn't his fault, father. I commanded him to do it," I kept my voice clear as I responded. I had to help protect Adam. He would suffer great ridicule in Avonlee, and the least I could do for him was own up to my bad decision. I'd already cost him his chance at  remaining the Bastion.
My father's eyes nearly bulged from his head.
"What?” he roared. "Why would you do something so foolish?" 
"Father, I don't want to marry Prince Daneatious. I don't want anything to do with the wolves. I've never wanted to be their queen," I managed to squeak out. It should have been a relief to finally admit the truth, but not like this.
"Well, that's too damn bad. You had better marry him, or you will ruin everything. That is, if he's even still willing. So help me if you destroy the treaty--" he stopped short of finishing his sentence. My heart plummeted as the first tear trickled down my cheek. 
“Help me to understand, father? Why would you have even put such a requirement in the treaty?" My voice trembled, and his proud shoulders sagged.
"That was Grimmnon's condition, not mine. Did you honestly think I would want to force this on my child if I had the choice?" His calloused fingers pinched the bridge of his nose before he returned his gaze to me. The remorse in his eyes was visible.
For a moment, I wanted to ask ‘Why me?’ Why hadn't he made the arrangement for Reesa? But the more I thought about it, I realized I didn't really know if I wanted to hear his answer.
He began pacing again.
"I need to start damage control, beg him for mercy," he mumbled to himself as he stroked his short beard.
For several minutes he strategized before he made his way to the door. He turned to me before opening it.
"I'm sorry that it's not what you want, Amelia, but this is so much bigger than the two of you." His voice was stern.
The irony was not lost on me that his words were almost exactly what Dane had said to me weeks before. Everyone other than me was operating from the same set of tactics.
As he stepped out of the consortium to dictate his correspondence to Dane, two letters flew in through from the hallway. Both raced to me immediately. 
The first was a folded piece of paper that bore the regal seal of Avonlee, which meant it was from my mother. It was hard enough knowing I'd upset my father, but hurting my mother had a different kind of emotional weight to it. 
While my father was a man of might, my mother was a woman of words. She wielded them like a warrior swung his battle-ax, true to their target, swift in execution, and capable of inflicting immense pain on their victim.
My hands trembled as I unfolded her beautiful stationery. True to her talent, her elegant handwriting conveyed the depth of her heartbreak and disappointment in my actions and, by the end, I was once again in tears. 
I plucked the second letter from the air. This one was folded into the shape of a hawk. As I placed it in my other hand, it flapped its wings once before resting in my palm. I didn't need to see the emblem to know that it bore the Prince of Avonlee's mark. I opened the correspondence.


My Dearest Sister,

 I hope this letter finds you in the most humble and repentant state.
In light of recent events, I felt it necessary to write to make clear to you, in no uncertain terms, that if something were to happen to our father because of the stress you have caused, that I will banish the Viscount’s son to the wasteland beyond our realm and revel in the idea of goblins feasting on his flesh.


Sincerest regards,
Your brother,
Ephraim


So much for compassion from the future king of Avonlee. It was as if a fissure had finally torn itself through the last piece of my broken heart. Tears began to stream down my face as I folded the letters and set them aside. 
There were only two things I could do now. Wait, and pray that I hadn't just started a war.
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I was sparring with Ellis when an official-looking letter flew in, diverting my attention from the fight. Ivan grabbed it from the air, and after a brief glance at the folded paper, his gaze quickly snapped toward me. Taking advantage of my distraction, Ellis landed a stiff kick to my chest, forcing me back a few feet and knocking the wind from me. He chuckled.
"Nice shot," I coughed as the air filled my lungs again. "Break." I motioned toward the benches with one hand as I rubbed the fist of the other against my sternum. 
Ivan handed the letter to me straight away. The Avonleean seal and mark of the king? I tore it open and read. It was a summons. He was here and requesting to meet at my first convenience at the Avonleean towers. Could this mean what I think it did? 
"Looks like we are done for the day, boys. Hit the baths, and make it fast. We are about to meet a king," I instructed.
Ivan and Ellis exchanged a glance at one another before they dutifully followed my command. 
As we gathered up our gear and departed the arena, I had to wonder if Amelia had contacted him or if the witch had already made good on our bargain.
Within half an hour, we were announced at the Avonlee tower, and my emissaries were instructed to wait outside for my private audience with the king. 
As I entered the room, I gave a casual glance around the space. King Simmion was standing near a table with a bevy of crystal decanters. His features were set to an expression that could only be conceived as worry. Amelia had averted her eyes to the floor.
Damn, the witch worked fast. I stifled my smugness and did my best to look as if it were a surprise and happy honor to meet my future father-in-law.
"I suppose you are aware of why I have called you here this evening," Simmion said as he pulled the stopper from one of the darker bottles and poured a considerable amount into his cup. I recognized the lettering of the name on the label. It was stiff stuff.
A flicker of assurance crossed my mind. This had to be what I was expecting. 
"Your majesty?" I tilted my head and glanced from him to Amelia and back again. Then, I shook my head. "I'm afraid I am at a loss as to the reason for the pleasure of your visit. I've been looking forward to this for some time."
"I doubt like this," Simmion muttered into his chalice before taking a deep swig.
"Sir?" I asked, playing coy, even though he was wrong. I had been waiting for this since the second I met his daughter, the moment I would finally hear the relationship with that human boy had ended once and for all.
"Well then, Amelia, why don't you do us the horror of informing Prince Daneatious what transpired this afternoon?"
He was angry, very angry. 
With a hard swallow, Amelia started into the explanation, all the while refusing to make eye contact with me. I'm sure her version of events omitted certain salacious details, but I got the gist.


Well, well, well. I had been right on the money, hadn't I?
The heat of anger bubbled up inside of me as she spoke. At least I didn't have to fake that, too. I clenched my fists. Regardless of whether I had anticipated it or not, her actions infuriated me nonetheless.
The king turned his defeated gaze to me.
"I have sent the boy back to Avonlee, where he will serve out the remainder of the term. He will not be returning to the Bastion." He shook his head and rubbed at the bridge of his nose before he spoke again, "I hope that there may be some way that we could handle this indiscretion without breaking our long-standing treaty or involving Grimmnon. However, if you should wish to notify him and conduct a more formal negotiation on the matter with your father present, I will understand." His eyes turned downcast, and his jaw tensed as he awaited my reply. 
"You are certain her virtue remains intact?" I stared down my nose at Amelia before turning my glare back to him. 
The king's face flushed red, and his jaw slacked. It was clear he hadn't thought to ask her that question before he brought me here. What's worse is that for the briefest of moments his features contorted into that of worry before returning to embarrassed defeat once again.
Amelia's head snapped up to me, and she glared at me in pure outrage.
"How dare you?" she seethed. "Father--"
"Answer him," the king cut her off mid-sentence. His back was still turned to his daughter as he spoke, but I could see that his face conveyed pure misery. 
"Of course I haven't. . ." Amelia tried to defend herself with pink stained cheeks. "Nothing like that. . ." In her discomfort, she awkwardly fumbled for the right words. "My virtue remains very much intact," she finally managed. 
I had intended to embarrass her with the question and succeeded, but still, it brought me surprisingly little satisfaction. Her father was visibly less tense having heard her reply, but until I gave him my answer, his disquiet would not be satiated. I glared at them both for a few moments before I spoke.
"If you will keep her behavior under control and you can guarantee there will be no future indiscretions, I see no reason to end the agreement that has been a prosperous union for both of our kingdoms."
I strode toward her until I was towering over her. Her father made no motion to stop me.
Amelia turned her face away, unwilling to look at me.
"While I take great personal offense that she would seek to wound my pride right under my nose and in such a public place as the Bastion, under the eyes of all the seven kingdoms, no less, I believe that our alliance is more valuable than my pride." 
The king let out an audible exhale of relief as he rose to shake my hand. 
"Thank you, Daneatious. That is quite merciful of you in light of the situation." His kind eyes bore their gratitude into me and for a few moments, I felt bad for him.
I fought to maintain my rigid composure as the king continued to feverishly thank and bestow endless compliments on me. 
Witnessing the king nearly beg me for mercy had been difficult to watch. I hadn't ever wanted that. Simmion was a good king who commanded respect, but he also understood what Amelia didn't; lives were at stake.
For Simmion, it was the lives of his people. 
For me, it was our life together, Amelia's and my own. 
"If that is all, I will take my leave," I ground out, and King Simmion bowed his head in farewell. I gave them both a curt nod before I turned on my heel and left the room. 
As I emerged into the hall, a surge of relief overcame me. It was finally over. There wasn't a soul within a hundred miles from here who would risk getting involved with her now. 
Ivan and Ellis dutifully followed behind me in silence as I headed toward the Carpathian towers. By the time we reached the entrance, my anger had nearly subsided, and a victorious smile spread across my face.  
Deep inside, I hated what I had done, but at least Amelia was alive and would remain so.
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 Clutching my books to my chest, I made my way through the busy hallway toward the library. Upon discovering my interest in healing, Lady Celeste of the Fae Kingdom of Lorenia, had graciously invited me to join in the weekly study and practice sessions she was conducting with her emissaries. I had attended only a handful of meetings thus far, but my ability had improved greatly, and even more so, I was thankful for the distraction from the stain on my reputation.
It was two days after ‘the incident,’ and I was still under strict orders from my father to behave. What made matters worse was that Cora had taken a scolding as well for not turning me in. I had not intended for that to happen. It wasn't her fault. It was mine. She had warned me countless times, and yet I hadn't listened. I hadn't wanted her to suffer for my stubborn actions, and while she assured me that I was forgiven several times, I still felt a deep pang of guilt every time I saw her. 
The whole thing was a mess and, in the end, it had opened my eyes to a truth that maybe deep down inside, I had always known.
I was not in love with Adam. 
Infatuated perhaps, but even those feelings were gone now. There had been none of the flutterings I used to have, nor the fire I'd felt when Dane had kissed me. My thoughts wandered back to that day in the hallway. I had never been kissed like that before. If I was being completely honest with myself, that kiss had found its way into my thoughts more often than I would care to admit. Dreamed of it even. Regrettably, my subconscious seemed to be struggling with the idea that we hadn't liked it. 
I knew wholeheartedly that I didn't have feelings for Dane, but there was something about the way he had kissed me. There was an intensity that scorched far deeper than a simple flutter ever could, and I could only hope that I might find that fire again with someone who deserved it. 
As far as Adam was concerned, I wasn't sure if it was all the drama or if maybe it was his fear of Dane, but there had been a chasm-sized rift between us. Maybe he had never really been in love with me, either. It may have been just a schoolboy crush after all. Not that I thought all that highly of myself, but who wouldn't want the attention and affections of a princess? Come to think of it, Adam had always tried to keep me at a distance. He knew what he had to lose for playing a dangerous game with me, but I'd forced him to play it anyway and, in the end, I'd ruined his chances at all the Bastion had to offer.
Loud shouting and noises behind me stirred me from my self-loathing. I whirled around to see what had caused the commotion. My eyes quickly located the source of the disturbance. A scuffle had broken out between a Carpathian and a Dragonian. A small crowd had gathered around to watch. Two human teachers attempted to stop the boys from fighting, but they were woefully incapable of such a feat. Thankfully, neither student shifted as they pummeled one another to the floor.
As if his presence had been summoned, the prince and his emissaries appeared from another corridor on the opposite side of the squabble from me. They were followed closely by a handful of other Carpathian students. His eyes fell to the floor where the pair wrestled. For a few brief moments, he stared down his nose at the tussle before his honey eyes swung up and quickly focused in on me. 
His expression was hard. There hadn't been the slightest glimmer of change between the way he viewed the errant students and me. Indifference, maybe?  
I held back the urge to glare at him, opting instead to return the same expressionless stare he gave me. 
As part of the penance for my actions, my father had ordered me to form an amiable relationship with the prince. My father was convinced we weren't out of the woods, so to speak, and that the prince may still change his mind about the treaty. He had demanded that I be respectful of Dane at all costs. 
The problem was that I didn't know how to even begin to do that. I'd always avoided anything to do with the wolves. In fact, I knew less about them than probably most of the students in all the other realms. If I was to be successful in following my father's orders, I would need to bring myself up to speed. That way, we would at least have something to talk about when he decided he was done being mad at me. 
Although I had no idea what I was going to say to him now, the idea that he may come over to face me sent an uneasiness churning inside my stomach. I wasn't prepared to speak with him just yet.  
The prince finally tore his eyes away from mine, turning his attention toward his entourage, instead. With a slight toss of his head, he nodded toward the students on the floor. Immediately, a few of the boys broke away from the group and surged in to help the human teachers break up the altercation. 
Then, without so much as another glance in my direction, the prince turned a cold shoulder and headed off down the opposite corridor, flanked on either side by his two bulky emissaries. I watched as the bevy of other students swiftly parted before them as they went. 
I was pleasantly surprised that Dane had resolved to keep his distance since the meeting with my father. I had expected him to confront me just now, but he hadn't. 
Maybe I really had damaged his pride? Good, he needed to be taken down a notch or two. He could act surprised all he wanted to in front of my father, but he'd known about Adam all along. And asking my father if I was still virtuous had been downright vicious. It still made my blood boil.
That being said, I guess I should be thankful he hadn't turned me in for requesting an end to our engagement. I had been surprised he had remained mum on that front. Covertly initiating a breach of contract behind my father's back would be considered a defiance of his decree, and even worse, most would say it treasonous.
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Thrump, thrump, thrump. I drummed my fingers against the table in my consortium. It had been almost a week since I had met with Amelia's father, and now that the  witch had completed her part of our pact, I had begun to wonder when she might summon me. Thus far, there had been no word from her. So, while I waited, I had decided to take her advice and invite Lady Coranithe of Avonlee to meet with me. 
I had sent my request by official correspondence earlier in the week. Much to my surprise, she responded within a matter of hours and agreed to meet with me today. Honestly, I had expected to have to put in a bit more work to get her to come. Now, all I had to do was wait and see if she would show up. 
Right on time, the clock struck six, and my harold announced her approach. A wave of relief swept over me. I had no doubt she had informed Amelia of my request to see her, but I wasn't concerned with what Amelia thought right now. At least the princess had allowed her to speak with me. 
Lady Coranithe confidently rounded the doorway. I had almost forgotten that she was such a tiny thing. She bore a slight familial resemblance to Amelia, so there were more than a few attractive qualities about her. Her hand was casually placed on the hilt of her sheathed sword, and the expression that crossed her pretty features was as curious as it was skeptical.
"Lady Corinthe, welcome." I rose to greet her and motioned for her to take the place across from me.
She strode forward and pulled out the chair. Once we were seated, I waved for my staff to bring her a drink.
"Thank you for taking the time to meet with me."
"Not like I had much of a choice," she chuckled dryly as she took the cup my server offered her. She held it just below her nose and sniffed as if wary it may be poisoned before touching the glass to her lips.
I guess she was right. She hadn't any choice now that Avonlee was down to one emissary, and I was certain the king had ordered them to be cordial.
Cora set down her cup and leveled me with a look that could have been considered as much of a challenge as it was direct. Despite her obvious disdain for me, I stared back at her with curiosity. Most royals would have considered her behavior insulting, but I found her abrupt reply, coupled with the fact that she made no move to try to hide her distrust of me, rather intriguing. The girl had some nerve, that's for sure.
The corner of my lip turned up in a smile. I had a feeling that, like her cousin, this one was going to keep me on my toes. I didn't want to start out on the wrong foot as I had with Amelia. I needed Cora's trust. So, right then and there, I resolved myself to remain calm no matter what that sharp tongue of hers said.
I sat up a little straighter and cleared my throat.  
"Lady Coranithe, I've heard tell that you are in the market for a sparring partner," I said, breaking the uncomfortable silence.
Her brow tugged together as she nodded and picked up her cup.
"I'd like to enter myself for your consideration, as well as offer to partner for the Champions Challenge." 
She nearly choked on her drink before she raised an eyebrown and replied, "You want to partner with me?"
"Is there a better candidate from Avonlee I should be inquiring after instead?" I asked cooly as I, too, raised my glass as if to take a sip, but more because I needed to do something with my hands. "I've been advised that you show impressive skill in the arena."
"What's your angle?" she shot back suspiciously, and again, I found it refreshing how she didn't seem to find it necessary to hide her expressions.
I leaned back in my chair. It was becoming clear that when it came to Lady Coranithe, what you saw was what you got.  
"I have no angle, Lady Corinthe," I replied, hoping that I had, in fact, picked the right angle to get her to indulge my request. I was betting my entire hand that her desire to prove herself as a warrior would be enough. I didn't know much about her other than she was a skilled enough fighter to earn a place as Amelia's honorary guard. Well, that, and that she also appeared to have poor judgment in friends if she was spending time with someone like the witch.
"Call me Cora," she said, narrowing her eyes at me. "And, for the record, I don't believe a word you just said. So, how about you tell me what it is you really want from me in return?"
"I want a sparring partner that will help me to win the challenge," I replied simply, turning up the charm.
She gave me another I'm-not-buying-it glare.
"Alright, Cora." I leaned forward over the table. "I will tell you what I get out of it. After the whole closet situation, there has been talk about a rift in the relationship between Carpathia and Avonlee. Some students have been expressing concerns that we may decide to split from the treaty," I began, and Cora's eyes fell to the table. "I need to sweep this whole situation under the rug and show a united front to ease the unrest. I can't count on Princess Amelia to participate, so I thought that maybe you would be more willing to work with me."
When her eyes found their way back up to mine, her harsh demeanor had softened some. I couldn't help but feel a bit hopeful. It was more progress than I'd ever made with Amelia.
Latching on to the encouragement, I continued, "Besides, you need someone with the talent that is currently lacking in your Avonleean counterparts here at the Bastion, and I will get to leave another open slot for my own warriors competing for Carpathia," I lied through my brilliant white teeth. Well, both were actually true, but neither were the real reason I was making this offer to Cora. 
Cora still eyed me warily from across the table, and I could tell she was trying to work out another solution to the problem I had presented without committing herself to anything. I was so close reeling her in, I could feel it.
"Why don't we give it a try, let's say tomorrow after classes? We can meet in the arena and practice a bit. No commitment whatsoever. If you still don't feel that we are a good fit, then you can walk away, no questions asked." I gave a noncommittal shrug of my shoulder as if this wasn't a matter of absolute urgency and importance, because for me it was. 
"Alright, Dane," Cora finally nodded. "I will hear you out, but I have a few contingencies."
"By all means, you name the terms." I kept my tone friendly and a smile on my face, but she gave me a hard stare. 
"We leave Amelia out of this," Cora said abruptly.
My muscles tensed even though I had already anticipated she would make that stipulation.
"Done," I nodded. 
"I mean it. No questions, no comments, no hinting about her whatsoever. She's off the conversation table," she firmly demanded.
It was obvious Cora herself was not threatened by me, which in itself was impressive. Foolish for a human, but impressive. However, even in the absence of her own fear, it was abundantly clear that she was fiercely protective of Amelia. I could respect that. 
"Unless you're the one asking, there will be none. Besides, I don't usually engage in much conversation while sparring. If there is time for us to flap our mouths we are not working hard enough," I offered as a reply.
She seemed pleased to agree with that sentiment.
"The Champions Challenge allows the use of minor magic and hand to hand combat. We will need to determine compatibility for both." She leaned back in her chair with a new glint in her eye.
She crossed one arm across her chest as she thoughtfully tapped a finger against her lips. The warrior side of her was now sizing me up.
I grinned.
"Absolutely." 
She finally gave a little half-shrug before she stood and headed toward the door. I rose to my feet, which was the human custom for males in bidding farewell to a lady. With one hand on the doorknob and the other on the hilt of her sword, she turned back to me.
"Alright, then, Dane. Tomorrow we shall give it a test run." She bowed her head in farewell, and I did the same in return. Then, she slipped out of the doorway.
My heart nearly skipped a beat. Things were finally going my way.
Lady Coranithe was different than I had expected, and I was surprised to find that I felt a bit bad about lying to her. I didn't care about winning the challenge. I cared about winning over Amelia, and I intended to use Cora to help the princess see that.
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When the prince had summoned me to a meeting, I hadn't been sure what to think, and it sure hadn't been what I expected. Now, entering the arena on the first day of our joint practice, I could only hope his intentions were genuine, and even if they were, I was certain there was some sort of strategy at play. 
Perhaps he wanted to threaten Amelia with my well-being. Boy, would he be surprised to learn I'd put up a good fight, and I really looked forward to hitting him. The idea of using him as my personal punching bag was pretty much the only thing that had swayed my decision to meet him today. 
When he saw me enter through the doorway, he flashed that suave smile of his and waved me over. 
"Lady Cora," he bowed his head in greeting, and I did the same, "thank you for coming."
He gestured to the tall, bulky blond boy and a dark male with striking silver eyes beside him.
"These are my emissaries, Ivan and Ellis. I don't believe you've been formally introduced yet."
I extended my hand to both respectively, and we shook.
"If you agree to team up with me, they would be our practice competitors. I assure you they will provide excellent opponents for us to work against." 
"Nice to meet you both," I replied cordially, eager to move past the formalities. 
"Shall we?" He finished gloving his hands and tilted his head toward the practice arena.
I grabbed my practice sword and followed him out onto the sand.
The building was surprisingly quiet this afternoon. With the exception of a few others sparring down at the far end of the arena, it was almost completely empty. I preferred the distraction when the arena was busy. Somehow it made me feel less exposed. 
"Places," Ivan called from the sidelines, and we stepped into our positions.
"Begin," Ellis's deep voice shouted.
Dane stood there, nearly shirtless, and stared at me a few moments as if trying to anticipate my capabilities. As far as competitors go, I was almost certain he wasn't in the habit of fighting small female humans, so he'd likely never faced anyone like me before. It was to my advantage that I had seen him fight, so I already knew that he was more than capable. 
Alright, prince. I'll make the first move.
Sword at the ready, I took two confident steps forward and tossed up an invisible magic shield around me as I quickened my pace toward him. The prince had been the type for theatrics at the tournament, and I expected the same from him now. 
As suspected, he shot a bit of magic at me. By the way it attacked my shield, I suspected it was probably the same type of suppression spell he had used on the Fae boy in the coliseum. I wasn't about to let that happen. He probably didn't even think I could recognize that kind of impressive magic. Most probably wouldn't, but I had spent years tagging along with my father and brothers, absorbing everything I could about combat magic before I was old enough to even start training for myself. 
I responded with a similar spell as I ran toward the prince. By the look on his face when my incantation took hold, it was clear he hadn't anticipated I had that level of skill. It was nothing new. People always underestimate me.
A wry smile formed on his lips, and he pulled his sword as I approached with mine ready and in hand. 
He raised his sword and brought it down toward me, but I blocked and held it with my saber. He grunted as he put more weight behind it, but still, I didn't yield. He snarled a bit as he pulled back and put some distance between us. He looked me up and down for a moment as he strategized his new plan of attack.  
I stared back at him, ready for whatever move he made next. He lifted his hand as if to wipe his brow, but quickly swiped it across the air instead, sending a rope of magic similar to a tripwire to knock my feet out from under me. I cursed. I should have seen that coming. He may not have had the ability to do complicated magic because of my suppression spell, but I should have anticipated something small like that.
I quickly rolled onto my knees and slammed my sword into the sand. Magic shot underground before rising up toward him like a massive wave. It unbalanced the prince, knocking him over onto his back. He attempted to scramble up again, but I already stood over him, holding the blade of my sword at his throat. The look on his face was priceless. He was just as surprised as he was excited.
Hang in there, wolfy. You ain't seen nothing yet.
His emissaries moved to intervene since I had their prince down and well within striking distance, but he waved them off. I lowered my sword and offered him my other hand. A huge smile lit up his face as he took it, and I helped to pull him to his feet. Not that he needed my help, but it was the gesture that made the difference. 
We continued to spar for a few hours. Some matches he won and others I did. By the time our final session was over, we were both breathing heavily.
"You're better than I expected," he managed out between labored breaths. His eyes roamed over me as if really seeing me for the first time.
"I have five older brothers. All of them are in the royal guard."
He chuckled and nodded, accepting that the joke in fact had been on him.
"I was practically raised on the training field," I shrugged.
"Well, that would definitely explain it." He ran his arm over his face, wiping the sweat from his brow.
"The first rule of combat, never underestimate your opponent," I reminded him as I thrust my sword back into its sheath.
"Yes, well, you've definitely proved that to be an accurate statement. Well done, Lady Cora,” he complimented me. 
I bowed my head in thanks, and together we headed toward where his emissaries were waiting at the bench.
"So, what say you, Cora? Do you think we could make this teammate thing work?" He stared at me as he started pulling off his gloves.
I watched him as I took a deep swig from my canteen. There was something in his eyes I hadn't expected to see there before. Hope.
"I think it's worth a shot," I nodded and extended my hand toward him.
His face lit up with a brilliant smile. His big hand clasped around my wrist and I curled my fingers around his  in return. It was a sign of respect among warriors. I had walked into that arena as nothing more than a pitiful mortal to him, and I would be walking out an equal warrior in his eyes. Damn, that felt good. 
And who would have thought that sparring with the prince could have been fun?
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Two Fae students dropped their gear onto the arena bench a few rows below me. The smaller one shot me an anxious look before returning his attention to his friend again.
Cora looked at me from across the arena and we exchanged a nod. Our plan was to have me conceal myself out of the way somewhere in the stands across the arena to observe her first practice with Dane without the wolves noticing.
While I had agreed to be Cora’s backup without any type of contract, I had my own interests in this, as well.
First, I needed to discreetly oversee the extra part of the deal the prince had saddled me with when he had added the word ‘and’ to our agreement. Now, I was also committed to ensuring that Amelia and Dane ended up together. The wolf was going to need Cora’s help if he ever wanted to get Amelia to change her mind about him. Therefore, I needed to be here to make sure he didn’t mess up. He could never know he had committed me to much more than exposing the princess's boy toy. 
With a self-satisfied smirk, I recalled the look on the princess's face when the professor discovered her in that closet. That particular task had been all too easy. I'd placed a tracking incantation on Cora with a sleeper spell which had been set to attach itself to both Amelia and Adam when she encountered them. A spell like that would have been detectable with anything more complex than tracer magic, but in this case, it had served me well.

My second reason for finding myself in the arena this afternoon had surprised me the most: Cora. Even though I hadn't intended to, I had enjoyed our little magical practice sessions. She had been an unexpected challenge, and the exchange of witty banter and laughter had been quite enjoyable. It was an entirely new experience for me altogether. 
Whispers from the two Fae below me caught my attention. I listened in without looking at them.
“What do you expect? Her father murdered her mother in cold blood,” the taller one said, covering his mouth with his hand even though it had no effect on how loud he spoke.
Out of my peripheral, I saw the other Fae glance up at me before quickly looking away again. A flicker of anger ticked up inside of me. 
Ah yes, that old tale.
It was an age-old rumor that my father and I had allowed to spread throughout the kingdoms. It was far better than telling them the truth. I wasn’t one to let the chatter get to me, but when someone mentioned my mother, it always rubbed me the wrong way.
If they only knew.  
I forced my attention back to Cora and the wolf prince. From what I'd just witnessed, Cora had skills in hand to hand combat, as well. Fortunately, they seemed to be doing well without my intervention.
It looks like I could check yet another item off of my list of things to do. 
Out of boredum, I shot a bit of magic at the two Fae sparring closest to me, forcing the laces of their boots to intertwine and unbalance them. They struggled for a bit before falling over. I observed them smugly. They would never know it was me. When I used my special magic, it was nearly invisible to the others. The Fae would just chalk it up to some sort of accidental magic they had generated, but it was still fun watching them struggle to free themselves. It’s what they deserved for speaking ill of my father.
Giving one last glance toward Cora who was making her way to the exit, I slowly descended the stands. Progress was moving in the right direction on that front. 
It was nearing the end of the second month at the Bastion. The first-years would be joining us soon, giving me a whole new crop of naive and unassuming nobility to play with. Other than the wolf, I had several schemes in the works already. Thus far, it had been all too easy. 
Before I reached for the door, I glanced back at the two Fae. They had been forced to cut their laces in order to get themselves upright again. With a smirk, I sent another burst of magic in their direction, effectively tripping them both into the sand again. 
Yes, boredom was indeed beginning to set in. I pushed through the door to meet Cora at our arranged meeting place with a sense of restlessness fizzling through me.
Perhaps I should return home for the weekend. Father would welcome the opportunity to really challenge my magic and maybe even round up a troll or something for me to annihilate. 






Amelia
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Snuggled up on the patio in my favorite chair, I was pouring over my book on healing magic when Cora returned. Before heading off to the baths, she stopped and leaned against the doorway to the terrace with her arms crossed.
"So, how did it go?" I asked, quickly marking my page and closing the healing volume. I had told her that I thought the whole thing was a bad idea, but I still couldn’t wait to hear the details. 
"I think," she tapped her finger on her lips in contemplation, “we’ve got a good shot at winning the challenge."
My mouth hung open in disbelief.
"There is no way you are considering saying yes to partnering with him." I shook my head as Cora frowned.
“Is that an order?” she asked with a furrowed brow.
“No, of course not. I just meant it as a statement of surprise, is all. It may have come out wrong. Sorry.” I could feel my cheeks redden as her expression softened.
"Well, that’s good because I’ve already agreed," she replied in relief.
Once again, my jaw dropped.
“Don’t look so shocked. It’s a good move for Avonlee," she said.
Her gaze turned to a basket of fruit on the table that sat beside the doorway before she selected a bright green apple. 
“It’s just-- He’s so-- Well, he is such a brute,” I complained, scrunching up my nose. “I don’t want you to have to put up with his crass arrogance just to win a trophy." I chewed my lip. I didn’t like the idea one bit.
Cora absentmindedly rolled the apple between her fingers before she shrugged again.
"Other than being so cocky as to underestimate me, he was surprisingly normal.” She covered her mouth in a mock gasp. “I’d even venture so far as to say it was fun." 
I curled my lip as I pouted. And here I had thought that we had vowed to loathe him forever, yet Cora seemed excited to have someone, or rather three someone’s, as her new sparring partners. The corner of her lip turned up in an amused grin before she brought the apple to her lips and took a bite. 
“Whose version of normal are we talking about, because Dane is normally an arrogant jerk,” I replied flippantly as I narrowed my brow at her. 
“I know. I wouldn’t have thought he had it in him either,” she digressed before taking another bite of her apple. 
"Well, if you have such a fondness for him now, are you sure you don’t want to take him off my hands, then?" I couldn’t help the sarcastic nature of my tone. 
"Ha, ha,” she faked a laugh and gave me one of her signature eye rolls. “You know it doesn’t work that way. Besides, as attractive as he is, I committed the prince to the future cousin-in-law zone long ago."
She tumbled the fruit in her hand before changing the subject.
“What have you been up to?”
“Not much really, reading up on healing magic. I signed up to mentor the primus students of Avonlee when they arrive next week. I figured some might need encouragement coming to a place like this for the first time. I wish I had someone like that when I arrived.” Mentoring wasn’t usually a requirement of a royal, but I generally enjoyed helping people, and in some way it felt an appropriate penance for my failures.
Her eyes fell to a stack of books at the foot of my chair and her eyebrows shot up.
“Are those books on Carpathia and wolves I spy under your chair?” Her tone had turned playful.
I mocked her voice in jest as I repeated her words and then replied, “Yes, but don’t be silly. Father has ordered me to get to know the wolves better, hence the books. I’m just doing what I’m told.” I scowled.
“I guess frequent trips to the library and working with the primus students will keep you from wallowing in our room, at least.” She wagged her eyebrows at me sarcastically. “Well, I’m off to the baths.” She tapped her fingers against the door frame before slipping into our quarters and leaving me to my thoughts. 
The following week would be full of excitement. Year primus would join us at the beginning of the week, followed by a tournament at the week's end and a fall formal to round out that weekend. It would definitely be enough to keep me distracted from my wallowing, as Cora called it. 
It made me wonder if that was what I was really doing. Hiding and wallowing in my embarrassment? I had chalked it up to avoiding Dane, but perhaps that idea was a bit naïve. Maybe it was time that I started working toward putting all of it behind me. 
My mind wandered to what Cora had said about her practice with the wolf prince. I didn’t know what to make of Dane. The fact that he had been kind to Cora did make him seem a bit less vile, but part of me still hoped that she wouldn’t be some sort of pawn herself.






DANE
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The sound of Cora’s honest laughter filled the corridor. It was my hard-earned reward after three days of strong practices and a somewhat tacky joke. Truthfully, it was one of the best sounds I’d heard in a long time, and I couldn’t help but join in. 
"Sounds as if I missed something rather amusing." Her alluring scent wafted the air as she approached. That sweet soothing voice behind me was a melody I had so longed to hear, and it could only belong to one person. An electricity vibrated along my skin the way it always did when Amelia was near.
“You did!" Cora chuckled, greeting her cousin with a cheerful smile.
"I was wondering if I might speak to Prince Dane for a moment. That is, after the two of you have finished." Amelia’s gaze volleyed between Cora and me before finally, her cousin spoke.  
"Sure. We were just headed back to the Avonlee towers if you’d like to join us?" Cora smiled at her before giving me a curious glance.
Amelia nodded and accompanied us in a leisurely stroll.
In my stupor of the sudden change of events, I hadn’t been able to form words yet. I had offered to walk Cora back to the Avonlee towers under the pretense of discussing strategy, but truthfully, I had hoped we might see Amelia. And then here she was, willingly joining us and requesting a moment’s time to speak with me. 
The girls exchanged in what I assumed was normal conversation, while I kept a quiet stride beside them. Secretly, I was using this opportunity to drink the sight of the one person who unknowingly stole the breath from me.
We hadn’t spoken since that day in the convocation room with her father. It wasn’t that I hadn’t wanted to speak with her, I had, but our conversations always turned so volatile and I didn’t want to fight with her or scare her off. 
When we arrived at the entrance to the Avonlee towers, Cora started up the steps and then turned back to Amelia and me with a concerned look on her face.
“I’ll catch you at tomorrow's practice, Dane. See you upstairs in a bit, Amelia?" It was obvious that, as the princess’s guard, Cora wasn’t sure how far she should distance herself right now.
For a moment, I was just as afraid for her to go. I wasn’t certain if it was Cora’s presence that had created the calm between Amelia and I, but I didn’t want the peace between us to end.
"I’m on my way to the library to meet with Lady Celeste. It shouldn’t be too much of an inconvenience for Prince Dane to accompany me there since it is on his route back to his tower.” The princess’s beautiful hazel eyes fluttered to mine for confirmation, and I nodded before she returned her attention to Cora. “It will be fine. You are dismissed," Amelia reassured her.
"Good night." I bowed my head in reply to Cora’s earlier farewell, and with that, the girl who had become the life raft between Amelia and I disappeared up the steps.
I turned to find Amelia’s eyes already fixed on me.
"I know this is awkward," she sighed, "but I wanted to thank you. . ." She looked down at her hands as she twisted them together. "For not breaking the treaty after what happened, I mean."
She motioned down the hallway toward the library, and we started walking, side by side, like friendly acquaintances. This felt so surreal that I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t dreaming.
“It was very good of you to put my father’s mind at ease,” she chewed her lip as she kept focus downward on the stones of the floor, “and for not mentioning any of our previous conversations either.”
Cheeks flushed as she chanced a sheepish peek up at me.
I couldn’t find any words, so I just nodded. Maybe it was the awkwardness of our situation or perhaps the twinge of guilt that I had brought this on her, but I had never felt so nervous in all my life as I did walking along that corridor alone with Amelia. After a few quiet moments, I finally found the nerve to speak.
“I’ve been wanting to apologize, as well.” I cleared my throat. “For the way I have handled many things between us, but mostly for kissing you the other day. That was wrong of me. There is no excuse for my behavior,” I replied.
The tips of her ears had flushed red in complement to the shade of pink that blushed across her cheeks.
“I hope that someday you will be able to forgive me,” I finished.
She looked down at her hands again and I noticed that, too soon, we were approaching the library doors. 
“We have both done things for which we are regretful,” she replied after a moment’s hesitation.
When we reached the entrance to the library, she again broke the silence with a forced smile. 
“Cora is very happy to be partnering with you for the challenge,” she began with a gentleness in her eyes she’d never spared me before. “She says wonderful things about your practices.”
I couldn’t help the upturn at the corner of my lips. She was offering an olive branch of sorts by opening up in casual conversation.
“Well, I am the Champion of Avonlee, after all. It only makes sense to partner with Cora. Besides, it seems like Avonlee could use a championship win to lift their spirits.” I repeated what I had told her cousin, “It also opens up another slot in the Carpathian register, so it is a win for everyone.”
In truth, working with Cora had been much easier than expected. Not only was she talented, but she had a surprising level of dedication and passion in honing her skill. Not to mention that her blatant honesty coupled with her easy-going nature made her feel like she was one of those people you had known your whole life. Once you got to know her, it was clear that Cora was truly someone special. It had made me start to wonder if I wasn’t underestimating some of the other humans, as well. Perhaps I should be giving them more of a chance.
Amelia gave a slight bob of her head in agreement before her attention returned to the floor. The awkward silence between us had returned. I rubbed at the back of my neck, desperately trying to think of something to say, but Amelia spoke first.  
“I should go in. I would hate to keep Lady Celeste waiting,” she said softly and then bowed her head in farewell. “I hope you enjoy the rest of your afternoon, Prince Daneatious.” 
“Thank you, princess. I hope for the same for you, as well.” I bowed my head as I reached to open the door for her.
“Thank you,” she replied, avoiding my gaze as she slipped past me into the library. 
I stood there completely bewildered for a few moments before walking away. I was now hopeful that maybe, just maybe, she would be able to stop hating me.
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Starting at a new school midway through the first semester was a drag. I tossed some armor into my duffle haphazardly with a handful of socks. I wasn’t too keen on the idea of leaving Dragonia, but father had made it clear we had no choice in the matter. The fact that almost all of the royal heirs from all of the seven kingdoms were being required to attend sounded like a disaster just waiting to happen, but I was just the third son of a dragon king. What did I know? 
On the bright side, I was looking forward to seeing my brothers again. I couldn’t wait to hear the details of the Bastion from them directly. My eldest brother Dorran was causing trouble, no doubt. He always did. And I was willing to bet that he was dragging Dax along for the ride. I grinned at the thought. I guess it wouldn’t be that bad. 
I looked around for my shin guards but, as usual, my room looked like it had just been tossed by a horde of mountain goblins. I’m sure father would not approve of me leaving it like this, but I didn’t have the time or desire to fix the mess before I left.
After finding the rest of my armor half protruding from under my bed, I gave up on packing. I could always send for whatever I needed.
As I waded through the mess back to my duffel, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. A mess of shaggy ink-black hair fell into my greenish-grey eyes. With my free hand, I tried to smooth my crazy bedhead down at the top, but the strands just sprang back up in retaliation. Father was right, I probably should have gotten it cut like he had demanded, but, whatever.
I spelled a portal beneath me and prepared to jump in. My father had made up some sort of crazy rule about materialization being strictly forbidden in front of the other kingdoms. It still blew my mind that they didn’t understand how to do it, but we Dragon shifters were secretive creatures by nature. I guess it made sense to keep our magic close to the vest when the other kingdoms probably had their own magical capabilities we didn’t know about yet, either. 
I jumped through the portal and free-fell until my feet touched the soft grass in the woods outside of the Academy’s main gates. I was far enough away that I hadn’t been seen, so all I needed to do now was pass through the Bastion entrance and then I could fly up. 
As I approached, the guards parted and opened the massive iron gates for me. They must have picked up on who I was because they each bowed their heads to me in respect of my title. 
I unfurled my wings and thrust my duffle up over my head onto my shoulders, then tightened the strap across my chest. I spread my wings wide as I burst through the entrance and into the air. It felt good to get a decent fly in. I highly doubted the halls would be built to allow it indoors.
The aerial view of the grounds was impressive. There were giant lakes, bountiful gardens, vast woodlands, and various structures that were all enclosed within the massive outer stone walls, which stretched on for miles.
Inside of the complex, four larger buildings, which I could only assume were competitive spaces, sat apart from the rest, boxing in the main building of the Bastion. At each of the eight corners of the giant octagon-shaped academy were two turrets that my brothers had explained to me where the housing for the different kingdoms and teachers. There were several other buildings flanking it on either side. I wasn’t sure what they were used for, but a few of them looked like they could be temples.
I soared a few extra circles above it to take it all in before starting my descent toward the entrance to the school. 
When I reached the steps of the main building, I landed and folded my wings again. Since I’d no longer be needing them, they burst into smoke and dissipated.
As I reached for the door, I had to admit it was a little exciting, but still mostly a drag. 
Once inside, I made my way to the registration office, following the signs to check-in. There were three other newbies in front of me, and at least one of them appeared to be Carpathian, so I hung back and respectfully waited. It was common knowledge that dragons and wolves didn’t mix. 
We were both considered superior species amongst the other inhabitants of Vaalbara and most shifters, Carpathian or Dragonian alike, seemed to agree with that, but I didn’t. Sure, we could shift into entirely different creatures at whim, which I would admit was pretty cool, but both our races had our own list of flaws, as well. The first being that we were made up of entirely too much testosterone for our own good. 
When the Carpathian boy took notice of me at the back of the line, he straightened up and squared his shoulders. The hint of a snarl formed at his lips, which reminded me that both conceit and egotism were fairly high on that flaw list, as well. 
Ignoring the curmudgeonly wolf altogether, I allowed my eyes to drift around the waiting area and down toward the dining hall. 
My focus locked onto movement inside the lunch area. After a few rapid blinks, I found myself gawking. As I shifted for a better view, I involuntarily scraped my teeth over my lip. Who the hell was that? 
I watched her from a distance. Her long dark hair was like waves in the night sky as it tumbled down to her tiny waist. The hypnotic sway of her hips as she walked accentuated the seductive curves of her body. I hadn’t even seen her face yet, and I knew she was a goddess among men. My mouth had dropped a bit, and I nearly whistled as I let out a long, slow exhale. 
Damn. I guess this school was going to be a hell of a lot better than I had thought.






Kessara
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“Have I made myself clear?” I narrowed my eyes at the Fae  pinned against the wall of the empty classroom by my magic, her feet dangled and lips trembled as she nodded. “Don’t test me,” I warned before a shuffle of noise outside of the classroom distracted me.
Someone was coming. I needed to hurry up. I allowed the Fae to her feet. 
“You won’t remember anything about our conversation other than that you have two days. Wait three minutes, and then you may leave.” I glared at her one last time before I turned toward the door.
I knew better than to try to use too much magic here.  It would draw attention from the teachers, but at this point my patience had been worn thin. This had been her second and final warning, and I could only hope whoever had passed in the corridor hadn't felt the heavy magic I had used on her. 
As I stepped into the hallway, I noticed a boy leaning against the wall a few paces outside of the classroom. When I walked past, he moved to follow me down the hall. I could feel his eyes upon me. This was nothing new, but there was something that made me pivot. He looked at me like a little lost hound.  
Oh, how cute. It looks like I’ve caught the fancy of a little dragonling. 
He was at that awkward in-between-a-boy-and-a-man phase, not unlike most of the primus and secondus year boys. I was mature for my age, and it made the difference all the more apparent.
I flashed a smile and continued on, but when I could hear his footsteps still following me, I whirled around.
“Enjoying the view?” I snarked and abruptly took a step backward. He was closer than I thought, bringing the pleasant scent of smoke and sandalwood into perception. 
“Sure, but you already knew that.” His voice was a bit more soothingly masculine than I had been expecting, prompting me to give him a once-over again.
Other than possessing an adorable baby face, his appearance was a bit gangly overall. Still, with his dark hair and striking green eyes, he would probably turn out to be quite good looking someday.
He held out his hand. 
“I’m Prince Roarke of Dragonia. I’m afraid I am behind on introduc tions, being a year primus and all.” 
Great, a first-year dragon prince. 
“Well, Prince Roarke, it’s nice to meet you.” I extended the formality of my handshake to him. I didn’t bother to introduce myself and, apparently, my reputation preceded me because he didn’t ask me to, either. He simply took my hand in his before turning it on its sides and kissing the top of my fingers lightly. 
“The pleasure is all mine.” He winked, and his stormy green eyes sparkled beneath a mess of dark tousled hair. 
The last bell of the day rang and students began to flood the halls.
After a slight bow of his head in farewell, the boy promptly turned and walked away. Eyebrows still raised, I stood there as I watched him disappear into the sea of other students. 
What an odd little dragonling.
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"So, you and Amelia had a chance to chat last night." I side-eyed Dane from the arena bench.
His head immediately swiveled toward me. 
"You were explicit that discussing the princess was off the table. Is this a test?" He quirked up an eyebrow at me in suspicion.
“I brought it up,” I shrugged, still keeping my gaze on Ivan and Ellis sparring before us, “and I’m probably going to regret this but. . . let’s hear it.” 
Dane’s features lit up like I’d just told him he had won a legion of dragons to command. 
“Amelia didn’t tell you what she had wanted to discuss with me?" He seemed unsure, as if he thought discussing their conversation may be considered a betrayal of some kind.
"She did, but I’m asking for your side of it." I trained my gaze on him.
He nodded before turning his attention back toward his friends. His face went stoic, and his voice took on a tone that was entirely too formal. 
“The princess simply wanted to express her regrets for the incident. I, in turn, apologized for kissing her.” As much as he tried not to show his emotion, the tips of his ears still flushed red.
“Amelia mentioned that she was grateful that you and I are partnering because you are happy with the arrangement.”I could see his composure was starting to falter and when he turned to look at me, there was a hint of disappointment behind his eyes. “That about sums it up," he finished.
"Hmm, yeah, thanks for the most boring play-by-play I’ve ever heard. Now, how about we get to the part where you level with me. I’m sure you have more to say about the two of you." I said bending over to pull my canteen from my satchel. He sighed heavily. 
"What would you like to know?" His composure was guarded as he buckled the strap on one of his leather arm cuffs. 
"Well, for starters, why didn’t you take her up on her offer to end the betrothal?" I studied his face for hints of the feelings he would probably never tell me willingly. 
"It’s what’s best for our kingdoms," he deflected, turning his attention back toward watching Ivan and Ellis practice.
I frowned.  
"Is that your father's answer, or yours?" I stared him down the same way that always made Amelia crack under pressure.
He turned to me once again. His teeth dragged across his lower lip, and by the way his foot was tapping, I could tell he wanted to open up. I couldn’t blame him for being nervous about confiding in me. I was Amelia’s through and through, but over the short time we had been working together we had developed a fast friendship. I truly wasn’t out to be malicious. He let out a long breath before he finally broke and the flood gates opened.
"I want it to work between Amelia and I. I want to be with her and make her happy. I want her to want to be with me.” The lines in his face as he spoke conveyed hints of just how distraught he was deep down.
I believed him. Wait, was he actually crushing on her? I couldn’t stop my eyebrows from flying up to my hairline.
“Huh. Then, maybe you should try treating her like a person instead of a possession,” I suggested in my usual sorry-not-sorry tone.
His lips parted and a crevice formed between his brows.  
“I didn’t realize I wasn't.” His expression turned somewhat confused.
Ugh, wolves. . .
“Really? How would you feel if someone came in ordering you around like they owned you?” I deadpanned. 
“I’d go off,” he admitted as he ran his fingers through his hair.  
“My point exactly,” I chimed.
“I realize that, but the question now is how do I fix it?” he asked. As he turned to me, I could see the hints of desperation in his honey eyes. 
“Well, you could just let her go,” I offered hesitantly, knowing he probably wouldn’t like my reply, but it was time for answers, and I was going to force him to give them to me.
His shoulders tensed, and he immediately began shaking his head.
“I mean, it’s not like you’re not still young enough to meet the perfect queen for you,” I added.
“It’s not an option.” Dane’s reply was clipped.
“Why, because your father wants you to be miserable for some reason?” I pressed.
“It’s my choice, not my father’s, alright?” His eyes met mine, and to my surprise, I could tell he was speaking in earnest, but that only left me with more questions than answers. 
“You know what? I’m not buying that. There has got to be some reason you keep this up,” I pried, fully aware that I was teetering on that fine line that would agitate the wolf side of him. 
“We are Fated.” The words snuck past his lips like an arrow slipping through a window and straight into its target.
I sucked in a breath, and his eyes went wide at the shock of his admission.
“Whoa.” I was pretty sure my jaw was gaping. This was huge news. “Well, that explains a lot,” I finally managed to spit out. After a few random blinks, I added, “Are you sure? Are you going to tell her?” 
He nervously twirled the shin guard he hadn’t put on yet in his hands. There was a sadness in his eyes I was certain he’d been holding back for quite some time. I’d never seen a werewolf look so vulnerable. He really loved her. If he was telling me it was the truth, which I believed he was, then I was a complete idiot for helping Amelia in her quest to ditch him. 
“No, and I beg of you not to either. I don’t want it to be like that. I want her to be with me willingly and of her own choice, not just because it has already been decided for her by fate. I don’t want her to go through it all over again, you know?" 
I knew exactly what he meant. Amelia had spent her entire life being told she didn’t have a choice in who she could love. Finding out she was Fated would be like telling her she would never be able to decide for herself all over again, and she'd fight it all the more.
"You’re certain? I mean, it’s supposed to be really rare. How can you even be sure?" I scrunched up my nose as I peppered him with questions. 
"Absolutely certain. It's not something that could be mistaken." He looked down at his sword and chuckled, "It’s like I was just floating along in this great big world revolving around the sun, then there she was and my trajectory changed. All of a sudden, I’m circling her, instead. She’s my sun.”
And she hated him. If that wasn’t the most heartbreaking thing I had ever heard.
“I don’t know much about Fating, Dane, but in the stories it always goes both ways. Amelia has been really against it,” I pointed out, feeling rather guilty for doing so.
He let out a humorless laugh.
“I don’t have the answers, either. I never asked for this, and yet," he closed his eyes and smiled before continuing, "I would give anything to be with her. To be the guy to make her laugh and smile, to be the one to make her happy."
Damn, I truly believed he meant it. Gods, this was complicated. 
“Can I tell you another secret I’ve been dying to get off my chest?” He let his head fall back, and he stared at the ceiling. 
“Sure,” I replied, hoping I wasn’t going to regret saying yes. 
“I hate the marriage aspect of our treaty.” A bite of anger laced his words. “I wish my father had never made it. Amelia and I could have just come together naturally, without all this other crap. We could have enjoyed falling in love without any expectations. I don’t even know if it is possible for one’s Fated mate to fall out of love. I didn’t think it could happen, but after everything, now I don’t know. I don’t know how to connect with her, or if it’s even possible. It's not like you and me. You and I can connect on a level I will never have with her, as warriors. I don’t know how to do that with her. I wish my father had never made that deal.”
Scornful and frustrated, he took a deep swig out of his canteen. I really felt bad for him. If only Amelia could see this side of him, maybe they could actually be happy together.
“Well, I’m sure he was just looking out for you. What if King Simmion had promised her off to someone else, or if she married before you ever got the chance to find one another? That would have been a huge mess. I know this is gonna sound awful, but it’s not like the two of you are dead. You have until her graduation, nearly three years to prove you’re not a complete jerk. Those odds are in your favor if you can stop being one long enough for her to notice.” I made a playful face as I tilted my hand back and forth.
His lips hooked up in a smile and he chuckled before he turned those honey-colored eyes to meet mine.
“And how is it that you are still single, Lady Coranithe of Avonlee? No one live up to your expectations?" His voice was gentle. 
“No, I’ve had an interest here and there, but managing the drama between you and Amelia has thoroughly turned me off relationships,” I gasped as I held my hand up near my open mouth, feigning a scandalized look. Someone had to lighten up the heavy mood we’d found ourselves in.
“Great, now I’ve ruined both of your lives,” he said, shaking his head, but the grin that played on his lips was a sure sign he knew I was just giving him a hard time. 
“No, you didn’t. In all seriousness, I haven’t been looking. I have things I want to accomplish for myself first.” I shrugged. For me, a love life was definitely not a priority.
“Smart and beautiful? You’ll make some man very lucky one day,” he replied, giving me a genuine compliment.
I nodded and rose to my feet.
“Yeah, well, right now, how about we show those two Lorenian boys just how unlucky they are to have challenged us?” I shot him a mischievous wink.
They didn’t stand a chance, and we both knew it. He grinned, grabbing my water canteen from the bench and handing it to me.
“To victory!” He raised his canteen toward me, and together we toasted to victory.
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It was getting late when my eyes fixed on a willowy human leaving the classroom alone. His gaze was focused downward on the book in his hands as he turned and headed toward where I lay in wait. 
Over the weekend, I had paid a visit to my father. It had been a much-needed reprieve from the mundane day to day life at the Bastion. During my visit, my father had tasked me with a special assignment pertaining to a certain Alstare lord he needed crucial information on. The boy that was now unknowingly making his way toward me was the son of that said lord.
I watched him with a hint of curiosity. I wasn’t sure of whether he had landed himself in detention or was receiving extra tutoring from Professor Braintree, but it gave me the perfect opportunity to corner him without interruption. 
We were too close to the professor’s office to use my magic. I couldn’t risk being detected, so I would need to follow him for a bit before I could subdue him. 
I held my breath as he passed my hiding spot in the shadows of the recessed doorway and, as suspected, my presence went entirely unnoticed. 
After a few moments, I quietly stepped out of the alcove and fell into stride several feet behind him. He didn’t give even the slightest hint that he was aware I was there. I followed him down the hallway for a bit, and he made his way around the corner. We were just about far enough away for me to make my move. 
I stopped for a moment, carefully surveying my surroundings to make sure no one else had seen us. The corridor was empty. I grinned as my colorful magic began to snake its way down my fingers, ready to strike. He’d never know what hit him. As I turned the corner to make my next move, I stopped dead in my tracks. 
A third of the way down the hallway, casually leaning against the wall like he had nothing better to do, was the little dragon prince. 
He smirked when he saw me and my fists balled, snuffing out the incantation at my fingertips. I glanced toward the Alstare boy, who had nearly passed the dragon prince, but his attention was still focused on his book. 
“Hey.” Roarke lifted his hand toward him in a lazy wave. The boy looked up from his schoolwork in response to the prince's friendly greeting. 
“Hey,” the Alstare boy replied as he glanced around the corridor, finally taking in his surroundings. The two exchanged head nods before the human’s gaze followed the dragonlings back toward me. He nodded to me as well before he continued on down the hallway. 
Anger boiled through me as the dragonling and I watched the Alstare boy slip farther and farther from my clutches.
Once my target was nearly to the end of the hallway, Roarke turned his smug expression back to me.
“Why does it always seem like you are up to something?” He lifted a brow as he shoved off the wall and started closing the distance between us.
I clenched my jaw. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought he had been expecting me. 
“Maybe you should concern yourself with your own business and keep your nose out of where it doesn’t belong.” I plastered on my most saccharine smile.
As he moved closer, the aroma of sandalwood permeated the air. 
“Nah, I’m pretty sure I’m exactly where I needed to be,” he said with a lopsided grin.
How in the name of Hades did he get off being so cocky?
It was time to put him back in his place.  
“Don’t you have better places to be, little dragonling? I mean, isn’t it getting close to your bed time and all?” I rested my hands on my hips. 
“What’s with the ‘dragonling’?” he asked as he approached and stopped in front of me. “I’m not a baby.”
“Aw, such an angry little guy, aren’t you?” I feigned sympathy, cooing as if talking to a disgruntled toddler.
He cocked his head back and looked me over for a moment before he folded his arms across his chest in annoyance.  
Good. I was getting to him.
“You do know we’re the same age, right? I missed the cut off for Secundus by four days.” His thick dark brows tugged together.
“If you say so.” I flipped my hair over my shoulder and checked my nails. “Don’t get yourself all bent out of shape over it.” 
“Yeah, well, you insulted me,” he replied, easing his scowl as if he were expecting me to apologize. 
Hah! 
“Yes, well, that was the point.” I blinked at him, and his dark brow furrowed at me again. “What are you doing here anyway, dragon?” 
“Someone’s got to keep an eye out for your trickery.”
His reply sent me ever so slightly off-kilter.
So he had been waiting for me after all. How did he know? 
I’d have to work that out later and put extra precautions in place. For now, I needed to get the little dragon prince to move on and get off of my case. 
“You’re out of your league messing with me.” I let my magic flare, an action that instilled fear and panic, causing others to flee before me, but Roarke didn’t even flinch. He just stood there looking at me like I was being overly dramatic.
What was with this kid? 
After a few moments of sizing one another up, he cleared his throat. 
“Well, this has been fun and all, but it looks like your mark got away, so I’m going to go.” He unfolded his arms and shook his head. “But you were definitely right. When it comes to you, Kessara, you are in a league entirely of your own.”
Hallelujah, he was finally getting the big picture!   
“And I can’t even begin to imagine how lonely it must be up there at the top all by yourself,” he added before he side-stepped me.
 I could feel the furrow of my brow in response to his comment as he brushed past me and turned the corner.
It wasn’t until I was completely alone in that hallway that I realized that maybe he hadn’t been referring to just my skill and power.
His words might mean something else entirely. 
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“As you all have likely heard, there was another attempted goblin raid in Laramidia last night,” Professor Braintree droned on, once again. “Now, I assure you that the capitol guards took care of it without a single injury to one of our own, but it is a reminder that we can never be too prepared for the unexpected. Therefore, as an end to today’s lesson, we will review the stun and run tactic, which is the best way to deal with a goblin, should you be attacked.”  
In my peripheral, I could see immediate disapproval spread over Cora's face. Her hand flew to her paper, and within seconds she had begun scribbling a note with her quill. She passed it to me, and I opened it. 
Good gods, what is this stun and run nonsense?!! The BEST way to deal with a goblin is to run it through with your sword.

I faced forward, feigning attention to the lesson and making sure the teacher wasn’t watching. After I was certain he wasn’t paying any attention, I gave Cora a slight nod, but she had already begun scribbling again.  
Or an axe. . .

Of course, a mace would come in handy if you had one. . .

She tapped the feather end against her chin, then added,
Even a pitchfork would do in a pinch. 

And for once, it was my turn to roll my eyes at her.
Since she had been training with the prince, she'd become overly zealous about sharing her combat knowledge. I was quite sure she was killing it in her tactics class, pun intended, but it was starting to be a bit much.
I get it, thanks. 

I scribbled on my paper and handed it back to her, all while pretending to be interested in the Professors demonstration.
Of course, you could  always just use magic.

She added thoughtfully. 
That was Cora for you. Unfortunately, what she didn’t realize was that for those of us that weren’t warriors, it wasn’t that simple. If needed, she'd run straight into the fray without so much as an ounce of hesitation, full of courage and prepared to valiantly sacrifice herself to protect our people, and I. . . I wished I could be more like her. Not so much with the maiming and killing part, which was far beyond my comfort zone, but the bravery. 
When the bell rang, we gathered our things and made our way out into the hall. 
“Have you made a decision about going to the fall formal?” Cora asked as we rounded one of the hallways.
I knew what she wanted me to say, but I was having a hard time committing to a firm answer. 
“No. I haven’t decided,” I sighed.
“Well, I am sure there are a lot of people going solo. I mean, we aren’t that far into the school year, so people are still getting to know one another. I really think you should go.” A hint of excitement laced her voice. 
Of course Cora would be excited about it. Her skill in practice had gained the attention of the eldest dragon prince. He had extended an invitation to her to accompany him, and she had accepted. Who wouldn’t have? It meant that if I went, I would be going alone. It wasn’t an ideal situation for me, but I was happy for her.
“I know you don’t want to hear it, but I’m certain if you--” Cora began.
I already knew who she was going to mention next, and she was right. I didn’t want to hear it. 
“No, thank you, Cora,” I cut her off.
She closed her mouth, and we kept walking. She hadn’t come right out and said it, but she had been hinting that I should get to know the prince better for the last few days. Somehow, he had managed to convince her to see his side. Part of me had expected that he would invite me to the fall formal, but I guess he had already known I would decline, and we all knew that no one else would dare ask me since I was his betrothed. 
Dane and I hadn’t spoken since he walked with me to the library last week, which had proved one of my theories correct. It was the thrill of the chase. It’s why they tell you not to run from predatory animals. To stay calm and back away slowly. It’s ingrained in their instincts to give chase. I had triggered that reflex with Dane. What I had done was the equivalent of poking him with a big stick before fleeing the scene, and naturally, he persued. Now that I was cornered and subdued, he'd backed off, entirely uninterested.
I wish I had realized it sooner and avoided it. I would have saved myself a whole lot of heartache. 
We weaved our way through the other students headed to their respective classes. Cora kept giving me the side-eye until the crowds began to thin, and she unexpectedly stopped and turned to me.
“OK. So, hear me out.,” she sighed. Her frustration was palpable. “I know you are supposed to hate him and all, but I really think you should at least try to give Dane a chance. If there’s nothing there, then there’s nothing there.”
“Cora--” I began, but she held her hand up. 
“I think the two of you started this whole thing off on the wrong foot. How can you know for sure if you don’t give him a chance to show you who he is? After you get past all the grumbly and grumpy, he really isn’t that bad.” My cousin’s tone was soft. 
I looked down at the floor. I hated when Cora began to sound like my mother.
The warning bell rang. 
“I’d better hurry if I am going to get to my class.” She looked at me square in the eye, and her no-nonsense demeanor had returned. “Whatever you decide to do, you need to stop brooding over a boy you were never really in love with. The princess of Avonlee is expected to be seen and to lead by example, right? I know I said this before, but it’s hard to do that if you are hiding in our room. Boys aside, right now you need to consider the visual aspect. Dane may understand and give you space, but you need to remember just how important the wolves are to our kingdom. Soon the others are going to start recognizing you’re giving their entire kingdom the cold shoulder, and that could be difficult to overcome.” She patted me on the shoulder before she turned and walked away.
In her absence, I couldn’t help but notice the massive mural I was left to face as the echo of her boots disappeared down the nearly empty hall. I wasn’t sure if she had meant to stop in the Carpathian corridor or in that specific spot or if it had been pure fate, but staring at the scene painted before me, the visual of just how important the wolves were to us couldn’t be clearer. 
I knew this painting. In Avonlee we had a smaller one just like it. The truth it portrayed always sent pangs of sadness and humility into the depths of my heart. It was a story I knew well. Well, at least the human half of the story. It depicted a battle scene of wolves and Avoleeans fighting goblins during the Siege of Shadows. The main focal point was a large wolf, front and center, leaping through the air toward a goblin's head. The goblin was poised to strike down a golden-haired human with its rickety sword. 
A goblin, who, if that wolf's timing had been any less true, would have surely killed my father. 
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As I neared the library, the massive wooden doors began to open. I recognized her immediately. Long golden hair, voluptuous curves, and don’t get me started on that intoxicating scent that was all Amelia. She was backing out of the door, and her sweet voice was chiming a farewell to someone still inside. 
At the same time, a tall Fae boy was headed toward the door, carrying a few books under his arm. His eyes were focused downward at some papers in his hand. I could see a collision about to happen.
“Amelia!” I called out, and both she and the other student looked up. Fortunately, they saw each other in time to avoid any injury. However, their abrupt halts had caused them to drop their belongings. Books and papers scattered out into the hallway. 
I rushed to help her. The Fae gathered his books and papers before he hurriedly rushed into the library, uttering hushed apologies. Amelia knelt to shove her own books back into her satchel.
“Are you ok?” I asked as I handed her the volumes I’d gathered.  
“Yes, thank you.” Her reply was cordial, and a flush of embarrassment stained her cheeks. 
“So, this is where you’re always hiding?” I asked, lifting my brow to the library doors. 
“I like to read,” she said, quietly fumbling with a few of the smaller belongings she had gathered in her lap. 
“It’s good for the soul,” I replied. She stopped for a moment and gave me a curious look.  “I just mean that not everyone is intended to be warriors. Not that warriors can’t read. I read.” Shut up and pull it together, Dane. Why was I so nervous? I cleared my throat. “I just mean that it’s calming, and scholars are just as valuable. Maybe even more so.”
“That is a surprising sentiment coming from someone like you,” Amelia replied with a curious glance at me. 
“There is an old philosopher's quote, ‘Intelligence gives us the rationality to resolve our differences without war, rendering useless the talents of warriors.’”
“That’s a nice idea.” Amelia smiled, and my heart thumped a bit faster. I had been the one to put that there. I had been waiting for what seemed like forever to make her smile back at me.
I let out a long breath as she tucked the last of her books back in her satchel, followed by the smaller items she had collected. I was so mesmerized that I had nearly forgotten to breathe.  
“Unfortunately, I won’t be out of a job anytime soon. At least not while vampires, goblins, and all manner of menacing creatures run free,” I said as I extended my hand to her.  
“You’d prefer peace to war?” Her expression was a bit skeptical, but just as much curious, when she placed her hand in mine and rose to her feet.
“Believe me, princess, I don’t desire eternal war, even if there is a thrill in the victory of battle. As future king, I’d much rather my soldiers sleep soundly in the arms of their wives and watch their children grow to adulthood. My father told me that once, and I agree with him wholeheartedly. I’m lucky to have such fine kings as your father and mine to guide me someday,” I explained.
She smiled and glanced away for a moment as she smoothed down the rumpled fabric of her emerald green dress.
“It’s hard to believe such a beautiful thought came from the same man who chose to destroy our lives with a marriage arrangement,” she replied, a light chuckle leaving her perfect lips.
She had said it offhandedly, but the reply still stung all the same. I could feel the smile fall from my face. Here I thought we were making progress.
“I’m sorry, princess, but I can’t agree with you there. You are the only one that feels that way.”
With nothing else left to say, I bowed my head respectively before I turned and walked away.
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A cool fall breeze twirled up the orange and gold fallen leaves from the balcony. The murmur of the crowds attending the tournament could be heard even from our tower, which was one of the furthest from the stadium. 
It had been quite a busy week and yet for the last three days I hadn’t been able to get the conversation with Dane out of my head. There had been a surprising depth to him I hadn’t expected and that look he had given me before we parted. . . Did he really believe a union between the two of us would be a good thing? 
In hindsight, Dane really had been trying to be friendly. He and Cora had managed to begin a blossoming friendship. He had even promised to introduce her to Prince Fasian of Heinez. Dane believed the Fae prince might be able to teach her something about the ancient magic she sought after. 
If he was betting making friends with Cora could help in softening me toward him, he wasn’t wrong. It did go a long way, but I wasn’t entirely convinced yet. 
Maybe Cora was right. I guess I couldn’t rule out a friendship between us if I didn’t get to know him at all. He couldn’t be all that bad if Cora had been able to let him in. Then again, making friends seemed to be her special talent. What would it hurt if I gave it a try? It would certainly make my father happy to hear things were amicable between Dane and me. It would make life easier for Cora, as well.  
I thought about Cora’s comments earlier that week. With a sigh, I turned and stepped back inside the common area we shared in our quarters. On the table near the door was a note Cora had left when she went out, containing instructions on how to find her if I changed my mind about the tournament. I picked it up and tucked it into my pocket. I knew she was right about me isolating myself. I just wasn’t sure I was ready to face Dane yet.  
Seemingly incapable of making a decision, I meandered around the room and then moved to the steps. Soon I was stepping into the halls of the school. I wandered the quiet corridors for several minutes, lost in thought. When I finally came to a stop, I found myself in front of the mural in the Carpathian hallway again.  
The scene flickered in the torchlight. My eyes fixated on the giant beast at the painting's center. I reached out and traced a finger over the outline of the deep gray fur on his neck. Taking a step back, I stared into the amber-colored eyes of the ferocious wolf leaping through the air toward the goblin invader. Its focus was so intent on its duty. 
For the first time in my life, I wondered what his story might be, and I looked at him not just as the wolf who saved my father’s life that day, but as a person. A person like Cora, brave and valiant, willing to put themselves in danger to help others.  
A knotting sensation balled in my chest as I wondered what he might look like in his human form and what had led his desire to join in the battle that day. Was there a family he had needed to protect? Maybe he had just possessed a strong feeling of allegiance or duty to his kin and country. I was ashamed to say that for so long, I had only ever seen the beast when in truth, there was so much more to him than just some mindless warrior.
I sighed. There was so much I didn’t know. 
One thing was for certain, though. It became a whole lot harder to hate them when you realized they were just as human as you are on the inside.
******

I made my way up the stone steps of the stadium, passing rows and rows of students crammed onto wooden benches. Venders were calling out, selling snacks and kingdom favors.
When I reached the right section, Cora spotted me.  
“Well, look who it is.” My cousin rose to her feet as I shuffled past a few other students closer to the end of the aisle. “Finally decided to pull your head out of your butt, huh?” she snickered as she pulled me in for a hug.
I laughed and couldn’t help but to hug her just as tightly back. I had missed this.  
“You should know I’ve agreed to sit with Dane. If that’s not ok, there is still time to run away.”
A tingle of anxiety crossed my shoulders, but I fought back the immediate urge to bolt. Instead, I tucked my skirt under my legs and sat down on the seat next to her. There was a sense of pride in her eyes as she returned my nervous smile. 
“Well, I’m glad that’s your decision, because here he comes.” She lifted her chin toward the aisle behind me.
I turned to see the prince working his way down the steps toward our row. When our eyes met, a brilliant grin exploded across his face. I couldn’t help but smile back.
Maybe this would turn out better than I expected. 
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She was here. She looked like a vision with her long golden hair braided down one side over her shoulder. Like always, seeing her was like losing a breath of air. I could hardly believe that Cora had somehow managed to convince her to join us. 
I made my way past the other students to the girls. Not wanting to make her uncomfortable, I took the seat on the opposite side of Cora. I didn’t want to put too much pressure on what had turned into a delicate situation. 
“I haven’t been following what is on the agenda for this evening's events,” Amelia said guiltily, chewing the inside of her lip. 
“It’s a general skill tournament. Mostly single participant events like archery, ax throwing, and foot races. The group events like capture the crown and tug of war are scheduled for tomorrow,” Cora explained as she gazed out over the setup in the stadium field below. 
“Sounds like it will be an interesting evening.” Amelia smiled. “How much have I missed?”
She glanced down at her schedule before those gorgeous hazel eyes turned toward me.
Time to not sound like an idiot. 
“Your timing couldn’t be more perfect, princess. They just started the break between the first and second bouts.” I smiled back. She looked pleased by my answer.
I didn’t know what it was about Amelia that was different, but for once she seemed like she genuinely wanted to be here. Maybe it was because Cora was there to make her more comfortable. Whatever it was, I liked it.  
“Princess Amelia,” Professor Sophorus called from the steps at the end of the row. “Prince Daneatious, Lady Cora.” He nodded his head toward us in greeting, as well. 
“Professor Sophorus.” Amelia gave him a friendly wave before she turned to us. “Excuse me. I need a moment to talk to the professor about one of the students I am mentoring. I’ll be right back.”
Just great. Things are finally going well and a professor calls her away. I shot a nervous glance at Cora, who didn’t seem to think anything of it.
“Do you think she will find an excuse to leave?” I asked hesitantly as I watched Amelia laugh at something the professor had said. 
“No,” Cora shook her head. “I think she’ll stick around.” 
I was relieved by her confidence. 
“I hope so,” I replied. “I’ve never had to put so much effort into something before. I was beginning to worry I’d have to make another deal with Kessara. . .” I trailed off. Did I seriously just say that? “I just mean resort to desperate measures,” I chuckled, trying not to sound nervous. Cora had this way of making me feel too comfortable around her and it was proving to be a definite weakness. “I was just kidding.”   
Cora smiled and nodded.
“I get what you mean. Good thing it doesn’t seem like you will need to. It seems as if she’s finally coming out of her shell around you,” Cora said before taking a swig of her canteen. 
The warning bell signaled that the next bout would begin shortly and I could only pray to the gods that it would be enough to not revisit my slip-up in conversation.
I tried to play it cool as Cora looked down at her schedule, but the moment her piercing blue eyes looked back up at me, I knew I was in trouble. 
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“So, I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I shot Dane my best don’t- give-me-any-BS look, “did you make a deal with Kessara to make Amelia fall for you?” I hated having to even utter the accusation, but it needed to be said.
His head dipped as his attention fell to the row below us.
Oh, gods. . . had he really?  
“No,” he finally replied.   
“But you just said you made a deal with her? Come on, Dane, did you honestly think I’d let that go?” I tried to keep the hiss in my voice to a whisper.
His teeth scraped over his lower lip, and he squinted out toward the field. Not a good sign. 
“I made a deal with her several weeks ago and she helped me, but it wasn’t to make Amelia fall in love with me.” He turned and looked at me as he spoke. I wanted to believe him, and Amelia sure didn’t seem to be acting like she was under any kind of love spell. In fact, she had been acting exactly as I had expected her to after what she’d been through. I had no doubt in my mind that if he had made a deal with Kessara, she would be able to make good on it.   
“What did you make a deal with her about then?” I demanded, knowing full and well that I had no right to ask him that question. For all I knew the deal could have been about an issue in his kingdom or to help him in a tournament. 
“I can’t tell you. It’s a stipulation of the contract. But, I promise, Cora, it wasn’t that,” his tone conveyed sincerity.
I stared him down a few minutes before I sighed.
“Ok. I trust you.” Or, at least I trusted that he wouldn’t do anything to hurt Amelia.
“Thank you,” he replied.
There was an awkward silence between us. 
“Kessara isn’t really as bad as everyone thinks,” I added in her defense. I hadn’t spent nearly as much time with Lady Kessara as I had with Amelia or Dane, but there was a level of understanding and trust between us that had become important to me. 
“I wouldn’t go that far.” Dane raised a skeptical brow before his eyes shifted past me.
He just couldn’t keep those honey eyes from wandering toward Amelia. It was almost as if they were magnetized to her position. Man, did he have it bad. The corner of my lips hooked up in a smile. 
“Any advice?” Dane asked.
To the rest of the world, Dane was confident, bold, strong, and yes, even arrogant. But when it came to Amelia, his weakness and desperation were pretty obvious.
“Why, Prince of Carpathia, vanquisher of goblins, vampires, and all creatures of evil, are you nervous?” I couldn’t help but tease. 
“More nervous than facing a coliseum full of rabid Trolls,” he sighed. 
“Oh. That is pretty darn nervous.” Holding back a cringe, I patted his shoulder. Maybe I should be nervous, too? There was so much riding on this and he couldn’t afford to screw it up. Time for a pep talk.
“Well, you’d better pull it together, prince, because she may not give you another chance.”
His gaze swung to me with a hint of amusement dancing in his eyes.  
“No one has ever spoken to me the way you do before.” His response wasn’t angry or agitated, rather, he seemed more impressed by my petulance than anything.
“I’m not ‘no one,’” I shot back at him. “I’m the one thing helping you to get the girl of your dreams. I think I am entitled to a little snark every now and again.” I gave him a playful wink.
His eyes went gentle and he smiled. 
“You’re a good friend, Cora.” He nodded at me in a sign of respect, and by gods, I was certain he meant it. 
“Damn right.” I smiled back at him.
His eyes flicked upwards as the sound of footsteps approached us. I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned. 
Amelia pointed up near the top of the stadium, where a broad-shouldered dragon prince was lip-locked with a Fae from Lorenia, exchanging an intense amount of tongue.
“Forgive me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that your date to the dance tomorrow night?” She frowned as she slipped into the seat next to us. 
A surge of anger rushed over me and I balled my fists so tight my nails nearly broke the skin of my palm. 
It sure as heck was. 
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The sight of the tiny-but-mighty Cora marching right up to that dragon prince, the heir to the throne of Dragonia, no less, and landing a fist full of her fury into his face was probably the most fantastic thing I had witnessed in a really long time. The dragon hadn’t been expecting her to pack that kind of power and he stumbled back, completely caught off guard before Cora simply turned and walked away.
Shock and laughter erupted from Amelia and me.
“Well, that was entirely unexpected. Should you go after her?” I asked when the stitches of laughter subsided.
Amelia looked at me nervously, having only just noticed that in the absence of Cora, we were alone, but she recovered her composure quickly.  
“More like entirely expected. No, it’s better to let her cool down. I’m sure she will come back in a little while.”
The princess’s mannerisms were now burdened with subtle hints of shyness.
I nodded and looked down at my tournament flyer. As much as I enjoyed having Cora around, I really hoped she didn’t come back. The idea of having some time alone with a cordial Amelia was exciting. Plus, I didn’t want Cora to press anymore about my deal with Kessara at present. 
The announcements for the start of the bouts began.
I wanted to turn to look at her so bad, but I had to play it cool. Her smell was so alluring. Surprisingly, it took some restraint to keep myself from leaning over and touching her hair. 
“Who are you rooting for?” Amelia asked as she looked at the schedule.
“Both Ivan and Ellis are competing. They have my first votes.” I replied, pretending to also read the schedule that I had already committed to memory. “Anyone from Avonlee I should be looking out for?” I asked her to keep the conversation going. 
“Hmm, I’m not sure. There may be a few, but this Fae, Sir Far-fen-noogle from Lorenia, certainly has my attention. I definitely need to see the guy with a title that unusual.” 
“Sir Farfenoogle? What a name. It’s so awful it’s tragic.”
We both chuckled.
“I bet you he owns it, though,” Amelia suggested as the herald announced the first bout of archery was to begin.
“With a name like that, you’d have to,” I replied and glanced back down at my sheet. “Looks like we will have to wait a while to find out, though. Javelin throwing is not scheduled until later this evening.”  
We watched the first three rounds of archery until it was down to four archers. My friend Ivan from Carpathia, a human boy from Alstare, and two Fae girls from Lorenia. 
I looked over to see Amelia nearly perched on the edge of the bench, intently focused on the match. I wondered if I should ask her to accompany me to the dance the following evening. Cora had been trying for weeks to get her to commit to attending, and while I had definitely wanted to ask her to join me, I honestly didn’t know if I had it in me to face another one of her rejections. Maybe now she would be open to the idea.
“Your emissary is up next,” Amelia said, breaking me out of my thoughts.
Still smiling and focused on the field, she sat up a bit straighter to get the best view of Ivan’s shot. At least Amelia seemed to be enjoying herself. I turned my attention back to the stadium, feeling guilty for having been distracted. Ivan deserved my support. 
Ivan pulled back his bow and released. With a whoosh, the arrow flew straight to the target, hitting dead center. I let out a whoop of excitement. Ivan had won! There had never been any doubt in my mind when it came to his capability.
Amelia looked at me with excitement in her eyes. 
“Congratulations, Carpathia!” She applauded as I waved and cheered down to Ivan. The grin on his face was contagious. I couldn’t have been more proud if I had won the event myself. 
“Thank you, princess.” I beamed. “I had better get down there and congratulate him in person,” I replied as the archers filed off the field and the cheers started to die down. 
“Of course.”
She nodded her head as if to say farewell, but I quickly added, 
“Would you like to come with me? Maybe we could take a short walk afterward and see if we might be able to find Cora?” I was entirely prepared for her to brush me off as usual, but hey, what was one more time, right?
She peeked up at me from under those long lashes and smiled. 
“Sure,” she replied sweetly, then rose to her feet, completely unaware that my heart had just nearly flip-flopped right out of my chest. 
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“I’m curious as to why the two of you didn’t participate in this weekend’s events?” I inquired, as Dane and I headed toward the stadium exit. We had spent several minutes sharing our congratulations to his emissary, Ivan, and the way Dane beamed over his friend's victory had me wondering why someone with skills such as his own had refrained from the competition.  
“We decided to focus on the Challenge of Champions. It didn’t seem worth it to risk injury for something like this. Besides, it gives other Avoleeans and Carpathians a chance to show their skills instead of us just dominating. It will be good for morale and relations.” His deep peppery tone was friendly as he explained. I wasn’t sure why, but there was something about the way he said ’we’ that didn’t sit right with me.
“That is smart and a really good decision,” I replied, forcing a smile. It made sense, but I should have been the one making those kinds of decisions. It was then that I realized just how many of my responsibilities Cora had taken over while I was refusing to have anything to do with the wolves and Dane. Gods, I had been acting like a brat. 
“Thank you.” His lips turned up at the compliment. “We thought so, too. I am glad you approve.”
There it was again, that ’we’.
I tried to hide my look of guilt and disappointment.
“Is there something wrong, princess?” A genuine look of concern spread across his handsome features. 
“I guess I’m just feeling guilty that I’ve left so much of this to the two of you. As princess and the steward of Avonlee here at the Bastion, I really should have made it a priority to be involved in these kinds of decisions.”
“Well, if you have taken interest now, you will have to be part of the future ones.” Dane was attempting to reassure me that my opinion was valued and I appreciated that.
We walked along the path as the sun sank low on the skyline. I couldn’t help but notice how the light played off of his face, accentuating his attractive features and the light stubble along his strong, chiseled jaw. The gentle, crisp breeze wafted his heady mountain scent toward me, stirring up reminiscent thoughts of piney woods.   
I’d never really taken the time to really look at him before. Sure, I had noticed he was handsome, it was hard not to, but I had spent so much time avoiding him that I had never really taken it in.
So when his attention swung up from the path to me, I quickly looked away, hoping he hadn’t noticed. 
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Amelia was so lovely when she smiled. I wished it had been like this from the beginning. We had spent several minutes making small talk and enjoying our walk together during the break in the games. When we were about halfway to the tower dormitories and academic area of the Bastion, we stopped by one of the small lakes. Almost as soon as Amelia sat down on a wooden bench near the water, a note fluttered to her hand. 
“It’s from Cora.” She looked up to me as she unfolded it and read for a few moments. “She’s returned to our quarters.”  
I nodded. It appeared as if my luck had just run out. 
“Oh, alright then. Would you like me to walk you back to your tower?” I rubbed at the back of my neck as I waited for her reply. 
She chewed at her lip as she reread the note. 
“Honestly, I was really hoping to see if Sir Farfenoogle’s javelin throw was as on point as they say,” she said, unable to stifle her amusement.
She was making a joke. Amelia of Avonlee was joking. . . with me. My heart was racing again. The corner of my lip hooked up in a smile. 
“Funny, I was thinking the same thing.” I offered her my hand to help her from the bench. I motioned for her to lead the way back to the stadium with the other.  
“You’re quite different than when we first met,” she commented as if she were trying to figure me out. “I didn’t think you had any respect for humans.”
“I’m ashamed to say that you aren’t wrong, princess. With the exception of you and your father, I only used to see your people as frail and inferior, but lately I’ve been seeing things quite a bit differently,” I admitted, finding the guilt of that honesty to weigh particularly heavy on me. 
“What changed your mind?” she asked. 
“Cora,” I replied in earnest, and I couldn’t help but stare at the way her face lit up as she nodded. 
“She does have a way with people.” She chewed her lip again.
I had noticed her nervous tick so many times that I knew what it meant.
“You two have much more in common than you and I do,” she added.
A worrisome thought tumbled about in my mind as we walked along in comfortable silence. The good news was that it seemed as if Cora had kept her word and had not told Amelia that we were Fated, but now I was starting to see a new problem presenting itself. 
By not telling her, perhaps Amelia had come to the mistaken conclusion that I had another motivation behind spending so much time with her cousin.
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“Wouldn’t you rather have a chance to be with someone more like her?” I asked, hoping Dane would see it was a genuine question and not a dig again.
He looked off toward the lake. 
“You are right. We are much better suited,” he said, nodding.
In truth, it stung a bit more than I had expected when he said it.
“I’d agree we’d be a good match if it wasn’t for. . .” he trailed off as if he were searching for the right thing to say. 
“If it wasn’t for what?” I urged, keeping my eyes downcast onto the path.  
“Well, the treaty, for one thing. But, honestly, I don’t think I could ever really see her as more than an amazing friend,” he finally said, running his hand through his hair.
For him, the conversation was obviously an uncomfortable one. 
“How can you be sure?” I pressed as we passed through the gate into the stadium.
“I’m absolutely certain, Amelia.” He insisted as he stopped to look at me with those sincere honey eyes of his. “I--”
The sound of his voice was drowned out by the sudden screech of the magical Bastion alarms. My attention whipped to the sky, where a voice seemingly came out of thin air, crackling as it began screeching an announcement.
“REPORT TO QUARTERS IMMEDIATELY. THERE IS AN ATTACK AT THE GATES. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. REPORT TO QUARTERS IMMEDIATELY AND INITIATE LOCKDOWN.” 
As soon as it ended, the announcement began again. My eyes shot to Dane and then skyward again as the din of people shuffling inside the arena was drowned out by the loud whooshing of wings. Almost as if they were one, the three dragon princes had taken to flight overhead and headed off in the direction of the Bastion gates. 
“Show-offs,” Dane muttered before turning his attention back to me again. There was an uncomfortable uncertainty in his gaze as he watched me and sighed.
“You’re probably not going to like this,” he said, seeming to be weighing something in his mind, “but, oh well,” he finally decided as he wrapped a strong arm around my shoulder and pulled me in close to him. Shielding me with his protective grasp, he steered us back through the stadium gate toward the towers. His eyes darted from left to right on high alert as we made our way through the crowd, and he veered me toward safety.  
Ushered along in his strong masculine arms, I realized I wasn’t the least bit afraid. Not of whatever was out there and most certainly not of him. When had that changed? 
This is what my kingdom needed.
 As I watched him, I felt ashamed for being so selfish. I had been so determined to make my own choices that I hadn’t even considered giving him a chance to be my choice.
As we neared the school, Cora rushed toward me, guilt and worry written all over her face.
“I’m fine,” I assured her. “Make sure the others are accounted for.”
I watched as Dane and Cora exchanged a glance and an unspoken message passed between them. Cora nodded and headed off to follow my instruction, while Dane continued to escort me toward the turret.
It wasn’t until we reached the stairs to the Avonlee quarters that he released me. I climbed up the first two steps and then turned back to him.
“I need to see if they need my help at the main gates.” He bowed his head in farewell. 
“Thank you.” It didn’t really seem to be a sufficient response to the way he had cared for me tonight or for what he was about to do, but I struggled to find better words.
He just nodded with the same stoic face he often wore. 
“Make sure to barricade yourselves inside and stay safe. I will send a unit to help Cora guard the tower.”
He quickly turned, and I called out to him. 
“Dane.”
He turned and looked at me.
“Please be careful.”
He nodded again and disappeared around the corner.
Cora arrived shortly after he left, and once we had our headcount, she closed the iron bars to the stairway. True to his word, a group of wolves arrived to stand watch with Cora and several other skilled Avoleean guards that had been assigned to the Bastion guard by my father. 
Once I was certain all of the Avonleean students were safe and protected, I returned to my room. 
In my heart, I knew there was no way any of the vile creatures would infiltrate the Bastion, there were just too many protections in place, but that knowledge did little to stifle a mounting sense of dread that had started to overcome me. 
Try as I might, I couldn’t keep my thoughts off of the wolf prince at the Bastion gates as I anxiously awaited the all-clear. 
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“Gods, these things reek,” the youngest dragon prince pulled a sour face as he covered his nose with the crook of his elbow.
The stench of burning swamp goblins rose up in the air along with a cloud of black smoke. 
“We will hold the gate. Check further down the perimeter for stragglers,” the eldest dragon prince Darron, who was still in full dragon form, commanded the Bastion guards. They dutifully split into groups and headed off along either side of the perimeter wall.  
When the dragon princes had landed in the courtyard, the academy guards had been successfully using defensive magic to keep the horde of goblins from breaching into the confines of the Bastion.
 As soon as the scum saw that backup was coming, they had attempted to flee back into the woods that lined the exterior along most of the acadamies walls. Fortunately, the princes had them surrounded and destroyed the vile invaders in a hellstorm of dragon fire.
My emissaries and I stayed back within the gates in our wolf forms. Even though there had been a truce between the dragons and wolves for over twenty-five years, I didn’t want one of us to get too close and an “accident” to occur.
Once the dragons had the goblins barbequed, we shifted and dressed before heading through the gates. 
“A little late to the party.” Dax, the second dragon heir, turned and fixed his eyes upon me. “Looks like your services won’t be needed, wolf,” he snickered. His air of superiority wasn’t entirely unwarranted in his dragon form.
I had never encountered a fully shifted Dragonian this close up before, and even I had to admit they were pretty impressive. Their massive bodies were covered in an armor of sleek scales, each bigger than my hands. Darron’s scales were comprised of golden and deep woodsy hues, while the second eldest prince was a sleek combination of both black and red. The two of them had huge heads with sharp dagger-like teeth set inside of thick jaws capable of crushing their prey whole.   
“Are we done here, then?” The youngest prince shifted from foot to foot, almost as if he were distracted by something back at the Bastion.
The eldest prince examined the smoldering pile of goblins in front of him, seemingly excited that something was going on. 
“What’s your rush, Roarke?” Dax glared at his brother as wispy tendrils of smoke trailed up from his nostrils.
The youngest prince ignored him. Unlike his brothers, he had opted to return to his human form almost immediately after destroying the goblins, leaving only his dark gray wings exposed behind him.
“You deal with these nasty little things all the time?”
I realized that Darron was speaking to me as he scooped one of the goblins from the pile and studied it like it was some sort of interesting science experiment. 
“Yes,” I replied as I watched him.
The dragons probably didn’t get swamp goblins up in the extreme terrain of their mountains, but I was certain they had their own nuisances to deal with. Darron shifted a little too far left, and his massive dragon tail nearly knocked the thatched roof off of two buildings.
“Maybe we should scale down,” Dax suggested and, for a moment, I thought I saw a hint of a Cora-worthy eye roll before he started his shift.
Dax was the brains of the dragon bunch and was already rumored to be the smartest student in the entire school. 
When the brothers completed their shift, they stood before us in winged human forms that were still much larger than any mortal. A pang of jealousy shot through me to see that their clothing easily shifted with them. I had to find out how they did that.
The sound of something falling on the cobblestone in a nearby street interrupted our awkward mutual attempts to size one another up. We turned just in time to see two sets of glowing, reddish-orange eyes emerging from a cellar. Vampires. They disappeared into the shadows between two of the buildings.
It wasn’t common to see vampires and goblins in the same place. Even during the Seige of Shadows their attacks had taken place in different parts of Vaalbara, never together. This had to be some sort of unholy coincidence. 
“Don’t worry. We’ll just burn them out.” The youngest stretched his dark gray wings out wide as if to fly toward them, but I called out a warning. 
“No, wait. We can’t risk starting the whole town on fire. Besides, there could still be families inside of those buildings.” It seemed that if left to their own devices, the dragons would have all of Laramidia in flames.
“He’s right,” Dax replied as he turned his attention back to his brother. Roarke gave him a halfhearted shrug, which conveyed how little he seemed to care either way. 
“I’ll get the bloodsuckers.” I had barely spoken the words when my eyes snapped toward the sound of skittering in the tree line behind the buildings. A second wave of goblins. I pointed into the woods. “You focus on taking them out.”
“You’re going alone?” Dax tilted up his nose and raised an eyebrow. It was a judgmental stare if I ever saw one. 
“I’ll be fine. This isn’t my first fight with vampires,” I replied. 
“Can we hurry up and get this over with? I’ve got places to be,” the youngest one complained again.
The eldest nodded, spread his wings, and launched himself into the air toward the sound of the goblins in the tree line. Without a moment’s hesitation, Roarke burst into the air behind him. Dax gave his little brother one last suspicious look before he nodded farewell to me and followed after his brothers.
“Are you sure?” Ellis grabbed my arm, and his steely silver eyes bore into me. 
“Yeah, I’ll be back soon. Just help the guards and make sure the dragons don’t accidentally destroy the city.”
My emissaries nodded before we parted in opposite directions.


*****


The door to the stone walled cottage slowly creaked and stopped halfway open. With the tip of my sword, I shoved it the rest of the way, cautiously surveying what lie within. There was no movement, no sound, it was almost entirely dark inside, but I knew they were there. I could smell them. 
If these vampires were here, then they were here to harm or kill and needed to be dealt with accordingly. Vampires, especially the younger ones, were like rabid animals. There was no choice but to put them down. 
I had once heard that the kingdom of Kearnox played host to colonies of very old and civilized vampires living in the shadow of the Great Mountain, but that had never been proven to be more than a rumor. Still, the idea of it alone was still unsettling and yet another reason Kessara and her father were not to be trusted. 
I stepped inside the doorway, my eyes adjusting quickly to the darkness. I glanced up to the hand-sawn rafters. There was something rustling in the corner. I was sure it wasn’t a vampire, but rather something their presence had disturbed. Vampires could move entirely without sound when they wanted to. Then again, this entire situation could be a trap. 
I sniffed the air. The house smelt of stale air and unused linen. No one had been living here for quite some time. I felt a tug of relief in my chest. At least I wouldn’t need to worry about any politics concerning Laramidian casualties once I was done here. 
The strong odor of vampire was coming from the small common living area. I made my way toward the stone hearth, suspecting at least one of the vamps may be hiding by it. When I got closer, I could make out its shape pressed against the wall. That tactic may have worked if I hadn’t been a wolf with excellent night vision. 
“Gotcha,” I smirked, and he immediately lunged forward. I swiped at him with my sword. He leapt backward, but the blade still managed to nick his collarbone, and he hissed at me. The gash started healing just as fast as it had appeared. The vampire bared its fangs at me. 
“You may kill me, but that won’t stop what’s coming for you, wolf,” he hissed as I raised my blade. As I began to lower it, I heard a creak in the rafters above me. Reflexively, I began to dive and roll away as another vampire leapt down on top of me.
It managed to sink its teeth into the flesh of my forearm as we both went tumbling across the floor. I used the force of my roll to propel myself back up to standing, and I quickly blocked the door to prevent either of the vamps from escaping.
I looked down at the punctures on my arm and growled. 
“Alright, you wanna do this the hard way?” My fangs grew past the snarl on my lips, and my joints began to crack as I started my shift. “So be it.”
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After the sounds quieted beyond the gates, I went out onto our balcony and sat in the darkness. I kept my eyes trained on the gates, hoping to see what might be going on beyond them. Not only was there some manner of vile creatures out there, but the wolves and the dragons didn’t get along. Who knew what kind of disagreements they might get into?
A soft murmur of voices came from somewhere along the tree line inside of the Bastion. In the dimness below, I saw them emerge from the forest on their way back toward the octagon structure of the school. Three dragon princes, four wolf nobles, and Price Dane, all shirtless and dappled in a dark substance that I quickly came to the gruesome realization was likely blood. They disappeared out of sight below the towers and, moments later, the all-clear came. 
I chewed my lip and wondered. I hadn’t been able to tell if anyone had been injured. I hoped Dane was ok. We may not be friends, but that didn’t mean I wished him physical injury. I paced. There was nothing wrong with sending him a message. It would be the kindly thing to do, from one allied kingdom to another.
I quickly made my way to the writing desk and wrote a carefully worded note.




Prince Daneatous of Carpathia,
Thankfully, we have received the all-clear. For the safety of our people, I hope that our champions are well and that the enemy has been vanquished.
- Princess Amelia of Avonlee


I waited for several minutes before a note returned in the handwriting of his emissary. 


Princess Amelia of Avonlee,
Thank you for your concern. All of our champions, the Bastion guard, and the professors are well. There were only minor injuries within the collaborative. The goblin advisories have been vanquished. 
Regards, 
His majesty, Prince Daneatious of Carpathia. 


Minor injuries? I guessed if I hadn’t taken the time to be personal, I couldn’t expect him to. A dictated formal letter from one of his emissaries was definitely impersonal.
I sighed as Cora emerged at the top of the stairwell. She looked to the note expectantly. 
“I saw them return unscathed,” I explained as I held out the emissary’s reply to her. 
“Even Prince Dorran?” she grumbled as she reached for the letter, lips pursed tightly together.  
“Yes,” I said quietly.
I felt bad for what had happened earlier. Even though I had enjoyed her heat of the moment response, which had been classic Cora, I didn’t enjoy the fact that she had been let down by the dragon prince.
“That’s too bad,” she said flippantly. “At least he will get my message when he returns to his tower.”
“You sent him a message?” I asked, trying to feel out just how upset she was about the whole mess. 
“Yeah, I’m not about to go to the dance or be seen anywhere with him. It’s not like I’m crushed or anything. He just tried to make me look like a fool, and you and I both know I’m not having that,” she seethed and handed me back my note. 
As she spoke, a paper dragon flew through the window. She read it aloud and, apparently, the dragon prince didn’t see why his dalliance with the Fae should affect their weekend plans. 
“Can you believe him?” Cora nearly growled.
Well, she definitely was not broken-hearted over the whole ordeal. I guess I wasn’t surprised. Cora was focused on her training first and foremost, but it was nice not to be the only one with relationship woes for once.
Cora and the dragon prince exchanged messages back and forth for some time. Clearly, he found Cora’s rejection of him enticing. He sent several pleading notes, and each time she found a new way to tell him to pound sand. Another note flew through the window, and Cora snatched it out of the air. Then she turned and looked at me with a half-grin. 
“It’s a wolf,” she held out her palm to extend it to me, “and it’s for you.” 
My heart began to race as I reached out and took it from her. 
As I carefully unfolded it, I recognized the prince’s seal. 


Amelia of Avonlee,
Thank you for your kindness this evening in both your goodwill and patience in putting up with me at the tournament today and in your inquiry this evening. I truly enjoyed the pleasure of your company and our walk. As for this evening's events, there is not a worry. We smote the enemy without having to call upon but a few of the nobility to assist. I assure you Carpathia stands ready to defend your good people, both in Avonlee and here at the Bastion. Extending the best of wishes to you for a pleasant evening. 
Always,
Dane.


I looked up from the correspondence to see Cora swatting at yet another paper dragon. Fed up with its pestering, she pulled her saber and executed absolute precision as she cut it in half with her sword. My lips turned up in a smile as I returned to my quarters. 
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I hadn’t been watching the competition from my tower, even though I had spelled a telescope to project a larger image on my wall. I was too busy pouting over the boy who had quickly turned into my nemesis. 
The little dragonling was becoming a nuisance. 
He had delayed me with an endeavor to trick the prince of Heinez into owing me a favor.  
Next, he interrupted my attempt to sneak into the potion maker’s quarters for the supplies I needed, forcing me to wait for my father to send them to me instead. 
Then just yesterday, he had prevented me from obtaining a magical talisman professor Braintree had confiscated from another student.  
Not to mention the situation with the human boy from Alstare in the hallway. That particular interruption hadn’t really mattered in the end. The boy had come to me later of his own accord with a request for a different matter, and I had gleaned the information I needed from him, anyway. But the other three had set me back. 
As the daughter of the goddess of chaos, I expected to be regularly facilitating woe and causing. . . well, a hell of a lot more chaos.
My night started to get interesting when Cora sent me a fuming letter about an unfavorable interaction with the eldest dragon prince. Her correspondence inquired as to whether I knew any spells to turn him into a toad. The fact was that I did, but I assumed her question to be rhetorical in nature. 
The sound of the crowd nearby proved to be too much of a distraction, so I spelled the outside sounds of the Bastion and Stadium inaudible. I needed to focus on my new plans to get the tasks I was behind on completed.
My stomach growled. Perhaps all I really needed was some brain food. With a few flicks of my wrist, my favorite dish from back home in Kearnox was simmering in a copper pot in the fireplace. I then set my resolve to hunker down in my chair and get to work.  
Only a few minutes had passed when, once again, I was disturbed; this time, by a knock at the door. 
“Ugh,” I groaned. It was odd that it had snuck up on me like that. I usually knew when company was coming, expected or otherwise. I made my way to the door and thrust it open only to find there was no one there. 
Strange. . .
I stepped back behind the door to close it, but at the same time, a raven-haired boy pushed it wide open and stepped inside. 
Roarke. This one’s got some nerve, doesn’t he?   
He brushed right past me into the room like he owned the place. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” I sneered. If he was this tenacious, it made me wonder what his older brothers must be like. 
“I didn’t see you at the tournament,” he said coolly. “I’m just checking to make sure everyone's ok after the attack.” He watched me, and I forced my face expressionless. 
Attack?

It was news to me, but little insurgents happen from time to time. I made a mental note to tell my father.
“Well then, please do come in.” I waved to the table, and he made his way toward it as I secured the door.
I cocked my head to the side as I regarded him. His concern was kind of cute. I think I will keep him around. His infatuation could be useful as a pet.
I waved a hand, and a second plate setting was set. We sat down. I poured him some of my decanted wine as I watched him plate his meal. 
Maybe he would spill some of his family secrets. Although, as a first-year, he probably didn’t have much dirt. If I worked it right, he’d get it from his brothers for me. 
I smiled, and he smiled back. 
He gobbled down the food. 
“Hungry much?” I asked as I watched him nearly inhale the first plate and go for seconds. 
“Starving,” he managed to reply between bites when his mouth wasn’t full. “This is really good.” There was a hint of surprise in his complement. 
“I’m good at everything,” I quipped back at him.
His eyes did that smolder thing again. Too bad he didn’t look more like his brothers. He must be a late bloomer.
He wiped his face with a napkin before he spoke.
“Of that, I have no doubt.” His wry smile alluded to the not so innocent nature of his thoughts.
It wasn’t uncommon for boys to mention the erotic quality about me, but when Roarke spoke of it, a weird nervousness flushed under my skin. He was able to set me off-kilter in a way no one else had ever been able to, but I’d never let it show. I ignored him. 
“So, tell me about Dorran? He seems to be a cad, doesn’t he?” I inquired, changing the topic. 
“Why do you ask? Are you into him?” His hand hovered near his glass as he watched me. 
Jealous, my pet?
“No, not personally. He was to attend the formal with my friend Lady Coranithe of Avonlee. She wrote me a scathing rant of his indiscretions earlier this evening. Apparently, he couldn’t keep his hands off of a certain Fae from Lorenia at the tournament,” I tsk’d as I picked up my glass. “Needless to say, not very becoming of a future king.”
“Ah, I see.” Roarke didn’t look the least bit shocked by the news. “Well, he’s already moved on to some human girl he saw in the hallway about ten minutes ago.” 
Oh, really?

Prince Dorran was leaving a trail of broken hearts in his wake. How delightfully devious. Perhaps he was growing on me. Maybe I was into him, after all. 
“Sounds like he really gets around,” I chuckled lightly. 
“Yeah, but none of it matters. He’s betrothed to a skilled dragoness warrior. He’s allowed frivolity by contract. Guiana is five years his elder, but there are very few women left in our culture, so there wasn’t much of a choice. Our people want the future queen to be dragoness.” He shrugged again. “It is what it is.”
Interesting. . . betrothed. 
That could be useful. Perhaps my little dragonling would be more helpful than I thought.
I poured him more wine. He swallowed it down. 
“Well, that’s quite the surprise.” I smiled as I again poured him more wine, eager to keep him talking.  
“Actually, it’s common knowledge in Dragonia.” He made it sound like no big deal. “Their marriage decree is a matter of public record.” 
Still, it was valuable information here at the Bastion. It didn’t seem to be common knowledge amongst the girls here. The noble ladies of the other five kingdoms were definitely not read up on Dragonian marriage decrees. There may still be a way to use it to my advantage. 
“What about Dax? Is he a breaker of hearts like the future king?” 
Roarke’s gaze focused on my lips and his eyes did that smoldering thing of his.  A tingle raced up my spine. 
“No. Straight-laced as they come,” he replied.
I poured more wine, emptying the bottle.
Good to know.
He looked down at the glass and frowned.
“You should know that dragons aren’t affected by mortal alcohol. Only the finest mead fermented in the springs of Dragonia’s deepest ravines will do the trick. Nice try, though,” he simpered.
Even better to know.
He drained his glass and tossed his napkin on his plate.
“Sorry to drink all your wine and run, but you shouldn’t have had it anyway.” He rose and winked. His stormy gray-green eyes smoldered at me again. “Thanks for dinner, Kessara.”
Then, he turned and left my quarters. I twirled the glass in my fingers as he shut the door behind him.
I had made a rookie mistake with the wine, and yet, he’d still given me valuable information, anyway.
If anything, tonight I’d learned from that look he had given me that no mead would be needed to get him to bend to my will. 
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Thwack. The dagger hit the center of a piece of scrap wood I'd scrounged up from an old maintenance closet in the convocation room.
After the attack, the formal had been canceled. I was thankful that I wouldn't have to see that creep Dorran again. Not that I was super upset or anything, more frustrated that he had thought I was an easy mark. 
While the rest of us were confined to our towers, a hunting party from each kingdom was out searching the exterior perimeter of the wall for any potential infiltrators. 
The goblin attack directly on the Bastion had been very bold, bolder than I'd ever heard of in the years after the Siege of Shadows. It was so concerning that even the sovereigns of the seven kingdoms were worked up. So, we remained on lockdown in the Bastion. 
I pulled the dagger from the wood and sheathed it next to its twin in the holster hanging on the back of my closet door. If they didn't call off our restrictions soon, I would probably start climbing the walls.
After making sure my daggers were safely stored away, I decided to go seek out my cousin. I found Amelia in her favorite spot out on the terrace reading. She had been staying suspiciously close to the balcony since Friday night. I assumed that maybe she was hoping for another message.
I leaned up against the stone of the archway with my arms folded.
"So, how did it go after I bailed on you Friday night?" I asked, taking note of the way she gave a tiny jump as if I'd startled her. "I've been meaning to tell you sorry about that, by the way." 
"It was alright. There is no need to apologize." She barely glanced up from her book on healing spells
So it was going to be like that, was it? 
"Alright, don't play coy with me. I know you too well." I narrowed my eyes at her as if willing her to feel the heat of my glare, even though she hadn't yet bothered to look at me.
As if she could sense it, her eyes finally strayed upward from her book, and she blinked.
"Prince Daneatous and I watched part of the tournament while we waited for you to return. It wasn't terrible for once. Then, the alarm sounded, and I came back here," she said plainly.
She was just as bad as he was when it came to opening up sometimes. I'd have to try another angle.
"You came back because of the attack?" I asked casually, twirling a strand of my strawberry-blonde hair through my fingers, acting as if this conversation didn't have any kind of huge impact on the entire future of both Avonlee and Carpathia. Like it was no big deal. . . none whatsoever.
"Yes." She marked her page with a silver bookmarker and folded the book closed in her lap. She was now giving me her full attention.
"So, you would have considered staying in his company longer if that hadn't happened?" I tried to be as casual in my tone as possible. 
She looked deep in thought.
Oh. My. Gods!
My lips twitched as I fought to keep from smiling. 
"Yes, I believe I would have considered it," she admitted.
She was unusually guarded. She had never been that way about her feelings for Adam in the past. She had gushed on and on over him. Nor had she been guarded in the past about how much she hated Dane. Now she wasn't against the idea of spending more time with him? 
Holy crow. This was a huge step in the right direction, but she didn't seem to want to make a big deal about it. There was something in her demeanor that said she didn't really want to talk about it anymore.
So, I simply replied, "Well, that's good that the two of you are getting along. It's better for everyone."
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The last few days stuck inside on lockdown had been frustrating, even for me, the recently self-imposed hermit. Being cooped up with someone with as much energy as Cora was equivalent to witnessing a textbook case of cabin fever setting in. Needless to say, when Monday morning finally arrived and we returned to classes, it was a huge relief to everyone. 
I hadn't received any more correspondences, so when I saw Prince Dane and his emissaries in the hallway after lunch, I motioned for Cora to follow me in their direction. The prince smiled as we approached.
"Princess Amelia, Lady Cora," he greeted us. "To what do we owe this pleasure?" 
"I know we have already spoken by correspondence, but I wanted to say thank you in person." As I spoke, my hand reached out toward his arm in a subconscious show of sincerity. It was a normal and natural reaction between friends. Were we friends?
"Think nothing of it, princess." He smiled, but when my fingers brushed his forearm, he winced, and his features contorted into a barely controlled snarl of pain.
I quickly pulled my fingers away, and my gaze focused on a lump beneath his shirt. I don't know what possessed me, but I grabbed onto his wrist and carefully pulled back his sleeve. He didn't try to stop me; he just watched me in surprise. 
Within moments, I had revealed the edges of a wrapped and tied off cloth bandage. When I looked up to Dane’s stoic disposition, I noticed his emissaries exchange glances of concern.
"May I?" I gestured toward the bandage. 
"I don't think you will really want to, princess." His face was stern.
"Oh, I really want to," I assured him in a defiant tone.
His lips formed a thin line, but he didn't protest any further. I began to undress the wound, encouraged by the fact that, once again, he didn't try to stop me. 
When I was finally able to unravel the last of the bandage, I was disturbed to find that his forearm was an array of ugly and angry shades of greenish-blue, red, and yellow. It was most definitely something to be concerned about.
I shot him a displeased stare.
"I thought there were no serious injuries?" I furrowed my brow.
"There aren't," he finally said, keeping his eyes glued to my face. "It just takes longer for vampire venom to work its way out. That, and with my expedited regeneration, I have to keep reopening the wound to secrete it." He shrugged the shoulder of the opposite arm from the one I was holding. 
"Vampires? I thought it was goblins?" I asked as I began carefully wrapping the arm back up and then gently tied off the cloth.
He looked around the hallway to make sure none of the other students bustling around the hallway were listening in on our conversation.
"I'd prefer not to cause any undue alarm," he said in a low voice that rumbled something up inside of me. He nodded toward an empty classroom and I followed him inside.
Cora waited with Dane’s emissaries outside the open doorway, striking up a casual conversation.
"It was both,” Dane explained when he was certain there was no one else in the classroom. "I dispatched the vampires myself. I wouldn't risk allowing other students to face them and the dragons probably would have burned the city down. Don't worry yourself over it, princess. It's nothing but an annoyance, really." His expression was light-hearted, but I had seen that bite, and it absolutely needed a healer's attention.
"Lady Celeste once mentioned that there is a Fae spell to remove vampire venom. Let me speak with her. I'm sure she would agree to help me heal you," I suggested, not bothering to conceal my tone of concern. "Venom could cause a nasty infection if not properly treated." 
"I'm fine, Amelia, really," he protested despite the crooked smile that had formed on his lips. 
"I insist. It's no imposition. Please, meet me in the Avonlee convocation room this evening, around seven? You'll feel better, and it will help with my healing training. I'm happy to do it." I wasn't letting him get his way on this.
I was prepared for an argument, but suddenly those honey eyes went gentle on me. 
"If you so desire, princess, I am helpless to refuse," he nearly whispered in response.
I could feel the blush of my skin as I nodded my farewell and headed off to class.
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Our collective footsteps echoed down the corridor. Anxious to get to my meeting with the princess, Ivan, Ellis, and I arrived several minutes early.
I wasn't surprised to see Cora waiting for us outside the entrance with Avonlee's herald. The impassive scowl on her face said it all; I was in trouble. I wondered how long she had been standing out here waiting to lay into me. 
I approached cautiously as she assessed me through narrowed eyes. I had learned never to underestimate what my new spitfire of a friend was capable of.
"What the Hades were you thinking?" she hissed and crossed her arms. "Going off on your own to fight at least two vampires by yourself. You had no idea what you were walking into! It could have been a trap. Did that even cross your thick skull for a moment?" 
She must have heard the full story from someone who had been there. I shot an accusatory glance in my emissary's direction, but they had both become extremely interested in the construction of the ceiling and the floor. 
"Don't look at them. This is your fault, not theirs," Cora snapped at me, returning my attention to her. "I swear if you mess up our chances at the Champions tournament, I am going to amputate that thing myself." She angrily pointed a finger at my arm.
For being such a little thing, gods, she could be scary when she wanted to. I smiled and held my hands up in surrender.
"I know, and I'm sorry."
As I apologized, her composure softened a bit. She must have been expecting me to put up a fight.
"You have an odd and angry way of showing your concern, Cora, but I appreciate it," I told her.
"Yeah, well, you're an idiot,”she jabbed before motioning me to follow her. "I didn't want to be informal with you in front of Celeste. I could stand out here all night and lecture you, but the princesses are waiting for you." She followed the herald inside and waited at parade rest as he announced me. Still annoyed by my actions, her eyes shot daggers at me as I passed.  
"Princess Amelia, Lady Celeste," I greeted as I made my way toward them. Even though Celeste was, in fact, a princess, the Fae did not use the term in their culture to refer to themselves.  
"Prince Daneatious," Amelia greeted me before stepping forward and taking my wrist. With the gentlest touch, she began tenderly unwrapping the bandage. 
"From what I observed earlier, I am quite concerned about the condition of the wound,” she spoke directly to Lady Celeste.
I said nothing, happy instead to watch her in quiet awe.
There was no sense of hesitance in her touch. I couldn't help but wonder if her forward behavior was because she was finally feeling comfortable around me or if it was out of a healer's need to set straight to the task at hand. Either way, I was elated to see that she didn't seem the least bit intimidated by me any longer.  
"Yes," Lady Celeste replied, her dark springy ringlets fell around her face as she studied the bite. "It may very well be infected. We will need to use magic to pull the venom from the wound. Then, we will apply a salve to help it heal. I've brought most of the ingredients. I will get set up over there, and then we can begin."
"Thank you," Amelia replied as she pulled the last bit of bandages from my arm. I felt a little guilty for not having registered a word they had been saying about my injury. I'd been too wrapped up in Amelia's touch to function properly. Her hazel eyes fluttered up to mine, and a light blush flushed her cheeks. 
"We will do our best not to let it hurt too much," she said sweetly, but there was a hint of nervousness in her tone. 
"I heal fast," I assured her. "Well, not with this injury apparently, but in general." Why did I always sound like a blundering fool when I talked to her? "No need to worry, princess. I can take a little pain."
She nodded, as if not surprised by my answer in the least.
After a few more minutes, she stole another peek at me again from under those long lashes before quickly looking down again and biting the inside of her lip. If she only knew what that did to me. She had a habit of biting her lip when she was nervous, and it never failed to send my pulse up a few notches.
"Uh, I have something for you," I said before I lost all hope of finding my nerve. With my free hand, I carefully pulled a crushed green velvet drawstring pouch containing the amulet I had commissioned for her several weeks ago from my pocket. "I know that you sent it back before, but I thought it might help with this." I gestured to my arm.
"Dane, I don't know what to say." Amelia's expression turned conflicted.  
"You don't have to say anything. Just give it a try." I shrugged and held out hope that she wouldn't reject me, yet again, in front of everyone. She hesitated as she dragged her bottom lip under her teeth, and then finally nodded. A winning smile flashed across my face in response to her reply, but that smile quickly fell away when I lifted my arms to put it around her neck. An excruciating pain radiated all the way up to my shoulder. My forearm didn't even allow me the strength to work the clasp. 
As I winced through the pain, I found myself starting to believe that Amelia had been right all along. This may be more severe than I had originally thought. In my peripheral, I saw Cora's signature eye roll before she huffed and stepped toward us. 
"I'll do it." She held out her hand for the necklace, and I placed it in her tiny palm. 
"Thank you," I replied as she positioned herself behind Amelia. 
"Don't thank me. I'll do whatever it takes to get that sword arm back in action," she huffed, but I knew that Cora's frustration showed just how much she cared.
She reached up over Amelia's head and, as she worked the clasp, I heard her mumble something along the lines of
‘can't believe he's such an idiot’ under her breath. Amelia chuckled. Apparently, she'd heard it too.
Once secured around her neck, the princess looked up at me, and her fingers reached up to softly touch the amulet. 
"Thank you." She smiled sweetly before she turned and made her way over to Celeste for instruction on preparing the salve.
They each passed small vials of coriander, stardust, and various potions to one another before taking turns carefully adding ingredients to the concoction. After a few moments, both princesses returned to me with their supplies. 
"Please come sit," Lady Celeste instructed, motioning to a chair she had set near the center of the room.
Amelia carried the salve over and set it on the side table. She placed an empty bowl beneath my arm and settled down onto a footrest next to the chair which gave her the best access to my injury. Amelia listened attentively to Celeste's instruction while I calmly observed the interaction between the two of them. 
"You'll need to cut the wound open with this," Lady Celeste directed as she handed Amelia a sharp, sterile dagger. "Then, immediately start the incantation we practiced earlier. You don't want to give him time to heal, or you will have to start all over."      
Amelia nodded.
Clenching the dagger in her hand, she gave me a hesitant glance. I extended my arm out toward her, assuring her it was ok. Her throat bobbed once before she carefully brought the steel tip down into the bite. With a motion that was both surprisingly gentle and accurate, she quickly sliced through the wound. I winced only slightly as the gash was opened, but she still mouthed an apologetic sorry. 
She took a deep breath and prepared herself. Her hands floated above the wound, and her lips moved softly as she murmured soundless words. After a few brief moments, she began to pull the venom out with her magic. I watched her work with her eyes closed tight in concentration.
She was simply beautiful.
After a moment, a steady trickle of reddish-black ooze leaked from the cut and drained into the bowl Amelia had placed. As the last of the venom dripped into the bowl, the pressure in my arm dissipated, and the throbbing began to slowly subside. 
A hint of nervousness rushed over me as Amelia began to gently clean the wound. I could hardly believe that she was touching me. As she worked, I couldn't help but hold on to any hope that she would look up and give me even the tiniest sign her feelings might be changing, even in the slightest bit.
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I watched the steady rise and fall of his chest as I bandaged his arm. I was doing anything to avoid looking into those honey eyes that were so intently focused on me. His pleasant scent made me reminiscent of the arctic woods, and it was more than a little distracting this close.
Celeste and her emissaries had already started packing up their belongings now that the task was complete.
"There, you're all set." I patted the middle of his warm hard chest twice to let him know I was done.
Still avoiding his gaze, I gathered some of the healing items. When I rose to start gathering up the materials we had used, he did the same.
"Is there anything I can do to help you?" he asked as if unsure what to do next. 
"I think we have it handled," I replied.
Honestly, I was a bit astounded that the mighty wolf prince would offer to do anything that most royalty would see as so beneath him, but these days he seemed to be doing his best to surprise me.
"You should just take it slow until the wound has healed," I instructed as he carefully pulled his sleeve back down over the bandage. 
"I'm sure it will be as good as new in no time,” he replied as Lady Celeste and her entourage approached, prepared to take their leave.  
"Thank you, Lady Celeste, for all of your guidance." I rose to bid her farewell. 
"Of course. You did well." She patted my arm. "I will see you later this week for our practice."  
While Prince Dane thanked the Fae princess for her help and  they exchanged farewells, I began busying myself with cleaning the dagger I had used to slice him open. I still couldn't believe I had done that. It both scared and excited me; more so the latter.
I was so wrapped up in what I was doing that I didn't notice when Cora and the prince's emissaries followed Celeste out into the hallway, leaving Dane and I alone together. Suddenly aware of my awkward situation, I tried to keep myself busy with tidying up.
"Amelia," his voice was soft as he took a step toward me.
I reached for the bowl on the side table.  
"Really, don't worry about cleaning up. I have a whole staff to do it."
I chanced a quick glance up at him. He was standing right in front of me now. He towered over me, but not in the way he had in the past. His presence was still just as commanding, but not threatening in any way. There was a calmness about him, and that aggressive energy he seemed to always radiate at different frequencies was all but nonexistent.
I quickly looked away as he took the bowl from my hands and set it back onto the table.
To stifle my nervous exhale, I raked my teeth over my lip and began to wring my hands together.
Dane reached down and lightly clasped my left hand in his palm, sending a sudden tingling sensation to my fingers and toes. I could have pulled away, but I didn't. 
He gently hooked a finger under my chin and tilted my face upward toward his. When I finally met his eyes, he smiled warmly at me. There was no anger or frustration there, just kindness.
My heart was thundering like a team of runaway horses when his hand slowly traced along my jawline. The feel of his skin against mine was awaking something within me, and instinctively I tilted into the touch. He stopped when he reached my ear and tucked a strand of my hair behind it. 
Our eyes locked on one another he leaned forward ever so slightly, and I bit my lip. A surge of flutters erupted in my chest as my gaze shifted to his lips and back again. My breath hitched when his lips parted.   
"Thank you," he stated with a sincerity I had never witnessed in him before.
Then, before I even knew what was happening, he nodded his head in respectful farewell and turned away, leaving me absolutely reeling.
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With the flick of my wrist, the stack of books soared across the room and shelved themselves into their places. With a deep sigh, I rose from my chair and stalked the perimeter of my consortium, wrought with boredom.
I hadn't seen my shadow of a dragonling in nearly three weeks, not since the night of the attacks during the fall tournament. In his absence, I'd had so much success that I was far ahead on my active plots. 
Thus, everything had halted to a complete standstill.
My hand mindlessly toyed with my necklace, sliding the pendant back and forth on its long golden chain. The only excitement in the suddenly mundane mood at the Bastion had been the scandal that had occurred the evening prior. 
A handful of the Fae nobles from Heinez had snuck out of the Bastion and into Laramidia. Unfortunately for them, fun and frivolity wasn't the only thing waiting for them amongst the night life of the capital's streets. Rumor has it that they narrowly escaped with their lives. 
An idea popped into my head. Perhaps I should consult my father. Maybe he would have more details on the events that transpired in Laramidia, or at least another task for me to complete. I took the steps up to my quarters. 
When I reached the scrying mirror I sent a pulse out to call for him, but after a few minutes my call went unanswered. It  meant he must be traveling. I was disappointed. Sure, he'd get back to me later, but I needed amusement now.
I plopped down onto the chase, disrupting the silken pillows. 
Perhaps it was time for me to entertain the idea of a relationship. Like my father had said, this was to be a journey, not a jaunt, and I had an image to portray. It would only be for the visual appeal, of course. I still needed to be seen as the misunderstood daughter of the nefarious sorcerer. What better way to come across as just another teenage girl than to fawn over a boyfriend?
Maybe I could break up a happy couple or two along the way, shredding alliances in the process. 
I had my choice of the boys. Well, except for the wolf Prince, Dane of Carpathia, due to his whole Fated-ness and all. Although, he thought I didn't know about that. Of course, I did. I wasn't a fool. Not that it mattered. I wasn't really all that interested in him, and I was soon to be owed a favor from him anyway. I'd cash it in when the time seemed fit. 
Now, to figure out where a relationship would be the most beneficial. Where didn't I already have a liaison?  
The humans were far too easy to manipulate for me to waste my time.
Werewolf? Maybe.
Dragon? Well, there's an interesting thought, and I was only too sure my little pet would be oh-so willing to help me there. That was, if he ever decided to show up again. I'd have to put that on the back burner for now. Although, I had to admit the idea of dating one of his brothers to spite him for his little disappearing act was quite entertaining. Nevertheless, it was still probably a bad idea to aggravate the willing pawn I already had.
Fae it is, then. Now, just who will the lucky boy be?
As far as the Fae go, there were two options: Heinez and Lorenia. My father had an aversion to targeting the Lorenian princes or their sister, Lady Celeste, for any reason whatsoever, likely due to an old soft spot he once harbored for their mother, Queen Diya. He'd given me an absurd directive to avoid the Lorenian royalty if at all possible, which made my choice rather easy. 
Heinez it was.  
Unfortunately, their prince would probably be leaving the Bastion, if he hadn't left already, to face an inquiry over the incident with the wounded students. He had not been involved as far as I knew, but he was their leader here at the Bastion, and I was certain he was going to be in some deep trouble back home. That meant it could be quite some time before he returned. 
I didn't like the idea of waiting too long, so one of his lords would just have to do. 
And I knew just the one. 
With a self-satisfied smirk, I quickly waved to my quill and it went to work. Within moments the note flew out of the balcony, and I had found myself a new project.
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A surge of my magic pressed against Kessara's. She grinned at me.
"You're getting stronger,” she said as she began to withdraw her own force back within herself.
In other words, she was conceding to a stalemate. I knew she could easily take our duel to the next level, but she had seemed more interested in putting on a show for someone this evening. The sound of applause drew my attention to the only spectator in the Dome. 
"You two were fantastic out there!" Lazarus, the son of a Fae lord from Heinez, complimented us as he approached from where he had been watching on the sidelines.
Kessara's eyes immediately roamed over him like he was her favorite dessert. 
I still wasn't sure why she had invited him to join us, but she certainly seemed to have a sudden interest in impressing him. I could only hope he knew what he was getting himself into with Kessara. She was way out of his league, and while Kessara and I had an amicable relationship, I knew very well that she dabbled in dealmaking that often ventured into the less than on the straight and narrow. 
I could only wonder what her end game was with the now-temporary leader of the Heinez. 
Lazarus was attractive enough as far as Fae go, tall and symmetrically featured, but not anywhere near Kessara's class in the looks department. Then again, with looks like hers, who was?
He tucked his almost shoulder-length sandy colored hair behind his pointed ears as she sauntered toward him. A haughty grin was plastered across his face.
"You're quite enticing, Lady Kessara. I hope you will give me a chance to learn more about your magic next time we meet,” he complimented her when she reached him.  
I was quickly getting that I'm-the-third-chariot-wheel feeling again. It was about time to bow out and give them some space. 
"It seems the two of you have quite a bit to talk about." I nodded toward the exit. "I will catch up with you later, Kessara." 
"Nonsense, Cora. This is our sparring time. I merely invited Lazarus here to catch a glimpse of what we are capable of."
She flipped her long silky dark hair and shot one of her gorgeous smiles at him. He basked in her attention with an entirely smitten expression on his face.
"Give us a few minutes, and then we'll go for another round?" she added, looking back at me. 
“Alright," I nodded and left them to their flirting.
Something was up. Kessara had never given a single boy at the school a second glance. Well, that wasn't true. The youngest dragon prince always seemed to grab her attention when we saw him about the Bastion. I wasn't sure if there was something else going on there, maybe a battle of wits or wills. She did a great job of keeping things under her sleeve, but whatever it was. . . there was certainly something.
A few moments later, Kessara was headed back in my direction.
"So, what was that all about?" I asked as I took a swig of my canteen.
She looked over toward Lazarus's figure before he disappeared through the doors. She gave something akin to a dispassionate shrug and started removing her gloves. 
"Lazarus has shown some interest and he asked me to the winter formal. I'm considering it." She tossed her gloves in her bag and grabbed her own water.
For a girl who was just flirting her pants off out there, she sure seemed meh about him now.
I scrunched my nose. 
"Well, let's just say he's not the type I'd like to see dating a friend," I admitted, and she let out a chuckle. 
"You don't like him?" She asked as her blue eyes danced with amusement.   
"It's not that. He's just not what I would have expected for you if that makes sense. I think you could do better, don't you think?"
I had heard rumors about Lazarus that he was a bit of a schemer. Although, I guess Kessara could sympathize with being labeled as such. Maybe that was part of his appeal.
"Boys may drool all over themselves when it comes to this," she motioned her hands down the curves of her body, "but you'll find that most don't have the courage to look me in the eye, let alone speak to me. My options are woefully limited." She lifted one of her perfectly arched brows before taking a sip from her canteen.
It struck me as sad that it was that way for her. It was something I had never really thought about before.
I couldn't help but wonder what type of obstacles would present themselves for me when I was finally ready to join the dating world myself.  
"Is he why you were wearing those?" I asked, assuming that Kessara had chosen to wear gloves to help suppress her magic while he watched. 
"Some people have to earn your trust. He hasn't yet,” she replied honestly.
I appreciated the way Kessara, like me, didn't beat around the bush. She was very guarded about her magic. I don't think she even practiced with anyone else, other than her father. It was kind of humbling, actually.
I chuckled.
"So, you'd consider dating him and going to the dance together, but not showing him your magic?" I pointed out as we stepped back out onto the hewed marble floor of the Dome's practice area together. 
"Well, you've got to start somewhere, haven't you?" She grinned as she stopped and settled into her starting stance. "Now, let's really get to work, shall we?" 
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I sauntered out into the hallway after my sparring session with Cora feeling quite pleased with myself. Lazarus was nearly putty in my hands, and I was certain that as soon as he'd left the coliseum, he'd begun to spread the word about his new girlfriend. It would be all over the school by morning. Kessara of Kearnox was officially off the market. 
I hadn't let Cora in on my decision to agree to a relationship with the Fae boy, choosing instead to let her think I was on the fence. She was pretty astute, and I knew she was already curious about my motives. Jumping into a relationship with the Fae would surely raise red flags for her, but I planned to stick it out with him for a while to draw off suspicions.   
As I passed into the hallway toward my tower, a familiar heady scent of smoke and sandalwood permeated the air. 
My little dragonling. Back from wherever he's been, huh? And he came looking for me.
One corner of my ruby red lips tilted upward.
This day just keeps getting better.
A sly smile spread across my face before I whirled around and, in my surprise, I nearly shouted.
"What the hell happened to you!" At first, I thought I had mistaken the eldest dragon prince for the youngest, but the way those smoldering eyes stared back at me, I knew I hadn't been mistaken. 
Roarke had changed. Gone were any remnants of the boy I had known. Standing before me now was an absolute masculine spectacle to behold. What once were boyish attributes had been carved out into a strong jawline and gorgeous manly features. He was at least a foot taller than me now, probably more, with arms that were now thicker than tree trunks. Sharp tribal tattoos peeked out from his shirt and down his arm.
"Firerok," he replied as he watched me with a smirk on his face.
I was floored, and he was enjoying my reaction.
"What the hell is Firerok?" I suddenly realized I was gaping, and I never gape. I snapped my mouth shut.
"It's the dragon coming of age ceremony." He grinned at the sight of me stunned.
Had he been expecting this reaction? Maybe even waiting for it? From his amused expression, it sure as hell looked like he had been. That frustrated me. I hated being caught off guard.  
How did I not know about this?
As if in response to my speechless ogling, he elaborated, “It's a ritual with two weeks of intense training and trials." Those greenish-gray eyes tracked my every movement as he casually leaned against the stone wall of the corridor, cool and confident, as if he hadn't a care in the world.  
So that's where he'd been. 
"And tattoos?" My tone was cooler now, more composed now that I was overcoming my shock.
His eyes flickered over his arms, crossed at his chest, and then back up to me.  
"They're inscribed by magic and are ancient symbols of our people. Not everyone receives them. The magic of our ancestors decides who is worthy. They tell the story of who I am to become. My destiny, of sorts,” he relayed with a proud and somewhat mischievous smile. 
"Yes. . . well. . . good for you and your destiny and all that.”
I placed one hand on my hip as I managed to snap myself back into my usual calculated demeanor. My fingers on my other hand toyed with the necklace that rested at my chest. His eyes did that smoldering thing, and I had to bite my lip to keep from gaping again.             
When did it get so hot in here? 
"Good seeing you, Kessara." He smiled a brilliant-white, perfect smile as he brushed past me and I couldn't help but turn to watch him go.
My, my, my. . .
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Professor Sophorus was about as interesting as a sack of potatoes. I guess it wasn't really his fault. I had other things on my mind. 
It had almost been three weeks since Amelia and I had exchanged more than a few polite hellos in the corridors. We hadn't really had much interaction since the day she healed my arm.
That night I had wanted more than anything to hold her in my arms, but I had to gently coax her into even making eye contact with me and, even though I had wanted so badly to kiss her, I had forced myself to leave. I hadn't wanted to push my luck and send her back into avoiding me. 
That didn't stop me from replaying the whole thing over and over again in my head. It was a huge revelation knowing she hadn't wanted me to be in pain and had been willing to touch me. It was the kind of concern she would give most anyone other than me, and by comparison, it was almost night and day to when the school year had started. 
It was slow progress, but progress nonetheless. If I was going to survive whatever this was, I couldn't risk allowing anything to come between us, and that meant one thing. I would soon need to pay a visit to the Necromancer's daughter. I couldn't leave any loose ends like that open. 
As far as my intentions with Amelia were concerned, my plan had been to wait it out and let her come to me when she was ready, but that was before last night. Ever since I had received the news that three Fae students had snuck out to Laramidia and had been brutally attacked, I had a visceral need to see her. Even though I knew she hadn't been involved, my protective instinct wouldn't be quelled until I laid my eyes upon her.
I spent the entire last period anxiously tapping my toe beneath the table, waiting on the final bell to toll. I swear time was standing still.
After what seemed like an eternity, it finally rang. I shot up to my feet, out of the doorway, and headed straight for the library. I knew she spent a fair amount of time amongst the stacks of books and scrolls. As luck would have it, I was also in need of a book for my Inter-kingdom Etiquette and Customs class, which was the perfect cover in case she happened to see me there.
Almost as soon as I was inside the library's massive wooden doors, I could smell her intoxicating scent. It only took me a few moments to spot her across the room, and a rush of relief quenched my anxiety. She freely roamed about the stacks, obviously in her safe space and entirely in her element.
After a moment, she disappeared behind a shelf of books not far from where I stood. I waited a few minutes before backing into the aisle behind me, hoping I might be able to see where she went on the far end. 
In my haste, I bumped into someone, almost knocking them over. My quick reflexes sprang into action, and I caught the other student around the waist with my arm. It only took me a second to recognize those beautiful hazel eyes staring back at mine.
"Amelia,” my voice came out as almost a whisper, and I cleared my throat to get rid of the lump that had suddenly formed there.
"Prince Dane." She bowed her head.
I had hoped we had moved past the formalities, but at least she wasn't giving me hateful daggers anymore. I will call that progress.
"I'm sorry, I didn't know you were there," I said, shaking my head.
What the heck was I supposed to say? I was so desperate to make sure you were ok that I followed you? No, gods no, that wouldn't go over well.
"My mind has been a bit out of sorts lately," I managed to get out before, once again, I was hopelessly lost in that hazel gaze before me and drowning in the sight of her.
I carefully removed my arm from around her waist, making sure she was steady on her feet as I did.
"It's the attacks on those students," she said, nodded in understanding. "They have us all a little on edge these days."
"Yes. Well, partly."
As soon as I let her go, I longed to touch her, to hold her, but I kept my hands to myself.
I rubbed my neck, suddenly feeling awkward.
"I came here to find a book on Fae customs," I explained. "I'm ashamed to admit I don't know much about this library." I glanced around, honestly having no idea where to start.
"Oh, those references are in the section pertaining to traditions and etiquette," Amelia replied helpfully. "I can help you find it if you would like?"
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt your afternoon,” I replied.
I hadn't meant to inconvenience her. I just wanted to be sure she was OK.
"Oh, it's alright. I was just looking for a ladder," she sighed. "The next book in the healing series I've been studying is shelved just a bit too high for me to reach, but it can wait."
"Which one is it? I could get it down for you," I said, knowing I was at least half a foot taller than her.
Her face brightened up a bit.
"That would be great. It's just around the other side on the next set of shelves." She pointed around the stacks.
I followed her like some lost puppy dog begging for attention. When did I become so pathetic? Still, somehow it felt more right than just about anything I'd done in my life.
"It's that one, right there," she said, pointing to a large book with a golden colored spine, and I easily plucked from the shelf for her.
"Thank you.” Her voice was quiet, almost breathless.
Our fingertips brushed as I passed her the book.
"My pleasure, princess."
Our eyes locked onto one another's, and for once, she didn't immediately look away.
"Um, the reference books you need are this way," she finally said after a few moments, breaking the trance.
I fell into step beside her as she led me through the library.
"Have you heard any more about what happened in Laramidia?" she asked as she glanced over to me for a moment and then continued, "We were given rather vague details about the fae that were injured, other than that they snuck out."
"Well, two of them suffered rather gruesome injuries, but will likely recover. From the account I had been given, the third was lucky to be found alive at all," I replied, leaving out the gory details. 
"That's worse than I had anticipated," a hint of surprise and worry laced her tone. 
"You are safe here at the Bastion, Amelia," I assured her. There was no way I would ever allow anything to happen to her. 
"Do you think he will be alright?" she asked as we passed a handful of female students gathered around one of the tables. They watched me with interest, exchanging whispers and giggling. One even gave me a shy little wave. I ignored the attention and kept my eyes focused on the princess.
Amelia raised an amused eyebrow at them before she looked up to me again, awaiting my reply.
"I'm not sure. Prince Fasian and his emissaries have been recalled to Heinez, and Lazarus is in charge of the Heinez students for now. I'm not as familiar with Lazarus as I am with Fasian to inquire after an update. I am sure the school or our parents will let us know eventually," I replied.
"I didn't know that you and Prince Fasian were close? Especially after. . ." she trailed off mercifully, deciding against venturing into the subject of my idiotic and disappointing show of force at the tournament several weeks ago. Not that I could forget what a huge mistake that had been.
I could feel the embarrassment flush across my skin, and my ears suddenly felt heated. I cleared my throat.
"We are training some of his warriors. He wanted to be sure that we continued in his absence. Especially after what happened," I replied awkwardly.
“Cora will be disappointed," Amelia said as we passed the grouping of tables in the middle of the open library rotund.
"Yes, she was really looking forward to working with him." I scratched the stubble on my chin. "He did mention his twin sister will be arriving later this week. She will be overseeing the turrets while he is away for the inquiry. He may be gone for several weeks."
"The princess? I didn't even know Fasian had a sister. I wonder why she didn't come at the start of term?" she replied thoughtfully.
"She's a spiritualist and was considering committing herself to the temple. I guess they didn't feel it was necessary to send her before."  
"It was a similar situation for my sister Reesa. She stayed in Avonlee for the same reasons." She nodded in understanding. "Do you think the princess of Heinez would be willing to teach Cora, instead?" Amelia asked hopefully.
I shook my head.
"I'm not sure, but she certainly will be busy getting to know her way around Bastion. It may be difficult for her to find time to commit to anything more." I looked down at the floor to avoid seeing her disappointment.
"I hope you know how much Cora appreciates all that you have done for her. As do I,” she said sweetly after a few moments.
I gave her a humble smile. The truth was that there wasn't much I wouldn't do for the two of them these days.
Our conversations always seemed to veer toward Cora. Perhaps she thought her cousin was the only thing we had in common, which left me wondering if, in fact, she was the only thing we had in common.
I chanced a look at the books she carried and an equestrian volume caught my eye.
"Do you have an interest in horses?" I asked, nodding to her stack.
"Yes, I spent a great deal of time at the stables and the indoor arena in Avonlee. I miss it." There was a hint of nostalgia in her voice. 
"I quite enjoy them myself. I have a massive ebony gilding back home. He can be a handful, but we get along. The trick is to bribe him with apples and sugar cubes," I chuckled.
"You ride?" she replied in a tone so stunned that she actually stopped in her tracks.
"Of course. Why do you seem surprised?" I tilted my head, and she gave me a gentle shrug of her shoulder. 
"Well, it's just that you're a werewolf. . . You know what I mean," she replied with a shy smile, and we began walking again. 
"I'm afraid I don't, princess. You'll have to give me more than that," I chuckled as we made our way around the first shelf in the reference section. 
"Well, why wouldn't you just shift? You could travel just as fast as a wolf." she asked as she broke her gaze from the volumes to look at me.
I chuckled again.
"Yes, we could, but you'll find showing up places sans clothing can be rather awkward and usually very inappropriate."
She blushed, and I tried to force the idea of her picturing me naked out of my mind.
"Besides, you can bring more things along with you by horseback. Like clothing, for example." 
"That makes sense," she said as she stopped at a row of shelves.
I was aware that, once again, our time together was about to end far too soon.
Amelia began scanning the titles for the book I had been looking for.
"Most Carpathians prefer their human versions to their wolf. There are some that choose the opposite, but the wolf can be more temperamental. It's easier to stay in human form," I continued explaining.
"I've always wondered why you didn't stay wolves most of the time,” she replied.
"Ah-ha! There's your book." She pointed out a tall book on the third row.
"Ah, thank you." I pulled the book from the shelf. 
"Well, I had better get going. I'm to meet with Lady Celeste shortly for another practice session." Amelia's big hazel eyes met mine and my heart yearned to finally speak the truth, to explain to her how desperately I needed there to be an us, and to finally tell her we were Fated. Unfortunately, I knew that  now wasn't that time.
"Of course. Thank you again for your help, princess." I bowed my head in goodbye, and she did the same.
Watching her walk away felt like an arrow splintering through my heart every time because, even though Amelia was my betrothed and she was supposed to be mine, I knew that she really wasn't.
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"Was that Prince Daneatious I saw you with over there?" Celeste asked as I set my books down on our normal table. 
"Yes. He needed help finding a book." I pulled out the wooden chair and glanced at her.
"I see," she said smiling, as she turned her attention to the book she had laid flat on the table.  
"He's finally won you over, has he?" Elza's cherub-like face beamed with excitement. I had only just become acquainted with Celeste's emissaries, but in the short time that I had known her, I'd learned that Elza specialized in healing magic pertaining to fertility, relationships, and love. 
"No, we've just come to an understanding, is all. It is better to get along for our kingdom," I told them.
I tucked my skirts under before sitting down. My fingers immediately rose to my neckline, and I chewed the inside of my lip, hesitating on whether or not to confide in them
"Speaking of Dane, though, I wanted to ask you about this." I touched the amulet that rested just below my collar bone, “He gave it to me the day we healed his injury, but I'm not really sure how it works."
"Hmm, so you're healing his injuries, perusing the library together, and now you're accepting his gifts? It sounds like a lot more than just getting along." Nylle, Lady Celeste's second emissary, raised an eyebrow at me. Her dark features appraised me skeptically. Out of the two, Nylle reminded me the most of Cora with her no-nonsense attitude.
The truth was, I didn't know what was going on anymore. How had I gone from hating him to whatever this was? It all seemed to be happening so quickly. 
"Nylle, enough," Celeste chided and reached out for the amulet that I had unclasped and extended toward her in my palm. She turned it over a few times. 
"It's beautiful," Elza admired, leaning over to get a better look.  
"It is," Celeste agreed with a gleam of excitement in her soft brown eyes. "This is a magician's amulet. It will help you to channel and enhance your magic. They are most commonly used by humans, but others have been known to use them, as well. There are various stones, but yours is an emerald, which leads me to believe this was made specifically for you."
She handed it back to me before adding, "I don't think I've ever seen one with such intricate metalwork. It's quite lovely.”
"It was made specifically for me?" My mouth parted in shock. 
"It would appear so. This combination of stone, metal, and enchantments compliment your personal magic too seamlessly for it to be a coincidence," Lady Celeste replied.
"Could someone else use it?" I asked, rubbing my thumb over the stone.
"You're considering giving it away?" A look of disappointment crossed her features.
"No, I just meant, what if I wanted to lend it to Cora or something?" I hadn't intended to come across as ungrateful, but Dane had sent me the gift several weeks ago. At the time, I had refused it. I had thought it was just a random purchase to try to impress me, but the idea that he would have put so much effort into having something created especially for me left me bewildered. 
"I suppose so, but since it has been designed specifically for you, it will meld better with your magic than it would with anyone else's." she said thoughtfully.
"How would he know enough about my magic to have this commissioned?" I nearly whispered.
It was more of a statement of surprise than it was a question, but Celeste replied anyway, “He wouldn't. I would think that he probably reached out to your father or your previous professors in the mystics back home. They would know enough to have the magician's amulet created for you." 
"Oh," I blinked down at the delicate necklace in my hand. "It sounds like quite a bit of effort went into this."
I felt a bit guilty knowing that many people I knew well had probably had a hand in creating this gift and I had once rejected it. 
"He seems to like you quite a bit, or at least he seems dedicated to getting to know you." Elza winked. "You know, if you'd like, I could help you out. With just a little work I could have the two of you like this," she crossed her fingers together, "Inseparable. Well, unless he finds his Fated mate, but the chances of that are next to zero, so you shouldn't have to worry about it." 
"Fated mate?" I scrunched my brow at the term. 
"Yeah, it's a shifter thing. It's kind of like having the love of your life preordained for you. For most people, their soulmate can change throughout their lives depending on factors that take place from infancy to adulthood that make them who they are. With Fating, it's one person. That's it, that's who you're meant to be with. Think of it like some missing pieces of your puzzle, you know? Your other half, if you will. But, like Elza said, it almost never happens anymore." Nylle waved her hand dismissively like the whole idea of love was a bunch of folklore. 
"Oh my gods. Wouldn't it be romantic if the two of you were Fated or something?" Elza sighed. A dreamy look consumed her heart-shaped face. She clasped her hands together all starry-eyed.
"Don't mind Elza. She's just a little spirited." Celeste looked over at her emissary in amusement. 
"She's not Fated to the prince. It doesn't work like that. She can barely tolerate him," Nylle smirked. 
"She can tolerate him. They were just making googly eyes at one another over in the reference section." Elza narrowed her brow at her lanky friend. 
"We were not making googly eyes at each other," I protested.
"Fine, but you have to admit that you absolutely loathed him when the term started, and now? Well, not so much, right?" Elza batted her eyelashes at me, almost as if she were daring me to contradict her.
"That is true. I don't hate him like I used to. Not really at all, actually." I softly wobbled my head from side to side. "I mean, he can still be a massive jerk, but I don't think he can actually help it."
They laughed and I joined in. 
"Well, that's good news considering you're going to have to marry him in a few years," Nylle pointed out. 
They chuckled, and I pretended to return my focus to my book as I struggled with a new realization. For the first time in my life, those words hadn't sent me into fits of anger, anxiety, or panic. As a matter of fact, they didn't sound all that terrible at all, and I wasn't really sure how I felt about that. 






Roarke

[image: ]


It was well past curfew when I heard raised voices coming from the corridor. Figures, I'd been gone less than three full weeks and Kessara had gotten herself into some kind of situation with the wolf prince and a stupid boyfriend.
Leave it to the Necromancer's daughter to keep me on my toes.
I cut through a classroom that had a second door leading into the hallway where the voices were coming from. When I reached the other door, I cracked it open and peered out. Kessara and the wolf prince Dane were nearly nose-to-nose in a heated argument. 
"Stay away from them," he barked as he shoved an accusatory finger at her. "I don't want you meddling in their lives."
"So, only when it suits your agenda, then?" she shot back at him with one of her smart mouth remarks. "I believe it was you who came to me, not the other way around, wolf.”
I cringed. Dane had already cut a deal with her then, just great.
"Not that it is any of your business, but Cora and I are friends." Kessara's eyes flashed defensively.
"You're not her friend. It's just another pretense for getting what you want." He glared at her. 
"Well then, if you're so close with her, why don't you go and tell her to stop talking to me and see what she says," Kessara snapped back at him as a tinge of colorful magic illuminated her fingertips. "Oh, that's right, she'd hand you your furry behind on a platter for trying to tell her what to do. It's laughable that you'd think I’d be any different." 
"Oh, please. Everyone here is just a pawn to you. You couldn't get a rational person to befriend you, not without magic, anyway,” he taunted.
"Says the boy who can't even get his Fated mate to fall in love with him," Kessara shot back.  
Wait. Say what? Fated?
Dane growled, and I could see the tensing of his muscles and neck. He was close to shifting. Unlike us, the wolves couldn't shift just one portion of themselves. Once they started, they had to let the process complete itself before being capable of turning back. Their wolf side was what made them so volatile, and once they shifted, it was harder for them to reign that animal in.  
My thoughts flickered to something my father had once warned me of. It was a tale he had witnessed for himself once.
The wolf wasn't the only animal contained within the Carpathians. 
There was yet another side to them altogether. A berserk and dangerous werewolf side that was said to be entirely feral animal and zero percent human. 
My senses raced into alarm. I couldn't allow Kessara to work him into a rage that could possibly unleash that beast. It was time to intervene.
"Is there a problem here?" I asked as I casually strolled out from the classroom.
"She doesn't need your help, dragon." Dane whipped his aggressive attention to me as I joined them.
Kessara's body language, on the other hand, had turned subtly less tense, and I swear I saw a hint of relief when she looked at me.
That was unexpected.
"Nah, dude. I'm helping you, because I'm pretty sure she'd destroy you," I added. I couldn't let him get me riled up or allow this to escalate. "Listen, Dane. You really don't want her to cross that line. Come on, let's head back to your tower and give yourself some time to cool down."
At first, I thought he was going to tell me to get lost or come at me, but then there was a shift in his features. It was as if for a brief moment, the human side of him realized he was on the brink and needed to back down. Within seconds, he quickly steeled it away and glared at Kessara.
"This isn't over, witch," Dane spat.
"It is as far as I'm concerned, wolf." She glared back. 
If looks could kill, she would have had us planning Dane's funeral. I stepped between them, breaking his line of sight and the interruption seemed to once again break him from the trance of his fury. With a snarl, he quickly turned and began to stomp off. 
Without a second glance back at Kessara, I rushed forward to keep up with him. He walked along beside me for a few minutes, and once he was sure she was gone, he turned to me. 
"How much of that did you hear?" he snapped, his scowl forming a deep fissure between his brow. 
"Quite a bit, actually," I admitted. 
"And now you're going to go running your mouth to your brothers, I'm sure," he nearly snarled his contempt. 
"Listen, Daneatious. I've got more than enough of my own problems to worry about yours, but I will say this, wolf. You had better really know what you're doing." I straightened up to my full height, and my tone turned to a warning. "When it comes to Kessara, you are playing with fire."
For a moment, he glared at me. Then he narrowed his eyes and took a step into my space.
"Are you threatening me, dragon?" he barked.
Why did wolves always have to be so darn confrontational?
"No, I'm trying to keep her from putting a target on your back," I shot back. I was trying my hardest to remain non-confrontational.
He stared at me for a few moments as if sizing me up.
"Huh, that's interesting. Because with the way you said that just now, I can't help but wonder if that fire you mentioned is what she's capable of or your own?" He glared at me before turning his back and storming off toward the Carpathian tower.
Well, damn. . . I didn't even know how to respond to that.
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The smile on my face said I was up to something when I stepped into the arena for practice. Dane gave me a questioning look, so I jerked my head toward the path behind me. When Amelia turned to take a seat in the stands, he had to do a double take.  A goofy, love-struck grin spread across his face before he had a chance to suppress it.
The look in his eyes was all the thank you I needed, but as I joined him in the arena, he still took the time to clap his hand on my shoulder appreciatively and mouthed the words out of the sight of my cousin.
Nearly a week had passed since Dane and Amelia had last spoken. He was giving her space, and she had no clue what she was doing. She had never had more than one pathetic excuse for a boyfriend in her life. 
He would ask me how she was, and she would try to get me to talk about him while she beat around the bush. It was a mess. I was stuck in the middle and, gods, was I so tired of it. It was why I I decided it was time to give her a little push. 
I had guilted her into watching me spar. Frankly, it had been all too easy to convince her. Now that she was here, it was up to him to chat her up during and after, and I had no qualms about blatantly telling him that. Fortunately, he seemed to have already understood.
After a few rounds where he went way too easy on me (I'd have to deal with that crap later) we broke. I gave an encouraging nod toward Amelia in the stands. He immediately took the hint and headed off in her direction.
Gods help me, they figure this out soon. I didn't know how much longer I could stand being the third wheel in their relationship.
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“She's going to kill you for going so easy on her," Amelia chided as I made my way up the stands to her.
"Was it that obvious?" I asked, prompting a quick nod and a smile from her.
Gods, she was beautiful.
I had to get things moving. Cora was obviously getting frustrated with doing all the heavy lifting. Honestly, she shouldn't have to. Amelia and I were on cordial terms at this point. The fact that she had come to the arena at all, when she never had before, was a good sign.
"How's your arm?" she asked, holding out her hand for me to show her.
I pulled off my arm bracer and she took my hand in hers.
"Healed shortly after the venom extraction, thanks to you." I grinned proudly.
She examined it with a pleased expression. Ever so lightly, she ran her fingers along where the mark had been. The feel of her soft skin against my arm sent a tingle of sensual heat across my flesh. I didn't want to pull away, but I didn't know how long I'd be able to keep myself from crossing the space between us if this prolonged. Luckily, she patted my arm and let go.
"Looks good," she commented.
Cora and Ellis had taken to sparring, so I slid onto the bench in the row below her and leaned back, propping my elbows up next to her.
"How's the healing practice going, anyhow?" I asked casually as we watched our emissaries fight.
She scrunched up her nose for a minute, almost as if she wasn't sure before she replied, "Good. I still have so much to learn, but it's been good."
Her response didn't seem all that confident, but I wasn't about to pry.
"Well, you fixed me up, so I am sure you are a natural," I complimented.
She gave a half shrug before she allowed her gaze to roam around the arena, taking in the space.
"I've never really come in here before. It's rather impressive. Nothing like the arena back home, but I guess everything here at the Bastion is, well, more," she smiled. "It's such a beautiful place, you know?"
"It really is, isn't it?"
Seeing an opening, I decided to take it.
"You know, I've been meaning to get out and explore a bit more. Maybe sometime you'd want to take a walk with me? We could visit some of the gardens, and you could tell me more about your training," I asked, hopeful.
Her lips parted with a deep inhale. It wasn't an angry action, but more surprised. I couldn't help but wonder what was playing out in that pretty head of hers. I did my best to act casual, despite being on pins and needles, as I waited for her response. The longer it took for her to respond, the more dread I felt building up in the pit of my stomach.
"I'll let you know," she finally said, picking at her nails.
My heart sank like a heavy stone that had been tossed into the lake. At least it wasn't a flat out no, but it sure as hell felt like one.
Amelia had me thrown for a loop. I thought things were good between us. Even Cora seemed to think that there was a decent chance Amelia and I could be friends, possibly even more. Yet, she was still so resistant to everything about me.
"Alright, just let me know," I replied lightly-heartedly and faced the fight again.
I couldn't resist closing my eyes in frustration. Gods, did I feel like a fool. 
"I'm back. Ready to go?" Cora asked as she bounded up the steps a few moments later.
I could tell she was expecting Amelia to say no. I couldn't blame her. She didn't know.
"Yeah, sure," Amelia replied as she rose and turned away from us to pick up her things.
Cora pivoted to me, brows hitched together in a way that conveyed question and surprise. I sighed and shook my head before Amelia turned around. As Amelia shuffled past us, Cora's expression morphed into that of pity, which didn't help my pride.
After they had waved me farewell and made their way toward the exit, I was on the verge of a breakdown. I fought back the urge to follow them and confront her. I looked up at the ceiling as if it held the answers, like searching for some sign from the gods that would fix the desperation I held in my heart. I brought my gaze back down, my heart in a vice.
Elbows out, I laced my fingers together behind my head and heaved a heavy sigh as, yet again, I watched her walk away.
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I was reading Dane’s letter on the balcony when Cora joined me, dressed in her robe and toweling her mid-length locks dry from her bath. It had been two days since the little paper wolf had floated into my lap and began pacing my knee. It was the same night I had watched her and Dane spar in the arena.
Cora glanced down at the letter, and she looked at me. I knew that look.
“So what the heck is your problem?” she asked as casually as if she had just asked me if I wanted to grab dinner.
Part of me wanted to ignore her, but the other part needed my best friend. I shook my head and dragged my hand across my face.
“I don’t know,” I admitted, allowing my emotions to take over.
She threw her towel back toward our quarters and dropped into the chair in front of me.
“Lay it on me, cuz’.”
She leaned forward to look at me, propping her elbow on her knee and her chin on her palm. With a sigh, I read the letter out loud,


“Dearest Amelia of Avonlee, 
It was wonderful to see you this evening. I’m sorry if I upset you or offended you in any way. My intent wasn’t to make you uncomfortable. I had hoped we might be able to start to get to know each other as friends, perhaps something we could build upon in the future, but I will understand if you are not ready for that. I promise not to pressure you and I will respect your space. 
Yours Always,
- Dane”



When I had finished, I hesitantly looked up to see Cora’s reaction and then quickly spoke before she could say anything, “I don’t know what to tell him.” 
“That all depends on what you want,” Cora said thoughtfully. 
“That’s the problem. I’m not sure.”  I pressed my eyes closed and let out a heavy exhale. 
It was as if there was some kind of mental block I couldn’t get past when it came to Dane. A barrier that was somehow too high, too thick, too daunting to surpass. I was stuck in its shadow, too far gone to turn back and petrified of taking a step forward.
“Well, it wouldn’t really kill you to get to know the guy, right?” She shrugged her shoulders.
If only it could be that easy. 
I realized that Cora had become a bit biased when it came to Dane. It seemed that in the short time that they had begun partnering for the Champions Challenge, he had won her over. It was clear to anyone and everyone that they had developed a close friendship, but, even so, I was confident that she still wanted what was best for me.
“I guess I’m scared,” the words poured out of my mouth all at once. “It wasn’t all that long ago that I hated him, Cora. Now I don’t know anymore. I mean, I’ve never been more confused in my life. I am willing to admit I might have been wrong about him, but I still don’t know if I can trust him,” I replied, not knowing if what I had just said even made any sense.
She nodded as if she understood.
“These kinds of things take time, Amelia. Trust has to be earned. That happens when you give yourself the chance to get to know someone and give them a chance to get to know you.” She explained.
“I know, but there are all these expectations. What if we are forcing something that’s just not there?” 
“What if it is there?” she countered.
I had no response. I was so lost.
She continued, “What if it turns out amazing? One way or another you are going to have to confront it. We aren’t talking about marrying him tomorrow, Amelia. Just take some time and get to know him.” 
“I,” gods couldn’t believe I was saying this, “I want to give him a chance. . .”
I trailed off, and Cora gave me that I’m-about-to-drop-some-hard-love look. Again. 
“You are the only one who can make this decision, Amelia, so from this moment forward, I’m out,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “No more questions, no more dropping hints. If you want to know about him, if you want to see him, you’re going to have to ask him. Period.”
With that, she got up to head back into our quarters. 
“That seems a bit harsh,” I called after her, and she turned and placed a hand on my shoulder.
“Maybe it seems that way, but it’s exactly the right thing to do.”
Then, she disappeared into the turret. 
With my book laid flat across the tops of my thighs, I sat out on the balcony for another hour, lost in thought. At this rate, I wasn’t going to get any studying done tonight. I tucked my silver marker in to save my place before slamming my book shut.
I found my fingers unfolding Dane’s letter again and tracing the rough scrawl of his name. I had been fighting so long that I didn’t even know why I was fighting anymore.
I laid my book on the small table and tucked my knees up to my chin.
Could I really find it within myself to let go of the anger I’d been holding in my heart for so long and give him a chance? Was it really what I wanted or was I conforming to everyone else’s expectation of me? 
In recent weeks, I’d seen another side of him. It opened my eyes to just how naive I was, especially when it came to the wolves. Dane had put so much effort into showing me that side of himself when he hadn’t had to. I’d given him an out. I’d offered him the chance to walk away from me without any bad feelings between us, and yet he had chosen to pursue me anyway. 
There was no doubt in my mind after what my father had said about the treaty that the king of Avonlee would have been willing to hear us out and renegotiate it if Dane had wanted to, but the truth was, the prince hadn’t even been willing to try. 
There was something else at play here, something I was missing. 
I thought back to that moment in the Avonlee convocation room, the night we first met. The way his eyes pressed close in his proximity to me. The way he was drinking me in. The way the soft pulse in the vein of his neck suddenly ticked up to racing. There was definitely something. 
Even the thought of it now sent my own heartbeat alight, not with anger, but with some kind of exultation that tingled as it surged beneath my skin. A kind of exhilaration like I’d seen in him that night when those honey eyes suddenly flashed open and bore into mine. 
The rustle of paper distracted my thoughts, and the trail of enlightenment I’d felt nearly on the verge of fizzled out. A letter arrived fluttering up from over the stone railing of the balcony. I plucked it from the air and examined the carefully folded paper. It bore the official royal seal of Avonlee. It was from my father.
I quickly opened the correspondence and began reading. It wasn’t long before my head was swimming with the message it conveyed. 
Father had wanted me to be aware of the shocking news from the other human Kingdom in Vaalbara before the official announcement was made at the Bastion. 
King Pythios was dead. 
The cause of his untimely death was being investigated, but the first reports suggest it was most likely some sort of natural cause. His heirs were to be summoned back to Alstare.
I blinked through the shock of it. It was the first death of a monarch in my lifetime. An odd sort of sensation prickled at the back of my neck. 
There were rumors about Pythios I had heard over the years, rumors that hinted he was responsible for his predecessor’s death. Unlike my father, he had a reputation for being cold and calculating, as well as notoriously callous and paranoid. Part of me wondered, given the news of his death, if he hadn’t been paranoid for a reason. 
It was near dusk. The twinkle of the starlight was starting to show. A hint of movement in the tree line below caught my eye. It was the sleek form of a wolf, but it wasn’t just any wolf. 
It was his wolf. 
I’d spent so many hours giving his portrait in Avonlee the evil eye that there was no mistaking him. Before I knew it, my feet were leading me to the stairs.
I grabbed my thick wool shawl before hastily descending the steps. When I reached the bottom, I took the tunnels out of the lowest level of the Bastion. Pulling my shawl up over my hair and wrapping it around me like a cloak, I stepped out into the night air. 
My feet tread the soft grass toward the massive black wolf that sat watching the Avonlee tower. The copper tufts inside of his ears ruffled when one of his pointy ears shifted toward the sound of my approaching footsteps. His hackles raised in high alert before his face swung in my direction, and those honey eyes focused in on me. 
“Dane?” I took a hesitant step forward. 
The black wolf scrambled to his feet. Once certain I wasn’t a threat, his head ducked low between his shoulders, and his onyx fur once again fell flat against his body.
“I saw you from the tower,” I said, pointing back up to my balcony on the turret. 
His head raised and his shoulders squared before he took a cautious step foward. My eyes fell to the coppery wisps between the toes of his paws as he padded toward me. He slowed to a stop and gently nudged my hand before slipping past me. After a few yards, he stopped and turned back to me and waited. 
He wanted me to follow him.
I hurried behind him as he jogged along a clear path through the woods. He stopped several times and patiently allowed me to catch up before he finally disappeared into a bush of berries. 
I chewed my lip as I waited, hoping that this, in fact, was the right wolf.
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Once behind the thick bushes of elderberries where I had left the lower half of my clothes, I shifted. There was a level of discomfort in going to her half-naked, but I hadn’t expected to run into any humans out here, let alone the princess. 
The fact that she had caught me watching her tower was embarrassing enough, especially after she had never replied to my letter. I had to admit I was more than a little wounded by her lack of response. In my eyes, it was as good as a no. 
My intent had been just to check in on her, but when she had disappeared into her tower, I stuck around, hoping for one last glance before I started my rounds and perimeter check. 
I stepped out from the bushes to face her.
“Amelia,” I bowed my head as her eyes went wide at my partial state of undress.
She quickly regained her composure and bowed her head, as well. A rosy flush heated her cheeks. 
“I’m sorry to interrupt.” She chewed the inside of her lip. “I received word about something that I thought you should know. King Pythios of Alstare has died.”
My eyes fell to the underbrush.
I had been informed about King Pythios by my father. It was part of the reason I had the pack running alternating patrols around the grounds. No matter what the initial reports said, there was definitely something suspicious about the sudden death of a king. 
“It’s not a good idea to be coming out here alone. The attacks on the Bastion have become more and more frequent,” I replied, still hesitant to meet her gaze.
She looked down at her hands as she began to wring them together again. 
“I guess I didn’t really give that much thought when I saw you from my tower. It just popped into my mind that you may not have heard, and security adjustments may need to be made.”
She blushed a bit.
So, this was a business visit. I guess I shouldn’t feel so disappointed. She had said she wanted to be more involved in tactic-related decisions pertaining to her kingdom. There was an aching in my chest as the hope that she had come to discuss my letter was immediately snuffed. 
“I should make sure you get back safely.” I looked around to make sure we were still alone. “I don’t have my weapons with me, so it would be easier for me to protect you if I changed back.” 
“Oh, of course,” she nodded shyly. “Thank you.”
After ducking behind the bush again, I shifted and scooped my pants up with my jaws. We made our way back to the turrets in silence. Besides the obvious fact that my mouth was full, we wolves didn’t often talk to humans in our animal forms. It was hard to speak clearly and was often difficult to understand, but it was mostly because it weirded them out. 
I stopped for a moment to let her catch up. A noise caught her attention and her progress stalled.
“What was that?” she stopped and asked.
I circled her once before I nudged her hand as encouragement to keep her going.
When we arrived at the door near the Avonlee tower, I disappeared into some underbrush to put on my clothes, which reminded me I really needed to find out how the dragons got their clothing to shift with them. 
“How did you know it was me?” I asked as I rounded the corner to where she stood. 
“We have a painting of you in the palace. I remembered the features,” she replied factually. 
I was surprised she would know enough about my wolf to even recognize me. I rubbed the back of my neck and took in the sight of her for a moment, so innocent and beautiful. So infuriatingly naïve to have come out here on her own. She should have sent Cora or at least brought her with as a guard. 
“You need to be careful. No one knows what happened to Pythios and, until we do, it’s not safe to be running around unguarded,” I huffed as I rested my hands on my hips. I didn’t want to sound like her father, but it occurred to me that this girl had lived such a sheltered life that she hadn’t any sense of self-preservation.
“Yes, it was my mistake. I shouldn’t have come.” Her eyes fluttered away from me.
“Why didn’t you bring Cora?” My eyebrows tugged together. 
“We had a disagreement,” she answered, but still didn’t grace me with eye contact.
“A disagreement?” I couldn’t hold back my frown. “What kind of disagreement?”
“I’m sorry, Dane, but that is none of your business.” She raised her head defiantly.
Her words felt like a slap in the face considering she had sought me out and was dependent on my protection because of said ‘disagreement’ with the one person other than me that always had her back.
“Well, in that case, was there anything else I needed to know?” I tried to keep the snarkiness from my voice. 
Even though I was frustrated, I didn’t want to walk away from her, not like this.
“No, I just wanted to give you the news,” she replied quietly.
“Alright.”
My eyes immediately fell downward and I clenched my fists so hard the veins in my arms bulged taunt against my skin. A flare of temperamental anger tried to rear its ugly head. I forced it back down.
“Thank you for letting me know,” I nodded my head and turned away, my heart once again filled with disappointment.
I managed to get a few yards before she spoke up again. 
“Dane, I didn’t come here to fight with you if that’s what you thought.”
Her voice was soft and uncertain, like she had no idea what she was putting me through. In hindsight, I’d likely realize that she didn’t, but I was already too close to breaking to recognize that right now.
I whirled around to face her.
“Then, why don’t you tell me what you really came out here for?” I demanded with more anger in my voice than I had meant, but I was so beyond controlling my frustration. 
I had been jumping through hoops like some kind of circus dog for her since the moment I saw her face. I had tormented and agonized over her. I had done countless things to ensure her wellness, her safety, and the welfare of her kingdom. 
And the cold hard truth was she probably didn’t even care.
I was a prince, a champion, a formidable warrior who was envied by wolves and man, alike. I was a future king, both feared and respected amongst her people and mine. And, I was absolutely weak for a mere mortal. 
Amelia was completely indifferent to any of it. 
She had no clue what she did to me, or did she? Had this all just been her way of making good on the promise that she’d made all those weeks ago to force me to want to walk away?
“I already told you that,” she finally managed to reply. 
I didn’t believe that for a second. Amelia was messing with my head, and I didn’t have time for her mind games anymore. 
“Then, I think we’ve said enough for tonight. Good evening, princess.”
As soon as I was out of her line of sight, I shifted, so wrought with anger and frustration I didn’t even care if I destroyed my clothes. Every minute of every day was drawing me closer and closer to one conclusion: I had to have been mistaken about our Fating.
Since the day we met, at every twist and every turn, it was like the universe had been shouting, “You’re not right for each other!” Yet, my heart was saying something else entirely. I couldn’t go on like this any longer.
There was only one thing I was sure of anymore. I needed to contact my father. 
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The sound of the stone beneath my shoes echoed up the stairway. My mind was a vortex of thoughts.
Why hadn’t I just come clean about my reply to his letter? Why was I so bad at this? 
I couldn’t blame him for being frustrated with me. He had put himself out there by asking me to spend time with him at the arena and then again by sending me that letter, and I had just left him without an answer for two days. 
All I had to say was that I wanted to take that walk with him. How hard was that? It would have been enough, but I had chickened out. 
I paced the balcony, hands trembling.
Maybe if I asked Cora to go and find him? No. She was right. I needed to do it myself. 
It was too impersonal to send him a letter to explain. 
No, I had to go to him in person and give him my reply. Unfortunately, now was a bad time. He’d taken off so quickly there was no doubt he was upset with me. If I went back out tonight without a guard, he would be too upset to even hear me out. 
Maybe I should send him a letter and ask him to come back. Tell him I wished to speak with him. Maybe then we could clear the air. The worst he could say was no. That, or take too long to reply, as I had done. I hadn’t meant to hurt him with my indecision, but it was obvious that I had. I was such an idiot. 
I stepped out onto the balcony with a quill and paper in hand. I was trying to decide what to say when out of the cool night air, a new letter quickly fluttered to me. 
I felt relief flush over me and my lips tugged up to a smile. So much for space. 
My cheerfulness was quickly stifled when I realized that the correspondence wasn’t a wolf but rather a smooth envelope, which meant it hadn’t been sent by Dane. 
Something about the paper was definitely different from the Bastion or Carpathia or even Avonlee. Had it come from the capitol  Laramidia? Another note from my father, perhaps? I opened it and my eyes raced across the script. 
It was from Adam. He was in the capital and wished to meet.
What was he doing there? How had he even gotten to Laramidia all the way from Avonlee? I searched the rest of the correspondence, but the letter didn’t elaborate. It simply gave me a time and a place to meet him the following evening.
I rubbed my fingers over my brow. This was all so unexpected.
Adam was in Laramidia?
Another thought flitted to the forefront of my mind. Having been away from the Bastion for so long, Adam probably hadn’t heard about the attacks on the Fae there. He could be in danger. He needed to be warned.
Aside from my concern, another realization slid into view. Maybe this was what I needed to hurdle the wall in my mind when it came to a future with the prince. Maybe  the lack of closure had been what was holding me back all this time? 
A prickle of excitement sizzled across my skin. My heart said that I wanted to move forward, with Dane of all people. But, there was something I needed to do first.
I needed to put Adam behind me and out of his misery. And I needed to do it in person.
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I marched into our room to pull Amelia out of her wallowing, only to find her bed empty. Perhaps she had finally decided to get out of our room, which meant I would probably find her in the library.
I was about to leave our quarters when I spotted the note on my bed. Strange. I carefully picked it up with my magic and opened it. 


Cora, 
In order to move forward, I need to put the past behind me. I owe him the truth and a real goodbye. Don’t worry, I won’t be late.       
- Amelia


What kind of weird, cryptic mess was this? This wasn’t like Amelia at all. A little tingling started at the back of my neck and worked its way over my shoulders. I shivered. Something wasn’t right. I could feel it from my head to my toes.
Abandoning my respect for Amelia’s privacy, I darted to her side of the room. There were no signs of a struggle. Everything appeared to be in normal order, but the smell of a campfire had me making a beeline for her trash can. 
A singed correspondence lay at the bottom. Had she burnt Dane’s letter? Holy crow, and she said I was harsh. 
Poor Dane. Maybe he had been wrong about the whole Fating thing?
I pulled what was left of the letter from the trash can and studied it. Adam? What the hell was he doing in Laramidia. I read on as best I could through the burned spots. The letter made no sense. Adam would never ask her to come anywhere unguarded. It was forbidden and extremely dangerous. 
No matter how frustrated or angry we were at each other, there was never any reason she couldn’t have trusted me to accompany her as protection. Amelia knew better. 
My heart started pounding as the fear crept in. Amelia had gone who knows where without a guard. 
A flash of adrenaline rushed through me. 
I looked at the letter again. The part with the meeting place had been burned off.
Why would she do that? 
There was something very wrong. There was no way this came from Laramidia. Every single one of my senses screamed red flag. I rushed from the room as quickly as my feet would carry me. 
Oh, Amelia, what have you done?
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It was second nature for wolves to sense the changing of the weather. It was a kind of sixth sense that we could feel it straight down into our bones. It warned us of the impending danger, giving us ample time to seek shelter. It was how I knew now that a storm of trouble was brewing.
With a huff, I slouched down into the armchair closest to the fireplace with a mug of only the gods knew what in my hand.
After receiving the reply to the correspondence I had sent to my father the night before, I was no less distraught than I had been when I wrote it.  
His response had been swift. Father had expressed his deep concern that I had not come to him sooner about the situation with Amelia.
His letter also confirmed what I had already believed; Amelia and I were Fated. Father went on to say that he had known it since the only encounter we’d had with one another as infantile children. He couldn’t explain how he knew, only that it was a profound enough feeling that he just simply knew what it was. He assured me that he wanted to tell me before I left for the Bastion, but he didn’t want to put any pressure on the two of us.  
His concern at my formal written request to end the engagement part of the treaty was urgent enough in his eyes that his reply letter said he would be arriving at the Bastion in two days' time. It was exactly the length of time it would take for him to arrive if he left Carpathia immediately after sending his reply to me.
By that summation, it meant I should expect him in the morning to discuss the situation directly, and I fully expected him to try to force me to reconsider.
Hollow and broken, my sour mood made me in no condition to deal with anyone. So, until he arrived, I had no desire to discuss anything whatsoever. Therefore, I’d given strict orders to the tower guards that I was not to be disturbed.
The sound of raised voices echoing up the stairwell from the second-floor tower entrance distracted me from my misery. My shoulders tensed, and I quickly made my way over to the steps to listen in on the commotion.
“I said let her pass,” Ellis’s voice was almost a growl.
“The prince has been explicit. NO visitors,” the guard on duty replied with just as much challenge in his tone.
“I guess I’ll have to fight you, then?” Cora’s voice carried up the stairs.
Cora was fighting my guards? Something was wrong.  
I found myself halfway down the steps in nearly one bound. The guards were only doing their jobs, but I guess it was my fault that I hadn’t made it clear that my directive didn’t apply to Cora, or Amelia for that matter. I picked up my pace down the few remaining steps.
The sound of snarls and growling rose up the staircase.
“Enough. Let her through,” I called them off.
Relief passed over Cora’s features when she saw me, but her eyes were still frantic.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come if it was me,” she said as I finally reached her.
“Why wouldn’t I have come?” I wrinkled my brow like she was ridiculous.
Sure, I was upset by the never-ending siege of disappointment when it came to Amelia, but that had nothing to do with Cora.
“Well, that’s good because I need your help. Amelia’s gone,” Cora spat out on a rushed breath.
A flash of fear and anger surged through me.
“Leave us,” I growled over my shoulder to the guards, and they immediately trudged up the steps.
Ellis lingered behind, awaiting my command, unsure whether that order was to include him or not. I nodded that he may stay.
I listened as patiently as I could for Cora to explain, but she was so upset she could barely get the words out. Something about a letter and paper and ink. Laramidia?
My expression must have conveyed I wasn’t following because she dug into her pocket and held out the burned letter in her hand. Within moments I quickly read through the legible parts. Each word felt like a flaming spike boring through my gut.
“So, she ran off to be with him?” I stammered.
It was a stab to the heart. How could she still have any feelings for him? That’s not how Fating works. The revelation threw everything into question. Had my father and I both been wrong?
“No. It wouldn’t be like that. I am sure she just wanted to tell him she was sorry for the way it ended before.”
She seemed sincere in her assumption and, while I wasn’t as certain as Cora was about the origins of the letter, she was right. Something felt off.
“What makes you think that?” I barked the question at her a bit harsher than I had meant to. I did my best to control my temper. “What are you hiding? Don’t hold out on me now, Cora,” I asked through gritted teeth, and she rolled her eyes.
“Alright.” She threw her hands up in the air wildly. “She may have said she was receptive to giving you a chance. Here, read the letter she left me. It might help your ego because, you know, that’s what’s important right now.”
She frowned and narrowed her eyes at me.
“Receptive?” I snatched the second letter.
“Ok, ok. She said she wanted to give the two of you a chance,” Cora replied, and at those words, I couldn’t help myself from grinning like a big fool. “Don’t tell her I told you, or she will kill me.”
“Really?” I suddenly felt as if an enormous weight had been lifted off of my shoulders. Amelia wanted to give us a chance.
“Yes, really. Don’t stand there with that dopey look on your face. We need to figure out where she is and I know someone who can help.”
Cora started off down the hallway, and I rushed to catch up.  
If I had known that we were going to end up at the witch’s door, I would have suggested another alternative. But, it was too late to go to the Fae now and we were losing time. 
I could only hope Kessara would keep her mouth shut.
Before Cora could even knock, the door swung open, revealing the witch waiting for us inside. The look on her face was just a little too pleased and definitely way too smug.
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I half expected the dragon to be with them. Luckily, he wasn’t. After they rambled off the situation, I sent Cora back to get a possession of Amelia’s for a scrying spell. Not that I really needed it, of course. I just needed a distraction to get the prince alone.
“This will cost you, prince,” I smiled wryly after Cora had disappeared out of the doorway.
“Not willing to help out your friend?” he glared back.
“Sure, but according to you, I don’t have any real friends, do I?” I tilted my head and gave him a saccharine smile. “Besides, how do I know you haven’t turned stalker and brainwashed poor Cora into helping you find where Amelia’s hiding from you?”
He glared at me. His veins were bulging from his neck as he forced himself to keep his temperament under control.
“I suppose you want a second favor in return,” he replied as he squared his shoulders.  
“I guess that will do. ” I filled the chalice, then turned to face him, “and your silence. This will remain between us.”
His shoulders slumped. A look of defeat filled his eyes as he took the cup from me.
Like a good little wolf, he  signed the contract and followed my commands as we said the enchantments. 
Once he drank from the chalice, l chuckled.
“Jokes on you, prince. I really would have done it for Cora, anyway.” I winked. “But, I appreciate you sweetening the deal.”
His face flushed bright red and he jumped up from his seat with hostile aggression. His arm swept across the table, sending the contents and the contract flying across the convocation room.
“I don’t care about your games, witch! JUST FIND HER,” he yelled, snarling just inches from my face. He looked about ready to shift out of his skin, and he’d already nearly jumped over the table.
Just in time, there was a knock at the door. The prince quickly collected his composure as I waved my magic toward the slab, allowing Cora to step in.
She rushed to me with a scarf that belonged to Amelia and I immediately began to scry the princess’s location.
“She’s waiting at the Bastion’s primary gates to Laramidia,” out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cora let out a sigh of relief, “but there is something more you should know,” I said, picking up the burnt letter she had set on the table. “This paper is from the outer realms. I’m absolutely certain it is vampire. Amelia is in very grave danger.”
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“We should have told her, Dane,” I said to him. My tone wasn’t accusatory, more like an admission of my own doubt and regret. “She would have been upset, but she would have come around.”
He nodded in reply as he slammed Kessara’s door shut behind him.
“I should have been the one to tell Amelia the truth and I should have done it a long time ago. We need to hurry,” Dane managed to say before he picked up speed down the corridor.
There was nothing but silence and our footsteps as I ran behind him. It didn’t take me long to realize this wasn’t going to work. We weren’t going to make it there before the changing of the guard.
“Wait, stop,” I blurted, coming to a sudden halt.
“We don’t have time, Cora,” Dane shouted.
He whipped around in alarm to look at me with a crazed look in his eye.
“Give me your pants,” I demanded between heavy breaths.
“What?” His dark brow shot up in surprise.
“You’ll get there twice as fast as a wolf and you’re just as deadly in that form, if not more so,” I explained.
He started nodding as he understood the reasoning of my request.
“I can call for backup without having to go back to the tower, too. Ok,” he agreed and immediately started undoing his buckle and I quickly whirled around. 
 I rubbed at my forehead as I stuck my other hand out over my shoulder.  I can’t believe I was doing  this. Let’s just hope this didn’t get out around the school. I felt the weight when he placed the waistband of his pants over my fingertips. Awkward.
I could hear the cracking and popping as he began his shift. Suddenly, a loud deep howl tore from his lungs and I quickly began shoving his pants into my satchel.
“You two owe me so big for all the crap I have to do for you,” I grumbled to myself.
Within moments, several howls came back from outside of the building and I knew the troops were on the move. I turned to look at Dane, hoping he had finished his shift. The last bit of ebony fur was shifting into place as he snapped his honey eyes to me.
“Don’t wait for me and don’t slow down until you find her,” I demanded.
He barked a reply and shot off like a blur through the corridor and out into the night.
His pants and I had no chance of keeping up, so I could only hope he wouldn’t need them before I reached him. I ran faster than I had ever run in my life. Amelia needed me, and I had to get to her.
My heart was pounding when I heard the sound of an animal quickly approaching from my left. I looked over to see a dark gray wolf trot up beside me and keep pace. It was probably Ivan or Ellis, but I couldn’t tell which. The massive canine nodded at me then turned his focus on the path ahead, surveying for any danger as we ran. I knew Dane must have sent him as backup in case of an ambush. It’s exactly what I would have done if I were in his shoes.
That was just like Dane, always the strategist and quick on his feet. Right now, I could only pray to the gods his feet were fast enough to reach Amelia in time.
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When I slipped through the gates during the guard change there was no one there. I continued out past the courtyard directly in front of the Bastion toward a few thatched-roof buildings that lined the street that led toward the more developed parts of the capitol.
I waited, expecting Adam to slip out of one of the buildings any moment and greet me. But, there was no-one, just an eerie silence that sent a chill through the core of me. Suddenly, I felt all too aware that I was alone. This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have come here.
As I turned to leave, several dark figures slipped out of the shadows.  Vampires. A tall fanged male with short unkempt hair stepped forward and his red-orange eyes fixated on me.
I had no more than blinked when, in a blur, he was upon me. The back of his hand collided with my face with such force it knocked me off balance and I hit the stone ground with a thud. I blinked through the searing pain as the metallic tinge of blood coated my tongue.
“Well, look what we have here, boys. It’s a delicious little treat.”
He licked his lips as his gaze dragged over me, forcing bile to rise in my throat. I had begun to tremble uncontrollably, prompting a self-satisfied smirk to curl up at his lips. He liked my fear. He snapped his fanged teeth at my face, and I winced. Laughter erupted from the others. He was toying with me.
“Stop it,” my voice broke under the strain of panic.
He grabbed my throat like a vice and hauled me to my feet. My fingers wrapped around his wrist, tugging at his hand as he raised me into the air.
“The guards will come for me,” I managed to choke out as I struggled.
Then, he slammed me into the stone wall of the building. I could hear the cracking of bones within my body. The force knocked the air from my lungs. With one strong hand, he throttled me up against the cold stone. I was struggling for breath when he smashed his nose against my cheek. His gleaming red eyes were just inches from my own, boring into me. He let out a perverse kind of chuckle. 
“We will kill you before we ever let them have you,” he whispered.
The fingers of his other hand crept over my shirt, latching on to my amulet. He tore it from my chest, slicing a deep gash in the skin around my neck as he did. As if on instinct, he licked the blood as it began to trickle down my skin. My eyes were nearly bulging from my skull. I was near suffocation.
“Weak human,” he sneered before he took a step back from the wall.
I felt myself black out for a moment before he tossed me like a ragdoll out into the courtyard for the others to feed. 
Enraged growls rang out through the night. I knew they would descend upon me any moment and end my life. I could barely register anything right now, not even pain. I tried to keep the idea in my mind that, for now, I was still alive.
After a few moments, my ears started to perceive sounds coming from the area where I had been thrown. 
Snarls. Growling. Tearing. Shredding. . . Screams. . .
I was shaking violently, and then, suddenly, Cora was over me.
“No. No, don’t try to talk,” she hushed me.
I couldn’t if I had wanted to. Her expression was full of emotion, worry and fear. I reached for her face to be sure she wasn’t a hallucination. Red smears appeared where my trembling fingers touched her cheek.
“It’s ok. You’re going to be ok,” she said as she started healing.
Cora was a fair healer, but she’d never be able to fix me in time. I was bleeding out.
I was going to die.
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The sight of the vampire holding Amelia’s limp, unconscious form against the stone of the cottage broke the human side of me. Blinded by rage, red shadows crept into my vision, and I felt the awakening of the feral beast I had only ever known existed inside of me, but had never seen.
He had awakened my werewolf. 
My muscles bulged and my body swelled as I shifted into a massive form. I was transforming into the gruesome beast, both human and wolf. I snarled and snapped through teeth that had once been canines, but were now sharp serrated daggers. 
His eyes went wide and he quickly tossed Amelia out into the courtyard like garbage. 
I roared as rage shot through me, and I tore off after him. Adrenaline shot through my veins like a bolt of lightning. 
The vampire did the smartest thing he could think of. He ran. I chased, gaining ground with each lope. He turned down an alleyway and his footsteps faltered. It was a dead end. Those few seconds of uncertainty were all I needed.
I barreled toward the vampire, slamming into him with such force that it sent us both tumbling head over heels in a heap of fur, legs, and feet. As we rolled, my jaws snapped at any piece of him I could reach. When we finally stopped, I had him pinned to the cobblestone beneath me. 
I ignored his pleas and shrieks, and in a fury of growls and teeth, I tore into him, quickly separating life from limb. With the violent shaking of my head, I shredded him to pieces.
The vampire had been no match for the werewolf in me, but for a human-like Amelia, he’d been a formidable opponent. 
Amelia. I had to get to her. 
My eyes snapped to where he’d carelessly tossed my princess like a discarded toy. Even from this distance, I could see the tremble in Cora’s shoulders as she toiled over Amelia’s body and worked her magic into her injuries. They needed me.
While my brethren dispatched the remaining vampires, I rushed through the fray. As I neared, I slowed to a stop. I’d need my human side to work my healing magic. 
I quickly transformed and swiped my arm over my mouth to wipe away the acrid vampire blood. I stumbled forward still off balance from the shift and the horrific sight of Amelia’s mangled limbs. 
Finding the strength in my need to save Amelia, I steadied my feet beneath me. 
“Cora, what do you need?” I barked as I quickly grabbed the satchel, pulled on my pants, and knelt beside her.
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The growling drew nearer and I tried to look, but Cora forced my gaze back to her. Within moments, I began to feel like I could move my jaw. 
“Tell me where,” she said frantically.
Her expression was overwhelmed. She looked at me like a puzzle with far too many pieces to ever solve.
“My ribs,” I barely whispered through the gurgling in my throat. 
I heard the pad of paws approaching. 
I felt drowsy as muffled voices began cutting in and out.
“I’m not sure. . . definitely internal. . . broken ribs. . .” There was a desperation in Cora’s voice. “... maybe a punctured lung. . . I don’t know.”
I couldn’t comprehend the barked out reply I had heard before my eyes met the chaos and anguish in the honey-colored ones that stared back at me. It was Dane. 
“Can we move her?” the same voice barked. 
“I will do my best to stabilize her,” Cora replied.
She was working  tirelessly, even though I knew she didn’t have it in her to fix me. We were running out of time.
I could hear Cora and Dane shouting my name as my eyes flickered closed.
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Cora wasn’t working fast enough. We were losing her.
A low whimper came from over her shoulder. Ivan appeared, carrying Amelia’s amulet in his maw. I knew what he was hinting, and I nodded. As quickly as I could, I grabbed the amulet and strung it around Cora’s neck, tying the broken chain in a knot. Hopefully, it would give her some extra power.
I began assisting Cora by pushing my own healing magic into Amelia’s broken body, but even with the two of us working to heal her, nothing seemed to reverse her injuries. Fear consumed me like floodwaters sweeping across an open plain. A sense of hopelessness shivered through me.
We were losing her.
The amulet began to glow an array of colors. Amelia’s breath hitched as Cora’s magic flew into her at an impossible speed. Maybe it was the surreal state of the desperate moment, but suddenly, her hands began moving faster than humanly possible. Without warning, a massive pulse of energy radiated from Cora, thrusting me backward and leaving her temporarily dazed. 
Amelia stirred. With several rapid blinks, I looked down at her in disbelief. Moments ago, she was mortally wounded and clinging to a thread of life, but now she looked as if she’d only been in a scuffle. Those beautiful hazel eyes were wide and alert. They flickered to each of our faces in response to our voices.
“What the hell just happened?” My gaze swung up to Cora, but she shook her head and stared at her hands like they had suddenly grown twenty fingers.
Amelia tried to sit up and quickly pressed her hand to her forehead and winced.
“Amelia, do you think you are well enough for us to move you back to the Bastion?” I asked.
She nodded, and I scooped her up in my arms before glancing over to her cousin. Ivan and Ellis, still in their wolf forms, each supported a dazed-looking Cora under one of her arms and helped her stand. 
“Go,” Cora managed to say. “I’m fine. I just need a minute.”
Amelia wrapped her arms around my neck and, without another ounce of hesitation, I hurried away. 
“But, the vampires. . . we can’t let them get away. They’ll hurt others. You have to go after them,” she mumbled in her disoriented state.
“They’re all dead,” I grumbled.
“How did you know?” Her eyes had become clearer now, more focused. 
“Cora came to me.”
I chanced another glance down at her curious expression as if to reassure myself it was really her in my arms speaking to me and not some kind of dream.
“You came for me,” her voice was almost a whisper as she stared back at me.
All I could do was nod back in reply. I didn’t have time for conversation. I needed to get her back to the safety of the Avonlee tower at the Bastion.
The sound of a pair of boots was closing the distance behind us. With a quick glance over my shoulder, I saw Cora, with Ivan and Ellis still in their wolf forms, as they fell into a pace several yards behind me.
The waiting Bastion guard parted to allow us to pass and I didn’t stop as we entered through the gates. I kept moving, doing all I could not to jostle Amelia around too much.
A flicker of movement near a camellia bush caught my attention. I could just make out the hooded figure lurking in the shadows from the corner of my eye. 


Kessara.
That witch was something else. I bet she had come to see what would happen. I doubt it would be to help. I wouldn’t give her that much credit. It was more likely she showed up just to be nosey, spying and sneaking around to confirm that her location spell had worked or our deal would be null. No, she had her own interests. She always did.
I wish I could destroy her.
“Dane,” Amelia’s sweet voice pulled my attention away from the witch. “You need to know what I was doing out there.”
Her hazel eyes looked up at me from under her long lashes as we made our way toward the main building of the Bastion.
“Save your strength,” I hushed.
“But, you need to know,” she pressed.
Of course she would argue.
“Cora and I already figured it out,” I assured her.
“Then you know I went to see Adam, but it’s not what you think.”
She looked alarmed.
“Please, Amelia, we can talk after the healers have seen you. For now, let’s just make sure you are ok,” I tried to convey as much calm and kindness in my voice as possible.
“I promise I wasn’t going back to Adam,” she swore.
“I believe you.”
The sincerity of my tone satisfied her for the moment, and she rested her head onto my shoulder.
Moments later, we arrived back at the tower. The Bastion medics were already waiting in response to the message Cora had sent ahead. 
As they ushered her inside, all eyes fell upon me, and I did a quick check to make sure I was wearing pants. Thank gods Cora had the foresight to look out for me there.
Cora, Ellis, and Ivan rushed forward. As Cora stopped to speak with the guard, I dismissed my emissaries to our turret to dress. Cora approached me, still working to catch her breath.
“The school will go on lockdown,” she quickly informed me. “I need to go in and meet with the healers. They will need to know the injuries I saw,” she looked at me nervously for a second before adding, “as well as what happened.”  
“Ok. I’ll wait here until my Carpathian guards arrive,” I replied with a ghost of a smile on my lips.
“Thank you, for everything,” Cora said.
We exchanged a knowing expression between us before she trotted up the steps.
The uncertainty of what was going on upstairs was sure to drive me insane, but I forced myself to remain calm. It wasn’t but a few moments later when one of the healers came down the steps. My rush of concern must have been apparent because he held up his hand.   
“It’s alright, your grace,” he assured me with a kind smile. “She’s just been asking for you.”
He waved me toward him and the guards parted for me to pass. I cautiously took the first step toward him. He patted my shoulder and pointed the way up to the room where Amelia had been taken.
We still weren’t certain if what Cora had managed to do in the courtyard was enough to save her, so it was with a mix of both relief and anxiety that I began to ascend the steps.






Amelia

[image: ] 




My eyes fluttered open. Everything was a blur, like a blanket of thick mist had clouded my vision and muddled my mind. My head felt heavy, and a dull ache coursed throughout my body. The smell of antiseptic and healing tonic overwhelmed my senses before I recognized the din of people moving about my room.
I had no concept of time or how long I had been there, but the dark sky outside the window indicated it was still past nightfall. Which night, I wasn’t sure.
I blinked through the fogginess and slowly my vision began to clear. I noticed the healers bustling about the space before my sight fell on Cora seated to my left. Her eyes were cast downward, scanning her paper as her quill raced across a letter. Movement drew my attention to my right side.
My gaze focused on Prince Dane. Leaning forward in his chair, his elbows propped up on his thighs, as his long fingers rubbed at his weary brown. My eyes lingered on the lines of his face as he sat there, lost in thought. From the deep furrow that creased between his brow I could guess what he was thinking about. An odd sensation overcame me, almost as if I could feel his agony, his regret, his pain. 
Suddenly I yearned to end his torment. I gave a feeble attempt to clear my throat, but the sound came out barely audible. Luckily, his wolfish hearing picked up on it anyway, and his head snapped up. His gentle honey eyes searched over me before finally resting on my own. After a few brief moments, he let out a sharp exhale of relief and the tension in his shoulders eased. He shifted toward the bed and his hands twitched as he stifled the reflexive urge to reach out to me.
“Amelia,” he nearly whispered.
“Finally,” Cora drew my attention to the other side of the bed, and I reluctantly tore my gaze from his. 
“Can you talk?” she asked.
As I reached toward my throat, I gave my head a little shake.
“Here, drink this,” she said as she held up a chalice to my lips.
I took a small sip as she spoke, “We thought we lost you there for a moment. The healers put you under to treat you. I’ve sent word to your parents and they are on their way to the Bastion. How do you feel?” She didn’t get much else out before we are swarmed by the numerous healers in the room descending upon us.
My eyes found Dane’s again. He stepped back away from the bed to give the healers room to assess me. There was so much I want to tell him. A feeling of urgency was creeping up on me, but with all of the fuss around my bedside, I knew it had to wait.  
“Miraculous. . .”
“Impossible. . .”
“I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it with my own eyes. . .”
I could vaguely register the caretaker’s comments as they whisper to one another.
I tried to give Dane a reassuring nod. His bewildered expression managed the faintest hint of a smile in return and it set me at ease. Somehow something was different, and while I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, I could feel it down into my bones.
“It’s truly a miracle, princess. A blessing from the gods,” one of the healers proclaimed as she gently patted my leg. “Just stay here and rest. I will bring over something for the pain.”
Cora’s face smiled back at me next to her.
That was when it dawned on me. I was going to live. Whatever magic my cousin had performed with my amulet had saved my life.
The next hour was a dizzying barrage of questions from the healers and the guards of both the Bastion and Laramidia. I regaled them of the prince’s bravery and how my cousin’s miraculous magic saved my life over and over again.
All the while, Dane and Cora remained faithfully seated beside of me the entire time. By the time the questioning was over and the last healer excused herself to let me get some rest, I’d thanked my cousin so many times that she had finally told me not to mention it again or she’d find a way to undo it. She wasn’t serious, of course, she just wanted to put my mind at ease that she understood how grateful I really was.
Once the room had quieted, I turned to my cousin.
“Cora, could you give us a minute?” I tried to convey the intent in my eyes.
She looked from me to Dane before she rose to her feet and replied, “Finally.”
She chuckled and made her way to the door.
Before opening it, Cora turned back to us with her hand resting on the hilt of her sheathed sword. Without saying a word, she pointedly looked from Dane to the sword and back a few times, as if not uttering a threat to the prince out loud made it any less treasonous.
“Message received,” Dane smiled. “Thank you, Cora.”
She winked before she stepped through the door and quietly closed it behind her.
“First, I wanted to say thank you for coming to my aid.” Dane and I stared at one another awkwardly for a moment. “Without you and Cora, I wouldn’t be alive.”
He nodded as he rubbed his forehead. The idea of my death clearly upset him, but I didn’t want to wait a moment longer, so I continued.
“I owe you an explanation.”
“No, you don’t. We were able to sort it all out from the notes in your room.” There it was again, that ‘we’.
He looked down at my bruised hand that rested on the bed. I knew he wouldn’t dare take it himself so I gently raised and placed it on top of his.
“All the same, I’d like to explain myself,” I said as firm and gently as I could.                    
“Of course,” he nodded and swallowed as if he were expecting me to say something horrific.
“I didn’t come out to you while on patrol just to tell you about what happened to King Pythios. I came out to give you a reply to your letter.”
His eyes flashed up to mine in full attention.
“But I guess you had already known that, didn’t you? It was why you asked me what the real reason I came there was, and I chickened out.” I sighed before continuing, “When I went back to my room, I knew I had upset you. I was trying to figure out how to fix it when the letter came. I know now it was a trap, but at the time, I saw the opportunity to see Adam as a chance to finally put closure to what I hadn’t had the chance to before. It felt like something I needed to do before I could move on with my life. Which brings me back to your letter. . .”
I stopped for a moment and tried to shift my position to better look at him, but when a twinge of pain caused me to wince, he leapt to his feet.
“What’s wrong? Do you need me to summon a healer?” His eyes were suddenly back to that sea of pain and chaos I’d seen when he and Cora found me in the courtyard beyond the Bastion. 
“We shouldn’t be discussing this now. You don’t need this kind of stress.”
“Dane, I’m fine,” I said softly. “Sit down, please.”
He regarded me warily for a few moments before he finally obliged. I waited for him to get settled down into his chair before I began speaking again.
“So, as I was saying, I came to you that night because I wanted to discuss your letter.”
“What was it you wanted to say?” He wouldn’t meet my eyes.
“I came to tell you I was sorry. It was wrong that the first day we met I demanded to be rid of you. I hated the idea of you, but I didn’t know who you really were. I wasn’t even willing to give you a chance. I was so angry that you wouldn’t let me go. I’m sorry.”
“I couldn’t Amelia.  We are Fated.” As the words left his lips, an expression of anguish consumed his face.
 I stared at him in wide-eyed shock as I let the words tumble around inside my head. It was all starting to make sense now.
“The treaty--” I pressed my eyes closed. “Your father knew, didn’t he?”
He looked down before answering me.
“Yes.”
“How long have you known?” My voice was barely a whisper as I attempted to conceal the emotion behind it.
“The beginning of the school year. The first day we met.” He dragged a hand through his hair.
“Why didn’t you tell me before? I know I would have been upset for a while. . .” I pressed my eyes tightly closed. “But, I would have researched it and processed it in my own way. I would have. . .” I trailed off,  uncertain of what to say next.  
“I know. I’m sorry,” His words began to rush out, “I understand that you are upset. You have every right to be. My father arrives in the morning. I have already asked him to strike the betrothal from the treaty. I won’t fight you anymore, Amelia. I’ll do whatever you ask.”
His misery and self-loathing were written all over his face. With his elbows resting on the edge of the bed, he dropped his head into his palms.
“I mean it, anything you want--”
His stream of words halted abruptly when I took his face in my hands and forced him to look up at me.
“Dane, stop,” I said softly as my tears broke free.
I couldn’t stand to see him distraught like this. My heart just couldn’t take it. I ran my thumbs over the stubble of his jaw, and he closed his eyes for a few brief moments as he reveled in the touch. When he opened them, I willed the gaze of his eyes to mine, and I loved every single thing that I saw there.  
“We will figure it out.” With my chest so tight I thought it might burst, I searched his face. “Together.”
A symphony of butterflies erupted within my chest as I pulled him toward me, meeting no resistance whatsoever. When our lips met, it felt as if I was finally coming up for air. It was like I hadn’t even known a heavy object was crushing my chest until it had been lifted. It was as if my lungs were able to fully expand for the first time in years. I could breathe again, and all the while, my heart was singing.
His lips were soft and gentle. This kiss contained none of the anger that our first had, but the mind-melting heat and desire once again surged into the core of me. Dane gently pulled away, pressing our foreheads together, nose to nose. Our eyes stared into one another, hazel to honey and honey to hazel. 
All the tension between us had faded away.
I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face because in that moment, I finally felt like I was where I belonged.
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I was standing guard with wolves when a noise down the corridor caught my attention. We weren’t expecting anyone on this level. I reached for the hilt of my sword, ready to strike down any intruder, if needed and the other guards tensed in preparation. When the curvy shape of the visitor became apparent, I immediately knew who it was. I relaxed, and the guards followed my lead.
“I came to check on the princess,” Kessara stopped when she reached me. “How is she?”
“She will make a full recovery.” I replied, blowing out a relieved breath.                       
“What’s up?” She asked, cocking her head slightly as she gauged me. Kessara seemed to have a way of reading my mood. I tilted my head toward the hallway, and we stepped out of earshot of the other guards.
“They are all pretty amazed by what I did, but honestly, I have no idea how. . .” I shook my head.
I couldn’t fathom how I had done that kind of magic. Amelia had been at death’s door and about to slip through it, and yet somehow, I had managed to bring her back. There was no way I should have been able to do that, and yet I had.
Kessara studied me for a moment.
“There is something to be said about the power of love. Amelia is your family. I’m sure you don’t give yourself enough credit.”
Her response was kind, but I'd been hoping that maybe she would reveal some sort of ancient spell that may account for my sudden superhuman ability.
“I was wearing Amelia’s amulet at the time. Maybe that had something to do with it,” I muttered.
“That sounds very plausible,” she offered as she patted my shoulder, and I gave her a soft smile.
“I am glad you came by. I wanted to thank you. Without your help, Amelia would have been dead or taken who knows where by those creatures,” I confessed. The idea of what may have happened if we hadn’t gotten there when we did was unfathomable. I shuddered at the thought.
“I went out to the gates to see if I could be of help. I would have done more, but I was worried about Dane. He hates me and even threatened my life when you left to get Amelia’s scarf,” Kessara's tone softened as she  elaborated, and I inhaled a deep breath in surprise.
“I’m sure he was just upset about Amelia,” I assured her. “He didn’t mean it.”
“I wish that were true, but he hates me to the very core of his being,” Kessara started, and I could barely believe she was finally opening up to me. “I helped him some time ago, and all I asked in return was a favor if I needed his help one day. It doesn’t seem like an awful bargain, does it?”
“No, it doesn’t. It’s pretty fair.” I tilted my head and gave her an empathetic smile.
“Ever since that day, he has been threatened by my power. I guess that’s what I deserve for showing my abilities to anyone. It’s why I’ve always been so secretive about them. I hope he doesn’t try to turn you against me. You’re the only person who has been genuinely nice to me.”
She gave a little shrug, and I opened up my arms to give her a hug. She stepped forward hesitantly like she had never had a friend-hug before and wasn’t quite sure what to do. My heart broke for her.
“You don’t have to worry about that,” I promised as I gave her a warm embrace. “You helped me save Amelia’s life. I know how grumpy Dane can be, but in time he will see that you are not the enemy. Don’t worry about a thing.”
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After bidding Cora farewell, I walked away with a self-satisfied smile on my face. I needed to be preemptive in case the prince found a way around the limitations I had put on him. I genuinely enjoyed my comradery with Cora, but first and foremost, I had a mission to complete here at the Bastion.
To avoid the increased number of guards in the lower tunnels, I ventured out into the night air, instead. I had only just begun to enjoy the quiet of the evening when the whoosh of wings descended next to me.
Dragon. . . Ugh.
“Roarke,” I stated in an indifferent tone without even looking at him.
“Kessara,” he replied as he fell into step beside me.
“Following me again? Your stalker-like tendencies are becoming alarming. Perhaps I should see administration,” I jabbed.
“Perhaps I should tell them all the naughty little things you’ve been up to,” he threw right back at me, matching my snarky tone.
“Well, it looks like we’re at a stalemate then,” I replied, giving him a sarcastically saccharine smile.  
“It appears so.”
He folded his hands together behind his back as he casually walked with me, like it was just a walk with any other random person.
“You still haven’t answered my question,” I stated in irritation.
“The Bastion is on high alert. There has been an attack on the princess of Avonlee,” he replied, and I noticed that he was casually surveying our surroundings.
“So, you thought you’d check on me again?” I smirked.
“No,” he scoffed as if the idea was absurd. “A patrol has been sent to check on things and no one else wanted the assignment of checking on you. I drew the short straw per se,” he replied casually.
“Ha, ha,” I glowered
“If you were hoping for a shoulder to lean on, I’m sure your boyfriend will be by later to offer you his. Once the all-clear is given, of course.” Roarke appeared not to be the least bit bothered by the boyfriend thing, and for some reason, it annoyed me. “Until then, you are required to remain at your tower.”
“I don’t fear what goes bump in the night, Roarke. They fear me,” I quipped back.
“On the behalf of the Bastion guard, I must insist you return to your turret,” he reiterated, yet again.
“I can take care of myself.” I lifted one of my perfectly manicured brows at him.
“Oh, I’m well aware of that, mistress of the night,” he grinned. “But, I have my orders,” he added as if he were delivering a message to any other student.
But we weren’t just any other students to one another, were we?
“Fine,” I digressed.
When we reached my tower, he waited by the entrance as I opened the latch.
“Good night, Kessara of Kearnox.” His eyes did that smoldering thing that I had begun to quite adore.
“Goodnight,” I replied, masking my disappointment that our chat was about to end.
With that, he flew off.
Almost as soon as I entered the tower, I took the steps up to my room and sent a pulse through my scrying mirror to summon my father. Within moments, the greenish-gray mist formed in the mirror and his face appeared.
“You have a report for me, I suspect.” He raised his eyebrows and graced me with that sly smile he always wore when some sort of plan was in action.  
“Yes, father,” I replied, and his face fell into suspicion of my tone.
“And by that look you’re giving me, I doubt I will be less than pleased,” he posited as he tapped his fingers in anticipation.
“That depends on the nature of your arrangement with the vampires,” I replied casually.
I had known my father would use the information about Prince Dane’s Fating when I gave it to him to exact our revenge, but I hadn’t been sure to what end.
“Ah, yes, that. I sold the information to the highest bidder. In this case, that was the vampires. They said their plan was for the princess to be kidnapped and used as ransom or leverage, but we all know their sort are never to be trusted.” He began writing with his quill.
As usual, my father had a sort of nonchalance about his dealings.
“Come now, my darling,” he continued, “You said that you had information to report. Let’s have it, then.”
I began removing my ruby earrings as I started to relay the evenings’ events to my father.
“Well, in that case, the vamps screwed it up badly and nearly killed the girl. For their efforts, they are all dead now. The wolf prince followed her scent to the scene and her emissary, Lady Coranithe, was able to heal her well enough to move her back to the Bastion.”
I unclasped my necklace and set it onto the table.
“I’ve just confirmed that she will make a full recovery.”               
Father stopped writing and looked up at me in the mirror. I could see that his interest had been piqued.
Or was it that he had sensed that I had lied?
“Lady Coranithe healed her, you say?” He asked. A fissure had formed between his brows. He was onto something.
“She did,” I nodded.
“And you say the princess was near death?” He coaxed.
This line of questioning was heading in a direction I didn’t want to tread. Despite my general disdain for the other students here at the Bastion, I didn’t want my father putting a target or a bounty on Cora’s head. That being said, I couldn’t lie to him about the extremity of Amelia’s injuries. He would find out from the other kings, eventually.
“Yes, father,” I mimicked my earlier casual tone.
“Intriguing that an adolescent human would have that capability. Usually, someone of her ability wouldn’t have been able to perform such magic. How do you suppose she was capable of such a feat? Do you think she tapped into some kind of power that she has been hiding from us?” My father pressed, all but abandoning what he was working on.
“No, I suspect the injuries weren’t nearly as bad as they reported. The prince was working his own healing magic at the same time, and Cora was also wearing the magician’s crystal that belonged to Amelia,” I offered as an alternative explanation.
My father nodded his head. It was plausible even if it were a lie.
“Just as well. As you know, I don’t really care for the vampires, anyway. It was all just another means to an end. I’m sure I will find another way to stick it to Grimmnon and Simmion. The possibilities are almost endless, after all.”He went back to writing with his quill. “I am curious though, do you think that their heirs will come together now?”
“Yes, I believe they will, father,” I replied, or at least, I hoped they would. My initial deal with the wolf was riding on it.
He scrunched up his nose like the idea was repulsive to him.
“Then, I guess the whole Fating magic finally wore through that old curse I put on the girl. It’s much stronger than expected. Had I considered it back then, I would have used something a bit more robust than a bonding spell, or in her case, an antibonding spell.”
 He tilted his head over his paper again as he began reviewing his correspondence, and my lips twitched in annoyance.
“You put a curse on the princess?” I tried not to sound accusatory.
“Yes,” he chuckled. “After I learned of the betrothal when the two of you were little children, I spelled her to have a deep-seated distrust of the wolves. Although, back then, I wasn’t aware of the Fating. It’s something we will have to take into account in our future dealings with the shifters.”
“Of course, father. I will make a note of it,” I nodded.
No wonder it had been so difficult for me to complete my first task of bringing them together. I should have realized the princess was cursed. It must have really been torture for the wolf prince. I grinned at the thought of his suffering.
“Well, darling. If there is nothing else, then I must prepare for a meeting with one of my associates.”
He looked at me expectantly before I smiled and replied, “No, father. There is nothing else.”  
I was just full of deceit this evening. . .                                
“Then I shall bid you goodnight for now, my darling. Don’t forget to send your love to the stars,” he said as he smiled at me affectionately, the little lines crinkling up at the corners of his eyes.         
“Goodnight, father.”
I should have felt guilty for lying to him. I was lucky to have a father that loved me very much. He was the man who raised me, my closest confidant, and, in many ways, my best friend. But I had my own agenda, and in this case, what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.
As the greenish-gray mist dissipated from the mirror and my own reflection became clear, a satisfied grin turned up on my ruby red lips before my head tilted back in a wicked laugh.
In helping the prince locate Amelia, I had completed both of my bargains with him. Now, I had two favors from a prince.
And I had every intention of exploiting that to the fullest.
Soon these fools would see just how much chaos I had in me. . . 
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Dax


Alarms blared through the Bastion, signaling the highest alert of lock down. From my perch high up on our tower, my golden dragon eyes scanned the horizon for any sign of the enemy.
A band of vicious vampires had attacked the Princess of Avonlee  just beyond the Bastion gates nearly an hour ago.  The guards of Laramidia had been sent on the hunt and located a second group of the blood-thirsty vermin shortly thereafter. Between the attack and the recent death of King Pythios, it was beginning to feel as if something sinister were at play.
A sudden movement to my left caught my attention.  My pulse quickened as a sense of foreboding launched me into action.
Careful not to let my quarry know I was in pursuit, I made my way across the rooftop like an undercurrent, silent and unnoticed beneath the placid surface of a stream.
I needed to see where he was headed before I intervened.
My target meandered along the perimeter of the eastern courtyard, weaving in and out of the shadows of night fall.
He was waiting for someone.
I descended the roof tiles, taking care to be discrete and blend in to the slate. Making only the most calculated and delicate of movements to  make sure I would not cause any to fall, I advanced forward.
Once certain I hadn’t been detected, I scrambled down the wall onto a balcony and slipped into the shadows alongside a parapet.
My mark suddenly careened back from the outer perimeter toward the octagon building of the academy.
The scales along the ridge of my wings prickled as a realization dawned on me; I was about to discover his secret rendezvous.
The sound of casual footsteps emerged from the lower tunnels onto the gravel below and a hooded figure sauntered into view. It was a figure whose gate was all too unique to be anyone other than one person: the Necromancer's daughter.
The development was all too concerning. I had known from the moment I had laid my eyes upon the witch earlier in the fall that Kessara was a real and dangerous threat.
As time went by, some students claimed what had been said about her was rumor, some claimed she was a friend, others claimed she was just misunderstood. Now, it was blatantly clear that I had been right all along.
My quarry immediately moved in toward her. What’s worse was that she didn't look surprised to see him. There was a level of comfort and familiarity between them that made me ill at ease. This was not their first meeting.
I ground my teeth.
Her consorts knew no bounds. They continued together down the open path, and I adjusted my position to keep them in my line of sight.
The witch was kerosene, dancing along the edge of my family's volatile flame, and the situation was poised to ignite into a hell storm.
Only after she entered her tower did my target take off in flight. I gave a heavy sigh as I watched Roarke soar away over the rooftop.


Oh, little brother, what the hell are you getting yourself into?
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