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Las Vegas, Present Time
Saphira
Even over the pounding bass, the whispers never stopped.

I clapped my hands over my ears and willed the dark voice
away. It—mno, she—had been with me for as long as I could
remember. Even tonight as [ weaved between the smattering of
trees then through the mass of writhing bodies on the
dancefloor at Sin Forest, the hottest night club on the Strip, |
couldn’t drown out the sound.

Most of the time they were only rough murmurs. A growly
voice I couldn’t quite place and yet recognized deep within the
marrow of my bones.

Soon, Saphira. It's almost time.

I squeezed my eyes shut and willed that damned voice far
down. Tonight, was supposed to be fun. It was my twenty-first
birthday, Halloween, and I’d scored the highly coveted golden
ticket and all-expense paid trip to Vegas to the super exclusive
Portal Resort and Casino. It was the party of the year. Best of
all, my two oldest friends, or rather, practically sisters would
be here. If I could only find them in this insane crowd.

Stepping through the dark fog that must have been pumped
through the vents of this place to give it that dark and creepy
forest vibe, I passed a mirrored wall and snuck a quick glance
at my retro costume. Xena Warrior Princess was an oldie but a
goodie. Something about the sword across my back and the
daggers strapped to my thighs just felt right. I’d considered



wearing a dark wig over my neon blue hair but had thankfully
nixed the idea. I would’ve been a sweaty disaster wearing that
thing. As I walked past the mirror, I wondered what costumes
Rhode and Morgana would be wearing.

After another unsuccessful round skirting the packed, dark
dancefloor, I shoved my way to the bar. Tossing my long blue
locks over my shoulder, I magically managed to get the
bartender’s attention. Score one for my blindingly bright
locks. It took endless maintenance but was totally worth it. A
series of golden hoops were speared through the bartender’s
ears, the sparkling gold catching my eye.

“What can I get you, gorgeous?”
How about those sparkly trinkets?

“Shh!” T hissed at that damned intrusive voice. From the
moment I could remember, I’d always had a penchant for all
things sparkly.

The guy cocked a light brow. “Lady, the music is blasting
in here, if [ don’t yell, you’d never hear me.”

“Oh, sorry, right.” I shook my head and pressed a finger to
my ear. “My hearing is just really sensitive,” I shouted lamely.
Better that than admitting I heard voices in my mind. I pointed
at a glowing neon blue drink a girl further down the bar was
holding. “I’ll take three of those and three shots, your choice.”

“Sure, three Electric Waves and bartender’s choice coming
right up.”

I scanned the dancefloor as I waited, but still no sign of the
girls. Where were they? A second later, the bartender handed
me the fancy cocktails and shots. “They match your hair.”

Juggling the glasses, I took a big gulp of mine and
muttered, “Yup.” No shit, Captain Obvious. I dropped some
cash on the bar and spied an empty high top just a few feet
away and claimed the table. Reaching for my phone tucked
inside my leather corset, I shot Rhode a quick message.

Me: Where are you guys?



Rhode: Just made it in the club. Sorry, we got stuck in an
elevator.

Me: What?
Rhode: Long story, we’ll tell you about it in person.

Me: Fine. I got drinks and a table to the right of the bar,
next to that wall of mirrors.

Rhode: Okay, be there in a second.

A smile curled the corners of my lips. Rhode and I had met in
high school and somehow, she’d convinced her foster parents
to adopt me when I was sixteen. Her older sister Morgana was
like the mom we never had and needed so damned badly. I’d
spent the best two years of my life with them in that old house.
Growing up in the system had been rough, and I’d never felt
like part of a family until I moved in with them.

I tucked my phone between my breasts and when I glanced
up, twin silver orbs stared down at me from the upper level.
The hair on the back of my neck rose, and a ripple of
goosebumps skated down my arms. What the hell?

That piercing gaze drilled into me, the assault more
powerful than any police pat down. I was obsessed with shiny
things, and sometimes, that got me into trouble. And those
eyes, the way they glittered had desire unfurling in my core.
To claim, to possess...

Mine. Mine. Mine.

The damned rough voice in my head clawed its way to the
surface and for an instant, everything else disappeared. The
music slowed, the pounding bass dissipated, and the crowd of
bodies moved in slow motion. Shit, I’'m losing my mind.
Squeezing my eyes closed again, I drew in a deep breath and
focused on stilling my thundering pulse.

I blinked quickly, looked up again and the smoldering
silver orbs were gone. The music blared, and the mass of
bodies picked up their frantic tempo once again. I pressed my
hand to my chest and sucked in another breath. What the hell
was in that drink?



Taking a measured sip to cool the sudden dryness in my
throat, my gaze lifted to the level above. No glowing silver
eyes, nothing weird. Except for the troop of aliens dressed in
shimmering silver leotards.

Duh, Saphira. It’s Halloween. Someone must have been
wearing glowing contact lenses. That’s totally a thing, right?

Over the rim of my glass, I spotted two familiar females
making their way through the crowd. “Rhode! Morgana!” 1
jumped off the barstool and wrapped the girls in a hug. It had
been nearly a year since I’d seen them last and somehow it felt
like not a minute had passed.

Rhode motioned to my costume, a smile lighting up her
face. “Xena Warrior Princess! Absolutely epic.”

Morgana licked her finger and made a sizzling sound.
“Smokin’ hot. You look fantastic, birthday girl.”

“I love that we all went retro tonight.” I ran my hands over
the pleather pieces of my skirt.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one that had gone for famous
celebrities from the past. Rhode was channeling Madonna in
that classic music video in a tight corset with cones on her
breasts. While Morgana turned back time as Cher with a
bodysuit made entirely out of mesh, sequins, and tiny strips of
black material covered only by a leather jacket. I was
definitely impressed by their commitment.

“Are we really surprised?” Morgana winked.

Not really. We’d always been obsessed with things of the
past, from movies to music to TV, we loved anything retro. It
was as if the present didn’t quite appeal to us.

I pointed to the row of shots lined up next to the neon blue
cocktails with little umbrellas in them. “Sit. Drink. Tell me
how you got stuck in an elevator?”

Morgana’s lips twisted. “Shots first. Trauma second.”

Fine by me. We all reached for our shots and tossed them
back in perfect sync. Rhode’s face wrinkled up in a scowl, and
she shook her head. “Okay, no more shots.”



“Until we hit the next bar, right?” I swayed to the
intoxicating beat of the music. I was just getting started.

Rhode pulled the Electric Wave toward her, and her eyes
widened in delight. “Sure... oh, my God. Are these frozen
margaritas?”’

“Electric Waves.” I held up my drink, the brilliant blue
aglow beneath the rainbow of lights overhead. “Cheers to us
finally being together again.”

“Cheers and happy birthday!” Rhode leaned in, holding
her glass up.

“Cheers to that and not taking another elevator ever again.
Because that was an ordeal.”

“I can’t wait to hear this. Something tells me this story
has...flavor.” I cackled and took a long sip of my drink.

“Go ahead, Mo.” Rhode waved her sister on to tell the
whole story.

I could barely hear her over the pounding bass, but it was
something about a naked shark and a T-Rex tail smacking
everyone and Rhode’s epic nursing skills.

“I mean the triage in the elevator was pretty impressive,”
said Morgana.

Rhode took another sip of her drink and gave her purse a
pat. “And you judged me for my first aid kit. I warned you
there’d be blood to clean up tonight.”

“You’re not making me want to go back out there.” I
continued to sip my drink then hissed and pinched the bridge
of my nose. “Ugh, brain freeze.”

Rhode snapped her fingers then pointed to her own lips.
“Stick your tongue to the roof of your mouth.”

Hmm, weird, but... I did as instructed as often was the
case when I was around these two. And it worked! “Nurse
Rhode for the win.”

“Two for two.” She held two fingers up and stuck her
tongue out at Morgana. “Guys, I really needed this break from



work. I’'m so happy we’re finally here.”

“Yeah, let’s not go even half as long without seeing you,
Saphira.” A rueful smile crossed her lips. “I won’t stand for
it.”

I grinned at Morgana. “Yes, mom.”

“I feel like Lady Tremaine sometimes with you two.”

Rhode frowned and glanced up at me. “Does that make us
Anastasia and Drizella?”

I snapped my fingers, imagining the wicked stepsisters.
“Which one wears green and blue?”

“Drizella,” Rhode and Morgana said in unison.

“Dibs.” T chuckled and took another sip of my drink.
Damn, this stuff was ah-mazing.

“I look good 1n pink and purple,” said Rhode.

We all started chattering and reminiscing about the past,
and again it felt like just yesterday we’d all been living under
the same roof. Only we hadn’t been, not for years. I’d been
working part-time as a barista and taking classes at the local
community college, and Rhode was a freaking nurse.

“I need a pet to pet,” Morgana mumbled, drawing me from
my thoughts. Pets were not a thing in the foster care system
and a big no-no with our adoptive parents, but Morgana had
always wanted one.

“Get a lizard that can sit on your shoulder all day at work
like in that tv show.” Rhode cupped her hands in front of her
like she was holding something small.

“That’s a great idea, sis.”

“So clearly our love lives are going great.” Rhode
snickered and tapped my arm while waggling her eyebrows.
“Let’s hear who’s been in your bed?”

As if on cue, a man with sandy blonde hair and brown eyes
slid into the space between Rhode and I, resting his bony
elbow on the table. “Are you looking for volunteers,
Madonna?”



Rhode gave him a wide grin that sparked a twinkle in her
pale blue eyes. She leaned forward like she was going to tell
him a secret. “Pull your lip over your head and swallow it.
Thanks. Have the night you deserve.”

A laugh burst from my mouth as the guy lingered there for
the longest minute ever, and I nearly spat out a mouthful of
blue alcohol. This night was going to be epic.

“That was fun,” Rhode deadpanned.

“Now I see why you suspected we’d need to clean up
blood tonight.” Morgana smirked. “So Saphira are you dating
anyone or is the field wide open and you’re just waiting to be
caught?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah right. LA is like the land of vapid
idiots in expensive sports cars.”

“I mean... you’re not wrong.” Morgana glanced at Rhode,
but her eyes had gone glassy.

“Rhode?” She nudged her. “Dreaming again?”

Rhode pointed one finger at something over her sister’s
shoulder. “Dibs.”

I glanced in the direction she pointed, and my eyes nearly
popped out of my head. Damn. Morgana whistled under her
breath. There was no doubt about it, the guy was gorgeous.
With black pants and a cream loose blouse he looked like a
pirate, the super sexy kind. Rhode didn’t even hide her
interest. Hell, I wouldn’t have either.

The guy sauntered over and stopped right in front of her.
With hair as dark as night and eyes burning an otherworldly
amber glow, he leaned casually against the table and held out
his pale hand. “Dance with me?”

Her head dipped, hiding her eyes behind a curtain of light
gray hair, and shock curved my mouth into a capital O. I
glanced at Morgana as the stranger led Rhode into the sultry
shadows of the dancefloor.

I gulped down another long pull from the straw, irritation
niggling at my insides. This was supposed to be our night



together. We barely saw each other anymore, not since I’d
moved to Los Angeles when I’d turned eighteen and aged out
of foster care. I caught a glimpse of a smiling Rhode and the
hot pirate, and the annoyance vanished. The dude really was
crazy hot. “I know we were supposed to be hanging out
tonight, but even I would ditch us for that.”

Rhode’s older sister took a sip and shrugged, her long
black hair cascading over her shoulders. “We need a little of
that ourselves.”

“Tell me about it.”

Morgana groaned, her eyes going glossy. “I might have
possibly seen the most beautiful guy ever just outside the
elevator.”

I leaned in, taking another slurp of my drink. “Tell me
more.”

“It was only for a second but dark hair and piercing blue
eyes. He was there one minute and gone the next. If ever there
was a guy to get my interest tonight... it’d be him.”

I glanced around the club, hazarding a quick peek at the
upper levels. I was so not looking for glowing silver eye guy, |
was totally looking for Morgana’s dude. “So where is he?”

“I have no 1dea, but I’d love to find out.”

“Same, sister, but mother nature calls.” I dropped my
empty glass onto the table and shot her a grin. “When I get
back from the bathroom the hunt begins.”

“Do you want me to go with you?”

I shook my head. “Those damn lines are always too long.
Keep an eye on Rhode with that potential stalker, I’ll be right
back.”

“Okay, but if you’re not back in like ten minutes I’'m going
in after you.”

I gave her a dramatic eyeroll before sauntering away. “Yes,
mom,” I called out over my shoulder.



Pushing my way through the crowd, I searched for the
restroom sign. Dammit, I really had to pee now. “Excuse me.”
Out of my way! 1 slipped past a couple making out, and an arm
weaved around my waist, tugging me against a hard body.

My head swiveled around to find some tatted-up blonde
guy. He nuzzled my ear and the scent of vodka hung in the air
between us. “Let go, asshole,” I hissed.

His arm only tightened around my waist, pressing into my
bladder. “Come on Xena, it’s just one dance.” He rubbed
against me, his arousal grossly apparent against my ass.

I was about a second away from unleashing the plastic
dagger at my thigh. “Let go of me you dickhead, or I’ll drive
this fake blade through your eyeball.”

His arm suddenly fell away, and a satisfied smile curled
my lips. Until I heard the scream. Whipping around, I caught
the blonde guy flying half-way across the room. He landed on
top of a crowd of partygoers who lifted him high in the air,
pumping their arms to the beat.

“Humans.” The deep hiss pivoted my attention to the
towering male who’d suddenly appeared beside me. A snarl
carved into his wide jaw as he scrutinized me from head to toe.
The high collar and leather breastplate across his thick chest
did nothing to hide his muscled form beneath. Gold-plated
shoulder armor had my twitchy fingers reaching for the shiny,
scaled metal.

“Excuse me?” I squeezed out.

He ran his hand through his wild midnight locks, drawing
my attention to his eyes. A brilliant silver. “Nothing, never
mind. I’ve come to collect you, princess.”

The man’s huge hand wrapped around my upper arm, and
he toted me through the mess of bodies. I jerked and wiggled,
but his hold was relentless. What the hell was going on
tonight? Was it a full moon or something?

“Um, I think you have me confused with someone else,” I
yelled over the music. “My name’s not Princess.” I glanced at



my costume, and I wanted to smack myself. Oh, right, Xena,
the Warrior Princess. This guy’s got jokes.

When we finally reached the edge of the dancefloor, he
whirled around, and his icy silver gaze landed on my neck. His
eyes narrowed, and he ran his finger down the column of my
throat, lingering on a patch of tawny skin, a mark I’d had since
birth. Every nerve ending on my body lit up. My gaze lifted to
the same spot on his throat, and the gilded swirls peeking over
the top of his high collar. His lip curled into a snarl, and he let
out a grunt. “No, I am not mistaken, Princess Saphira. I've
come to take you home.”

“Why are you calling me that? And wait, how do you
know my name?”

“I know many things about you, princess, but now is not
the time. We must go before The Veil closes.”

“The what?”

Trust him. That voice surged to the surface, as if this night
wasn’t turning out to be crazy enough. Go with him.

I couldn’t just go with him. What about Morgana and
Rhode?

All the air punched from my lungs as he scooped me into
his arms. The intoxicating scent of musky sandalwood invaded
my nostrils, and like magic, the tension in my muscles seeped
away. There was no fight, no flight.

“Hey!” I squealed. “You can’t just do that. And what about
my friends? They’re going to be looking for me.”

“You’ll see them again soon enough.” His dark gaze
locked on mine, and I couldn’t take him in fast enough. The
fine arch of his brow, the thick stubble along his jawline, the
slight bend in the bridge of his nose, as if it had been broken
and not quite healed right.

My brows slammed together, and I forced my eyes away
from his. What was this sorcery? I should’ve been screaming,
fighting, doing anything to get away from this man. But every
bone in my body recognized his.



Which was absolutely insane.

As was how fast we were suddenly moving. The mosaic of
metallic gold from the front lobby blurred by in a twinkle of
lights. He turned the corner toward the archways that led to the
elevator banks. I’d been walking through the labyrinth earlier,
lost within the glittering hallways.

A gilded mirror stood between the men’s and women’s
bathroom, and I suddenly remembered how badly I had to pee.
“I have to—"

The rest of my sentence died on my tongue as my
kidnapper snapped his fingers and shimmering silver flames
sparked to life on his fingertips. I gasped, all the air squeezing
from my lungs. He tossed the building flames at the mirror and
our reflections disappeared, replaced by a vortex of whirling
light.

“What in the world?”
“We’re going home, princess.”

Before 1 could get another word out, he leapt into the
flames and my screams were swallowed up by the swirling
abyss.
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SAPHIRA

Kingdom of Fuoco, Isle of Draconia, Terrea

My boots hit the hard-packed sand, and my knees wobbled for
an instant before my body hurtled forward. My arms shot out
in a desperate attempt to brace myself for the fall, but my head
spun so badly, I had no idea which direction was up or down.

Welcome home, Saphira. That familiar voice swam
through my mind.

An iron band laced around my waist, suspending me in
mid-air when I wavered. My shoulder blades smacked into a
firm block of muscle, the heat radiating from his form my only
clue it belonged to a man and not the side of the jagged cliff of
the mountains surrounding us.

“Breathe slowly. The dizziness should wear off in a
moment.” Warm breath blazed across the shell of my ear, and
a shudder surged down my spine.

Ignoring the freakish sensation, I cocked my head at my
captor. “What in the hell just happened? Where are we?” 1
wrapped my fingers around his massive, tattooed forearm and
tried to pry myself free from his hold. Like last time, I
accomplished nothing but extreme irritation. On both our
parts.

“If I let you go, you’ll fall, princess.”

“Then let me fall!” I speared my elbow into his stomach
and bit out a squeal. Mother Terrea, that hurt.

Mother Terrea? Where the goddess had that come from?



Goddess?

Nausea roiled around in my gut, and I leaned back against
the stranger. I was losing my mind. No, it was that drink! I’d
been drugged. That would explain the incomprehensible lusty
sensations toward this mountain of a man holding me captive.

“If you hurt me, I’'ll hunt you down and stab you with my
dagger,” I muttered. Was I slurring? The arid sand beneath my
feet shot up over my head. The endless blue blurred, and I
squeezed my eyes closed. “Oh, no, I think I’'m going to be
sick.” T hunched over and blue liquid spewed from my lips,
and all over my captor’s shiny leather boots.

A growl of irritation rumbled low in his chest, vibrating
my entire backside. He never let go though. His firm hold held
me up as [ spilled the contents of my belly all over the dry,
cracked earth. Strong fingers banded around my hair, keeping
the loose strands out of my face.

When I had nothing left, I spat out the foul taste in my
mouth and wiped the saliva from my chin. Damn you, Rhode
and Morgana... I never should’ve ordered those shots.

Shit, Rhode and Morgana must be so worried about me.
“Better?” he whispered.

I blinked quickly and forced my eyes to focus on the
foreign land sprawling around me. This was definitely not Las
Vegas. Although the arid landscape did share a slight
resemblance to the desert. But just beyond the flat stretch of
land, lay a monstrous mountain range dotted with pools of
bright orange and crimson molten lava. Jagged, dusky
mountains rose like giants from the land, their peaks lost in the
sulfurous clouds. Molten rivers cascaded from the heights,
carving sinuous paths through the barren, blackened plains
below. Toto, we’re definitely not in Kansas anymore. “My
stomach yes, the rest of me, no.”

He loosened his death grip, and I sank onto the hardpacked
earth. To my surprise, he crouched down beside me, piercing
silver eyes scrutinizing. I kept my eyes down, pinned to the



splatter of blue alcohol across his leather boots. He couldn’t be
happy about that.

“I demand you take me back. Immediately.”

“Oh, you demand, do you?” A stupid smirk stretched
across his handsome face.

“Will you just tell me where we are? And who the hell you
are for that matter? And also, why am I speaking funny?”

His head cocked to the side, dark tangles of hair settling on
his forehead. “You don’t know?”

“Um, no. How the hell would 1?”

“All in due time I suppose, princess.” He eyed me again,
as if he were assessing something, but for the life of me I
couldn’t figure out what. My sanity, maybe? Because 1 was
fairly certain I’d lost it on that rollercoaster ride of lights. He
snuck a hand beneath his leather breastplate and revealed what
looked like a flask from like cave man times. Uncorking it, he
handed it to me. “Take small sips. We must move soon.”

The hell no sat poised on my lips, but truthfully, I was
parched. I was also about a second away from ripping off this
costume. The fake pleather corset was digging into my ribs
and sweat pooled between my boobs, the thick fabric and my
skin. My fingers wrapped around the suede pouch, and I
gulped down a long chug.

“I said small sips,” he growled.

“I'm thirsty, okay? Time travel or whatever the hell just
happened takes its toll on a girl.”

The hint of a smile twitched at the corner of his lips. “I’d
prefer it if you didn’t vomit all over my shoes again.”

“Sorry,” I murmured around the tip of the kidney-shaped
containet.

“Finish up so we can go. We must reach Flintguard
Fortress before nightfall.”

“Or what? A big bad monster is going to eat us?”



“No, the desert raukids prefer to consume your soul and
leave the husk of your body intact for the bralicans to devour.
It’s a symbiotic relationship, if you will.”

I was fairly certain my eyes were about to pop out of my
head. “You’re screwing with me, right?”

“I do not screw with women. I bed them well and
thoroughly.” A glint of mischief lit up the somber gray of his
irises until they smoldered a fiery silver.

I swallowed hard to moisten my once again parched throat.
“Are you quite finished with my waterskin?”

I glanced down at the leathery flask clutched between my
fingers. I took another long pull before handing it back to him.

Once he sheathed it beneath his breastplate, he rose and
offered me a hand. “It’s time to go, princess.”

“I need to go home...”

“Well, that’s not happening. The Veil that separates us
from Earth is closed. It only opens once every fifty years, and
our window just ended.”

I stared, jaw unhinged, as I tried to process his words.
Veil? Earth? What?

“Now, please, come with me.”

I would’ve refused him, but my head still spun, and I
wasn’t entirely certain I’d be able to stand without his
assistance. Closing my hand around his beastly palm, I gave
my wobbly legs a try. He hauled me up before I could get my
feet out from under me, and I stumbled right into that
unyielding chest again.

“Oomph,” I muttered, my mouth pressed to the soft
leathers.
“Will you be able to walk, or must I carry you?”

“I’m perfectly capable of walking.” Pressing my palms to
his rigid torso, I extricated myself from his hold. Bracing my
knees, I somehow managed to remain upright. Thank, Mother
Terrea. “Who is Mother Terrea?” I blurted.



My sullen companion was already a few steps ahead of
me, leading us deeper into the wasteland and in the opposite
direction of the towering mountain range. At least, our trek
would be a flat one.

“And how long exactly do we have to walk?”

“So many questions.” Though I couldn’t see his face as he
marched in front of me, I could practically feel the eye roll.

I lengthened my strides in an attempt to catch up with his
ridiculously long ones. “At least tell me your name.”

He blew out a breath, and wisps of silver smoke swirled in
the air. What the...? 1 squeezed my eyes shut, then rubbed
them until they hurt. How long had I been awake for? Sleep
deprivation, that must be it. It had been almost midnight in
Vegas and here, the blazing sun still sat full over the horizon.

“I’m not sure that’s wise.”

“Why not? Are you like a faery king and if you tell me
your real name I’ll have some crazy power over you?”

A full-on laugh tumbled from his lips, shaking his barrel
chest. The unexpected warm sound was like a heated caress. It
was so startling my stomach clenched. “Is that the nonsense
they teach you in the human world?”

“The human world?”’ I blurted.

“Yes, princess, the hell hole I just rescued you from.” His
eyes lanced into mine.

“Rescued? So you’re like my knight in shining armor? |
hate to break it to you, buddy, but you’re about twenty-one
years too late. Had I known all of this awaited me,” — I threw
my hands into the air, palms up and twirled around
dramatically — “I would’ve run away a long time ago, like
when I was eleven and Mr. Smith thought it would be fun to
use my arm to put out his cigarettes, or at thirteen with Mr.
Chandler who got his rocks off by watching me sleep at
night.”

Darkness curtained his brilliant eyes, and the clench of his
jaw sharpened. A tendon fluttered beneath the scrufty surface



but not a single syllable came out.

Mother T, what was wrong with me spilling all my dark
secrets to a stranger?

I gritted my teeth and quickened my pace, so I moved a
few strides ahead of him. Great plan, Saphira. You have no
idea where you’re going. That voice was much too clear this
time. I clapped my hands over my ears. Shut up, 1 shot back.

“I didn’t say anything.” Big, tall, and broody behind me
grumbled.

Shift, did I say that out loud?
Shift?
What in all the worlds was happening to me?

“How much longer?” I asked again. The plastic daggers
were digging into my thighs, and I was scared if [ made one
wrong move, I’d impale my precious baby-making organ. Not
that I particularly wanted kids, but I’d at least like the option.

“It’s about half a day’s trek to the fortress.”

Well, that sounded foreboding. “And whose fortress is this
exactly?”

“The king’s.”

“Of course, it is.” My eyes rolled so far back I was certain
only the whites showed. “And why are you taking me there
again?”

“To deliver you to the king’s son, your betrothed.”
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“Say what now?” I wrapped my hand around the big brute’s
forearm, and I still couldn’t get my fingers to touch.

He stopped, but I doubted it had anything to do with me
jerking his arm. I was probably nothing more than an annoying
fly to him.

“Say that part again about the king, only slower.”

“You, Saphira Highborne, are betrothed to the king’s son. |
was sent to procure you from the human world and bring you
safely back to Flintguard Fortress.”

“Where we’ll all live happily ever after?” An insane laugh
burst from my lips. “What kind of sick joke is this?”

“I’m afraid it’s no joke, Saphira.”

“Who? I mean how? How can I be betrothed to someone
I’ve never even met?”’

“You have met,” he mumbled. “This betrothal has been
planned for decades.”

“By whom?”

He shook his head, lips pressing into a firm line. “You’ll
understand everything soon enough.”

Goddess, this made no sense. “Tell me your damned name
so | can at least yell at you properly!” Heat surged in my gut,
and it had nothing to do with the infuriatingly handsome man
glaring down at me. Fire singed my veins, tightening around
my lungs and a tremor of rage shook my entire body.



“Relax, Saphira,” he whispered. “Just let her out.”
“Let who out?” I shrieked.

His dark brows slammed together, and he stepped closer.
His strong hands framed my face, and my breath hitched at the
oddly familiar touch. “You really don’t remember?”

“No, you ash-hole, I don’t!” I clapped my hand over my
mouth, eyes gone wide. What was happening with my tongue?
It just kept spilling out weird words.

His eyes closed, but his lids fluttered, dark lashes fanning
the soft skin beneath. There was something so familiar about
his expression, the line between his brows, the frustrated set of
his jaw. His eyes snapped open, and I diverted my gaze. The
last thing I needed was for this guy to think I was checking
him out.

Which I so wasn’t. I was scoping out the enemy. The first
chance I got I’d make a run for it, to that swirling light, merry-
go-round, time travel thing. Sure, my life had started like crap
in the “human world”, but I’d made things work in the end. I
was taking classes at LA City College, and my life was on a
decent track. I sure as hell didn’t need whatever this was.

“You know, I never asked to be saved,” I gritted out. “I
figured out a way to survive on my own, despite my shitty
start.”

“I’'m sure you did.”
A sharp squeal sent my head tipping skyward.

“Get down!” Big, dark and broody slammed into me, and I
hit the earth with a smack. Mother T, this man was as solid as
a California redwood. I could barely drag in a breath with his
enormous body smothering me.

Another shriek just overhead stilled my uncomfortable
squirming. A shadow blotted out the clear blue sky, and
massive feathered wings blanketed everything.

“What the isles are those things?” Their wingspan
stretched wider than my first car.

“Eglids. Blasted winged scavengers.”



“What do they want?”
“To eat us.”

The remaining air fled my lungs. “Are you kidding me,
right now?”

“They must have a nest nearby.” His gaze flickered over
my head to the mountain range running to our left. “It looks
like the entire flock has come out to warn us away.”

“Mission accomplished.” I drew in a breath, willing my
lungs to inflate beneath the mass of male pinning me to the
ground. “So now what?” I rasped out.

One of the oversized birds dived, and his entire body
tensed above me. The thunderous flapping of wings echoed
just over my head. From the corner of my eye, I caught a
glimpse of the creature as he divebombed us. Claws and teeth
like a freaking mountain lion and an owl-like head that turned
at an unnatural angle. He stretched out its talons, and a shrill
cry rang out.

',,

“Stay down!” My kidnapper leapt up and drew one of the
swords strapped across his back.

I sucked in a breath of blessed air and craned my neck to
see the gleaming blade cut across the creature’s torso. Blood
spurted the earth, painting the cracked sand in a riot of
crimson. The warm liquid spattered my back, and a bout of
nausea crawled up my throat. Oh, yuck.

More screams echoed from above, and a dark cloud moved
OVer us.

This couldn’t be good.

Birds shot down from the sky, one after another, their
beady eyes focused on my sword-wielding escort. I reached
for one of the plastic daggers strapped to my thigh and flung it
at the closest creature.

The fake blade hit it right between its eyes, but it barely
flinched. I did however succeed in pissing it off. The freaky
bird swung left, abandoning his big target for me and let out a
sharp squawk.



“Saphira, move!”

I darted right, and the hiss of his blade passed just over my
head and sank into the eglid’s belly. Tall, dark and murdery
jerked the sword out and spun around in time to sink it into the
next winged monster.

He reached behind his back, drew the second sword and
handed it to me. “Take this.”

“Nah, I’'m good.” I stared at the massive broadsword and
took a step back.

“Saphira, if you value your life as much as I do, you’ll do
as I say. Right. Now.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat, and my hand
closed around the gilded hilt. The flicker of rubies caught my
eye, and saliva pooled in my mouth. Shiny. Shaking my head
out, | focused on the feel of the weapon clenched in my palm.
“I have no idea how to use this thing.”

“Yes, you do. Trust me.” The hard set of his jaw softened
for an instant. Ghostly fingers danced across that face, tangling
through that dark wild hair. My fingers? “Saphira, focus!”

I blinked quickly, chasing away the odd images. “You
know, it would be easier to trust you if I at least knew your
goddess damned name!”

A pair of eglids hurtled toward us and he raised his sword,
a dark glint in his eye. “It’s Ryker, now swing that damned
sword, princess!”

Ryker. 1 rolled the name around in my mouth, felt it on my
tongue.

“Now!”

I arced the sword over my head and brought it down with
all the force I could muster. I caught the animal on the wing,
opening up a deep gash along the bone. It slammed to the
ground and rolled. Ryker was on it in an instant and delivered
a fatal blow.

Holy, Mother.



“All right,” Ryker growled. “I’m done fooling around with
these beasts. I don’t care what Abba said.” Silver flames
ignited across his eyes, and his pupils thinned to narrow slits.
“Get behind me.”

I clutched the sword and moved behind his broad back.
Heat emanated from his body, the temperature so high I could
feel it even standing a foot behind him. Shimmery silver scales
rippled across his exposed forearms, and a gasp escaped my
clenched lips.

Ryker snapped his fingers and flames danced across his
fingertips. What in Terrea? Silver fire? He brought his hands
together, and a fireball formed between his palms. He tossed
one, then another rapid fire into the flock of attacking eglids.

I stared, mouth agape as each missile hit its mark. Screams
and the scent of burnt flesh and feathers filled the air. The
noxious odor reached my nostrils, and I held my breath until
the birds began to retreat.

Their massive wings beat out a thundering rhythm as they
turned toward the mountains and disappeared within the tall
crags. I scanned the peaks as they disappeared, my eyes
focusing on the rivers of lava carving a trail down the hilltops.
Once they were gone, I released the breath I’d been holding.

Ryker spun around, his pupils still sharper than diamonds.
Sweat beaded along his brow and deep crimson splattered his
torn leathers. His breastplate was ripped in half, claw marks
raking across his stacked abs. “Were you harmed, princess?”

“No, I’m fine,” I huffed out, forcing my gaze away from
his sculpted torso. “Now are you going to tell me what the hell
that was about? And why you held out on me with that wicked
firepower?”

“Not here.” He eyed the eglid bodies littering the bloodied
ground. “The bralicans will be here shortly for the carcasses,
and I’m in no mood to take on a hungry pack.”

“Can we at least walk and talk?”

“Fine, if you think you can handle doing both at the same
time.”



Ash-hole. “I’m not sure if you missed it, but as it turns out
I’m kind of a badass with a sword.”

Ryker laughed, a thundering belly laugh that shook the flat
planes of his stomach. “Fifty years in the human world has
affected you more than I’d imagined.”

“Excuse me?”’

He shook his head and let out another exasperated sigh,
like I was the one that just kidnapped him and brought him to
some crazy alternate universe. “Follow me, princess.”



Tsee
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I dipped beneath the tangle of emerald-hued vines and eyed
the murky cave. Phosphorescent moss climbed up the walls,
casting an ethereal light across the rock. I ducked under the
stalactites that hung like shimmering chandeliers, and my
brow shot up into a suspicious arch. “You want me to sleep in
there, with you?”

“I know 1t’s not ideal, princess, but I didn’t realize how
slow you’d be. And you seem... tired. I’d hoped to reach the
fortress before nightfall but at this rate, it’s highly unlikely.
Continuing on would be unnecessarily risky.”

“Slow?” Out of that entire monologue it was the one part |
chose to focus on. I jabbed my finger into his annoyingly firm
chest and glared up at the bastard. “Maybe I’d move faster if
you simply answered my questions. We’ve been walking for
hours, and I still don’t understand any of this.” If I wasn’t so
freaking lost, I would’ve tried to make a run for it. But
honestly, where would I go?

“It’s not my place to explain this to you, Saphira. In fact,
I’m not permitted to.” His huge hand closed around my finger,
and heat singed my skin. He held on for an endless minute,
silver orbs locked on mine. Something stirred in my core.

Something ancient and dormant. Something I was certain |
wanted no part of.

Ryker released me and crossed the dark threshold of the
cave. I remained rooted to the spot, my eyes on the raging ball
of fire sinking into the horizon.



Trust him, Saphira.

With every second I spent in this strange new land her
voice became more insistent. A court-mandated psychologist
had diagnosed me with schizophrenia when I was twelve. I’d
taken the meds for a few days before tossing them all in the
trash. Not only did her voice never go away, but the pills also
made me feel like absolute garbage.

Either I was really losing my mind, or the voice was real.
And why wouldn’t it be since I just stepped through a portal
and landed in a whole other world with creatures that should
only exist in dark fairytales and an insufferable escort who can
wield fire?

“You trust him,” I muttered through clenched teeth.

“Talking to yourself again, princess?” Ryker whirled
around, dark brows furrowed.

“Guess 1 have to since you won’t provide any decent
conversation.”

He motioned to the cave and dipped into an exaggerated
bow. “The cavern is clear; it’s safe for you to enter.”

This guy’s mood swings were making my head spin. One
minute he was all growly and the next he was a freaking
chivalrous knight.

I eyed the dark hole carved into the cliffside. We’d
followed the mountain range throughout our trek with no end
in sight. Not that Ryker had actually explained where we were
going, other than referencing Flintguard Fortress. Were we
headed east, west, south? Hell? It all looked the same to me.
“Do we really have to sleep in there?” I couldn’t help my
whiny tone. I was exhausted after the never-ending hike. My
body was not built like his.

“Yes.” Unlike my whiny one, his tone brooked no
argument. He handed me the waterskin and if [ hadn’t been so
thirsty, I would’ve told him to shove it up his ass.

I trudged past him, too tired to debate the merits of this
cave anyway. I’d lost track of time by now, but I was fairly
certain I’d been up for close to twenty-four hours by now.



Moving to the furthest corner of the cavern, I sank to the
ground and leaned against the rocky wall. Heat from the stone
warmed my sore shoulder blades, sinking into my weary
muscles. I took a long gulp of water and set down the odd
container.

Ryker appeared beside me a moment later with an armful
of dried twigs and desiccated foliage. He folded down beside
me and gathered it into a pile. Then he snapped his fingers and
the silver flames reappeared.

My eyes widened at the brilliant sparks. Like hundreds of
shiny diamonds flickering in the darkness. They crawled off
his hand and caught on the dried greenery, and a few moments
later, the dank cave was filled with the vivid light.

“Can you please tell me how you did that?”

The hint of a smile curved his lips, and my heart flip-
flopped at the gorgeous sight. Good goddess, why did this
beast of a man have to be so attractive?

“I’d hoped you’d remember by now.” His gaze cast down
to the quivering flames. “The prophecy wasn’t clear about
what would happen once you returned. I’d rather consult the
priestess before saying too much.”

“This 1sn’t fair,” I growled. “I think I’ve been more than
understanding. Talk about a leap of faith. I let you take me
away from my friends, away from my home, and all I'm
asking for are some answers.”

His eyes met mine, the icy silver thawing a fraction.
“You’re right.” Then his jaw hardened, and the cool mask
slipped back on. “But that doesn’t change anything. My task
was to retrieve you from that wretched hotel in the human
world and deliver you to the king. I will see it through.”

“Do you always do exactly as you’re told?”
A glint of mischief ignited in his eyes.

“I didn’t think so.” T crossed my arms over my chest and
gave him my best pouty lip. “Just explain something.”



“We are currently in Terrea, a pocket realm of Earth,
separated by The Veil. Terrea used to be a part of the human
world but was separated five thousand years ago to allow
humans freedom to live without magic and to keep the fragile
peace that existed between our people. This is the land of
Draconia, your home, and this more specifically, is the
Kingdom of Fuoco.”

Mind. Blown.
“I told you it was a lot to explain.”

I must have been making my what the eff is going on here
face.

“I’1l give you a minute to process. I need to get this armor
off.” He rose, removed his swords from their sheaths, then
started to unlatch leather ties and fasteners.

I tried to concentrate on his insane monologue, but my
focus kept shifting to the inches of exposed flesh he uncovered
as his shoulder plates were removed, then the shredded leather
breastplate, and the cream tunic beneath.

My gaze lingered on the golden swirls hidden beneath the
high collar I’d noticed earlier at the club. A silver dragon
tattoo was inked onto the column of his throat. Flames
surrounded the incredibly lifelike creature which bobbed with
every swallow.

Then my traitorous gaze trailed past his neck and down his
chest to the silver whorls covering his torso. Some were barely
perceptible beneath the layer of blood and grime. Three deep
slashes bisected his abs, and I hissed out a breath.

“You’re bleeding.”

He shook his head. “It’s nothing. I just have to clean the
wounds, and they’ll heal before daybreak.”

Of course they would because apparently, I’ve been
dropped into a land of magic and mystical creatures.

“Hand me the waterskin.”

I reached for the container I’d rested against the wall and
handed it over. “What’s this thing made of anyway?”” Anything



to distract my attention from the water pouring over his carved
abdomen.

“Lamb skin.”

“Like bah, bah?”

He smirked. “Yes. When our worlds split, we kept some
domesticated Earth animals we found useful.”

“Interesting. What else?”

“Horses, cows, chickens. All the main ones that provide
food and other necessities.” He let out a hiss as he rotated and
attempted to pour the water down his back.

I glanced up, my eyes fixed on a gash across his muscled
shoulders. “Do you need help?” I was pretty tall, and I’d still
have to stand on my tiptoes just to reach, but I was fairly
certain I could pull it off.

Ryker eyed me for a long moment before he finally gritted
out, “Yes, if you wouldn’t mind.” I slowly rose, every single
one of my muscles protesting the movement, and crossed the
minute space between us. Rising to my tiptoes, I took the
waterskin and gently dribbled water over the wound.

Bracing one hand against his back, my fingers flexed over
his warm skin. His muscles strained beneath my touch. I could
practically feel his breath quicken with each inhale and exhale
of his powerful ribcage. The silence thickened between us, and
my own breaths mirrored his rapid pace as I tended to the
gash.

Once I’d cleared most of the dirt out, I released him and
took a step back. The tension in the small cave dissipated, and
I inhaled a breath not tainted with his musky, sandalwood
scent.

“Better?” Goddess, what was that raspy edge to my tone?

“Yes, thank you.” His eyes darted between mine and the

ground. “I’d offer you my cloak to sleep on, but it’s covered in
blood.”

I waved a nonchalant hand. “No worries, I’m sure the floor
will be super comfy.”



“And 1 don’t have food because I hadn’t planned on
staying out all night.”

“Not hungry,” I mumbled. Honestly, I was so exhausted I
was pretty sure I could curl onto a rock and pass out
comfortably.

“Fine. Sleep well, princess. I will keep watch.”

I folded my hands under my head and tucked my knees
into my chest with my back against the wall. “You’re not
going to sleep?” A yawn escaped before I could smother it.

“No, someone needs to watch for wild animals.”

“You can wake me up in a few hours if you want to
switch.” I needed my escort in tiptop form if today was any
indication of what we’d encounter on our way to the fortress
tomorrow.

“I’ll be fine, princess. Your betrothed will want you well
rested for your return.” A hint of bitterness laced his tone.

I gulped as memories from our scant conversation bubbled
to the surface. I’d been in the middle of laying into him when
those creatures attacked. I opened my mouth to ask about a

million questions but before I got one out, Ryker shook his
head.

“Tomorrow, Saphira. I will explain what I can tomorrow.
Right now, you must rest because we will be on our way at
first light.”

I muttered a string of curses as he backed out of the cave
like a big, hulking coward. I could have sworn I’d heard a
wicked laugh as he retreated, but I could’ve imagined it. At
this point, I was practically delirious.

There was no other explanation. Why else would I be
allowing a perfect stranger to force me across a foreign land to
present me to my betrothed?

I certainly must have been hallucinating because at some
point in the night, I dreamt the hard ground beneath me was
replaced by a warm body. I’d had one of the best nights of
sleep ever in that damp, dark cave.



Fout

SAPHIRA

The savory scent of roasted meat pried my heavy lids open.
Scanning the dim cave, memories of the crazy day assaulted
my hazy mind. I’d been abducted by some sort of caveman
warrior and brought “home” to meet my betrothed. Just
another Tuesday.

Approaching footsteps dissipated the remaining fog of
sleep, and I jolted upright, smacking my shoulder blades
against the mossy, roughhewn rock of the cave wall. “Son of a
beraatch,” I gritted out. What the blazes is a beraatch?

Ryker marched in, cupping something in his big hands and
wearing only soft low-slung leathers. My eyes raked over his
torso, not only was all the blood and grime gone, but not a
single scratch or bruise remained. “Wow,” I murmured.

“You haven’t even tasted it yet.” He crouched down beside
me, and my nostrils flared as I caught a glimpse of the charred
meat in his hands.

“I was talking about your magical healing...”
He smirked. “I told you.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t really believe you. That wound on your
back was pretty nasty.”

Ryker shrugged like a gash across the impossibly wide
span of his shoulders was no big deal. He held up a chunk of
dark meat and brought it to my lips. My stomach growled at
the enticing scent. “Eat. It’s daybreak, and it’s time for us to
move.”



His monosyllabic conversations were starting to grate on
my nerves. “You promised you’d explain things to me today.”

“And I will, once you’ve eaten, and we’re on our way.”

“I don’t suppose there’s a shower tucked away in this cave
somewhere, 1s there?”

“I’m afraid not.” He shoved the hunk of meat to my
mouth, and my lips parted.

The charred, gamey flavor danced over my tongue. I
waited a long minute before tearing into it with my teeth. It
was a little tough, but surprisingly tasty. “What is it?” I
mumbled around a mouthful.

“Venis.”
“Like bambi?” My stomach soured.

“A distant relative. Like I told you last night, we kept some
earth creatures and some mingled with native varieties. The
venis are one of those such animals.”

“Gotcha.”

Ryker offered another bite, and I took it hesitantly. It was
no cheeseburger, but I was pretty damned hungry. He watched
me as I chewed, an expectant expression etched into his
handsome face. “It was your favorite,” he muttered under his
breath.

I wouldn’t have even caught it if I hadn’t been staring at
his lips. “What do you mean was?”

He huffed out a breath and dragged his hand through his
wild, dark hair. “I told you I came to the human world to bring
you home. You were born here, Saphira. Or at least your soul
was.” He squeezed his eyes shut as if it were painful to even
look at me. “You’ve been gone for fifty long years, and now it
is finally time for your return.”

“Um, I may not be great at math, but I literally just turned
twenty-one. How could I have been gone for fifty years? And
if I was, how old does that make you?”



“The body you currently reside in is only twenty-one years
old, but the real you is ninety-one. You were twenty years old
when you were taken from us.” A grim line slashes across his
lips and that tendon in his jaw ticks. “I am ninety-five, quite
young for our kind.”

“Our kind?” There were so many questions that popped up
from that explanation, but my brain couldn’t quite process. It
was easier to latch onto the last part.

He nodded. “I don’t want to overwhelm you with too much
at once, Saphira. Abba warned us your memories could be
compromised. It’s best to allow them to rise to the surface on
their own.”

“This 1s insane, Ryker. All of it.” I threw my hands up and
paced a tight circle, nearly tripping over my plastic daggers.
Goddess, I was still wearing this stupid costume.

His gaze dropped to the cold embers from last night’s fire.
“I know, and I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I promise everything
will become clearer once we’re back at the fortress. We can
consult Abba and surely, she’ll have some answers for you.”

“Who’s this Abba you keep referring to?”
“She’s the great priestess of Mother Terrea, our goddess.”

I wanted to scream. None of this made any sense! “What?”
I barked. “Can you speak in English, please?”

“But why? You’ve been doing so well with Draconian.”

“What the actual eff?”

“Saphira, we’ve been speaking in our mother tongue since
we arrived in Terrea.”

Mind. Blown. Again. | was pretty sure my brain was going
to explode any second now, tiny bits of my skull splattering
across this dark cave. “Are you serious right now?”

“No, I was teasing you.” The bastard actually smiled, and
that one look did illegal things to my insides. “But whenever
I’ve thrown in Draconian words you do seem to understand
them.”



I crouched down and picked up my daggers, fitting them
into the sheaths. “Let’s just get out of here. The sooner we
reach this fortress the better.”

He nodded and rose, reaching for the discarded strappings
of his armor. I marched toward the mouth of the cave, needing
to keep myself distracted. The last thing I needed was to ogle
the big, frustrating idiot as he dressed.

I paced just outside the entrance, trying to process the little
Ryker had told me. I thought back to my life in the human
world, bouncing around from foster homes until I finally met
Rhode and Morgana. Gods, they must be so worried about me.
Those two years living with them had been the best in my life.
If I was being honest with myself, I’d never truly felt at home
anywhere. I’d always just chalked it up to being an orphan, but
what if Ryker was right and there was more?

My sullen companion emerged from the cave, back in his
leathers and shiny armor. “Ready?”

“Do I really have a choice in the matter?”

He shook his head, eyes chasing to the parched ground
between us.

“Then let’s go.”

The morning trek was ten times worse than yesterday’s hike.
With the sun high in the sky, the vicious rays drilled into my
back, scorching my skin. Sweat and dirt caked my flesh, and 1
sure as hell hoped they had showers at flipping Flintguard
Fortress. On the bright side, we managed to avoid the eglids
and bralicans.

My grumpy escort hadn’t spoken more than a string of
words all morning, and to be honest, I was in no mood for idle
chitchat. If he couldn’t explain what the hell I was doing here,
I didn’t care to speak to him anyway.

All morning we walked parallel to the towering mountain
range, the Agrabi Mountains, according to my taciturn guide,



and we were finally reaching the end. My sore muscles and
blistered feet couldn’t take much more of this torture.

“Are we there yet?” I muttered.
“Almost.”

“How much farther?” Yes, | was whining. I was totally
okay with that.

Ryker stopped and pointed in the opposite direction of the
mountain range. “That’s where we’re going. Only about five
hectaries away.”

If I squinted, I could just make out blue along the horizon.
“What in the realms is a hectarie?”

He squeezed his eyes closed, and a vein popped in his
forehead. “It’s similar to a human mile, only a few dozen yards
less.”

“Okay.” Five miles, I could do that. I gritted my teeth and
forced my battered feet forward. Thank the goddess, I’d opted
for the badass boots instead of the sexy stilettos when I’d
chosen this costume.

I fixed my gaze to the spot he’d pointed. “Is that the
ocean?”

“The Sea of Speranza.”

“That’s a beautiful name. The Sea of Hope?” The
translation happened instantaneously in my mind. Now that I
was aware of it, I could totally feel it occurring.

“That’s right.” He smiled, a true genuine smile that lit up
the silver in his unique irises. Gods, he was beautiful when the
permanent scowl lifted. “On the other side of the Agrabi
Mountains lies the Sea of Lacrime.”

“The Sea of Tears,” I repeated.

Ryker nodded. “According to legend, when Draconia rose
from beneath the sea, all of its residents were one, residing in
harmony. Then somehow, we managed to anger Mother
Terrea, the goddess, and she punished us with the great peaks



of Agrabi. They separated families and friends, and hence the
name.”

“That’s so sad.”

He shrugged. “It was a very long time ago, Saphira. Well
before our time or even our great grandparents.”

Holy shift. How had I not thought of this before? “I have
family here?”” Real, honest to goodness, blood relatives?

“You do.”

Excitement rushed my veins, and my heart sputtered out a
happy beat. Every step didn’t feel quite so painful anymore.
“And they’ll be at the fortress?”

“Im sure they’ll show up soon enough.” A hint of
darkness settled over his features.

“What—7”

Ryker cut me off, his hand wrapping around my forearm.
“Come, quick, this way.”

My head whipped back and forth as I surveyed the land,
then the sky for an attack. The blue above was clear and I
couldn’t make out anything around us. He jerked me closer to
the cliffside, practically dragging me.

“Where are we going?” I hissed out.
“I want to show you something.”

My heart smacked against my ribs as relief rounded my
shoulders. “Geez, 1 thought we were under attack or
something.”

He led me to a small niche on the side of the mountain and
stopped. “This is it.”

I peered into the narrow opening. “Another cave?”

“No this.” He marched into the crevice, and I trailed after
him. Hidden behind an outcropping of rocks, was a large
wooden crate, long enough for the hulking Ryker to stretch out
on. “Help me drag it out.”



I wrapped my hands around the wood planks and pushed,
but it was Ryker doing all the heavy lifting. Once we got it out
of the hidden nook, he ticked his chin up to the cliffside. I
stared for an incredibly long minute until a series of ropes and
pulleys, hidden within the rough terrain finally caught my eye.

“Is this like a medieval elevator?”

“Exactly.” He began to connect the wooden contraption to
the ropes as I watched skeptically.

“There’s no way in hell I’'m going up in that, by the way.”

“Then you’re going to miss the most beautiful view you’ve
ever laid your eyes on.”

“Thanks, but that’s a hard pass for me.” I was not a fan of
heights. The girls had begged me to ride the Big Apple roller
coaster when we were planning our trip to Vegas, but I’d flat
out refused.

Ryker finished tying up the flimsy contraption and gazed
up at me. “If you come, I’ll answer one question. Anything
you want.” He quirked a wicked brow.

Oh, this ash-hole wasn’t playing fair. “Fine,” I gritted out,
crossing my arms over my chest. “If I die in this thing, you’ll
have to deal with the king and my betrothed.” 1 hissed out the
last word, earning a smirk from the broody bastard.

“If anything happened to you, I’d be quick to join you in
the afterlife, trust me, princess.” His heated gaze bored into
me, and for a second, my lungs forgot how to function. He
held out his hand, and my fingers wrapped around his like they
recognized every contour of his palm.

I stepped into the wooden basket and Ryker moved in
beside me. Now inside the thing, I realized I’d underestimated
its size. Or maybe it was Ryker’s. His huge, muscled form
surrounded me, emanating a heat that had fire scorching my
veins once again. He reached around me to grab hold of the
rope and his bare arm brushed my shoulder. Tiny zaps of
electricity danced across my flesh.

“Sorry,” he muttered. Then he heaved on the rope and
lifted us off the ground.



My hands shot out to the handrails as the basket teetered a
few feet off the earth. With another powerful pull, we were
climbing up the side of the mountain.

Good goddess, how strong was this man?

Another heave, and I stumbled, my back pinned to his
front. His free hand settled along my stomach, steadying me.
Only his touch had the complete opposite effect. A raging
storm brewed at each point of contact, each finger pressed
against my aching flesh.

“Are you okay?” His warm breath skimmed the shell of
my ear, and a shudder raced up my spine.

“Not a fan of heights,” I rasped out.

A chuckle vibrated his entire chest, shaking my body.
“You’re kidding me.”

“What’s so funny?” I snapped and lurched forward, nearly
keeling over the side. That steel band around my waist laced
tighter, so that my body was completely flush against him.

“No more sudden movements like that, princess. I’d rather
not have to jump after you.”

“Why would you do something so stupid?” I cocked my
head over my shoulder to glare up at him.

“Because it’s my job to protect you.”

“So you’d die for me?” My eyes narrowed as I regarded
him.

“Is that your one question?” A sinful glimmer lit up his
irises, the sparkle more beautiful than the finest gemstone.

“No, of course not.”

“Good.” His hold around my waist loosened a notch. “If I
let go of you, will you be able to stay in the basket? We’ll
move more quickly if I can use both arms to haul us up.”

Hell, no. “Sure.” 1 reached for the sides of the crate, and
my fingers dug into the worn wood.

“We’re almost there.”



I hazarded a glance down, and my heart catapulted up my
throat. We were already at least fifty feet up. Forcing my gaze
from the ground and the vivid image of my body splattered
against the rocky floor, I glanced straight ahead. My breath
hitched.

Verdant green lands extended out to the sea, dotted in
rolling hills and forests. Beyond that, crystal clear azure waters
stretched for miles and still further than that, another island,
bathed in a riot of colors from the white-capped mountain tops
and forests of turquoise to deep crimson hills. “It’s beautiful,”
I stammered. As we cleared the peak, I glanced over my
shoulder beyond the towering crags to the sea behind us.
“Draconia is an island.”

“It 1s.” He pointed along the jagged coast. “There are four
kingdoms, Fuoco, Terre, Eyre, and Aquos.” His arm encircled
my shoulders, and he pivoted me to the right. Taking my hand
and extending my pointer finger, he traced a path in the air. A
fissure ran across the earth, ending in a massive pit in the
ground. “That is the Great Rift. It serves as the natural border
between the kingdoms of Terre and Eyre. It was formed at the
same time as the mountain range, according to legend.”

“Interesting.” I stood on my tiptoes as if somehow, I could
see more with those few extra inches. “What about all that
land beyond the sea?”

“The realm of Terrea is made up of nine separate islands
governed by eight independent species.” He hitched the rope
over a hook at the top of the peak and tied an expert knot.
Releasing his hold, he pivoted his gaze back to me.

“Species?”
He nodded, lips flattening out.

Another secret I couldn’t yet know. “What about the ninth
island?”

He pointed to the right, and I could just make out a tall
structure jutting from the verdant island in the center. “That’s
the Sacred Mountain, and the home to the Sacred Temple to
Mother Terrea. It’s forbidden for most, only royals may enter



and for us, the request must be approved by Abba. As a result,
each continent has its one temple where all inhabitants may
pray to the goddess.”

“So we’re royal?”
“I already told you that, princess.”

“I thought you were messing with me,” [ grumbled.
Scanning the islands surrounding Draconia, I committed each
to memory. Something told me they were important, there was
something significant about the number eight that I couldn’t
quite grasp but I needed to know more about.

Ryker’s gaze circled the island before returning to meet my
eyes. “This is your home. What do you think?”

“I guess I expected to feel something. Recognize
something at least.”

He nodded, a hint of disappointment touching his lips.
“I’m sure it’ll come with time.” He inhaled a deep breath,
nostrils flaring, and a smile stretched across his face.

“You love it here?”

“I love what this island represents, what it could become
again one day.”

My brows knitted as I regarded him. Talk about a
convoluted answer. “What does that mean?”

“Is that your question?”
“NO ! 29

“Then get to it, your betrothed awaits.” He pointed past the
surrounding peaks, and I squinted to focus on a sprawling
edifice perched along the sea. “That is Flintguard Fortress.”

My heart stumbled as I sought to make out the details at
this distance. “It’s huge.”

“Like many things belonging to those of our kind.” He
smirked, a hint of mischief sparking within those smoldering
silver orbs.



I choked on a laugh. Did he seriously just make a dick
joke?

“Come on, princess, ask.”

Mother T, this wasn’t fair. Just one question? I had about a
zillion. My brain buzzed with so many options, I couldn’t
pick, so again, they latched onto the most recent topic of
discussion.

“You said my body is new, but my soul was born here, so
do I know my betrothed? Do I like him?”

A swirl of irritation tightened his jaw. “That’s two
questions, Saphira.”

“Do I like him?” T amended. Obviously if I liked him, I
had to know him.

That tendon in his jaw fluttered again, and the silence
lengthened between us. I was certain he wasn’t going to
answer me when his mouth finally began to form words.
“Rhyland is a good, strong man, and he’ll make an excellent
king.”

Rhyland? 1 waited for the hint of recognition, but it never
came.

“He’s very taken by you...” He paused, those glistening
eyes raking over me. “And yes, you /ike him t0o.”

“Just like?”

“Saphira...,” he growled. “I believe I’ve more than held up
my side of the deal.”

He had. In fact, bringing me up here seemed like an
entirely selfless act. What did he have to gain from showing
me this magnificent sight?

A frustrated breath fled his lips, and piercing eyes met
mine. “This betrothal was planned the day you were born. It is
the right thing for both your families and for the entire realm.”

I nodded and gulped down the knot in my throat. “Okay,
I’m ready to go to Flintguard Fortress now.”
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SAPHIRA

An enormous castle loomed ahead, built from the rocky crags
jutting out from the embrace of the Sea of Speranza. Conical
spires rose majestically into the sky and capped the immense
structure tinged in gold. The shimmering spires and turrets
glistened beneath the setting sun setting the entire fortress
ablaze.

Mother T, it was breathtaking.

A seemingly endless, stone bridge connected the keep to
the mainland of the Kingdom of Fuoco, or fire, in Draconian.
Two immense dragons carved in shimmering white limestone
stood at the foot of the passageway, a snarl etched into their
monstrous jaws. My escort had been a smidgeon chattier along
the remainder of the trip and had allowed more bits of
information to slip. I was finally starting to put together pieces
of the puzzle.

The land of Draconia was divided into four kingdoms:
Fuoco, Terre, Eyre and Aquos as he mentioned -earlier.
Apparently, each territory was ruled by a royal family, and my
betrothed, Rhyland, was the prince of the Kingdom of Fuoco.
Which made me the future princess... which was just insane.

A sharp screech echoed across the sky, and Ryker’s body
slammed into me. It didn’t startle me quite as much this time.
After repeated attempts at saving my life throughout our
journey, I’d become oddly accustomed to the maneuver.

His heat bored into my back, warm breath rasping against
my ear.



“Another eglid?” I panted, his immense weight squeezing
the air from my lungs.

“Kind of.” He lifted his chin from the back of my head,
and I followed his line of sight.

A tawny eglid sailed in the sky just over our heads, its
feathered wings flapping like mad. A ground-shaking roar
froze the remaining air in my lungs. I pivoted my gaze past the
freaky bird to the enormous emerald beast chasing it.

I squeezed my eyes shut, blinking rapidly because surely
I’d lost my ever-loving mind. Because that looked like a
flying, fire-breathing, fucking dragon.

The enormous monster flapped its wings, the scintillating
scales shimmering beneath the sunlight. Its massive maw
opened, revealing two rows of jagged teeth and another growl
shook the ground beneath us.

With another powerful thrust of its wings, its reptilian neck
extended, and it snapped its gigantic jaw. The giant beast
swallowed the eglid in one bite.

A gasp escaped my lips.

“Well, T guess the dracon is out of the bag,” Ryker
muttered against my neck.

I shoved the big brute off me and rolled onto my side. |
would’ve run but some deep buried part of me flared to life.
Never run from a predator.

“What the actual fuck, Ryker?” I barked.

“My, my, princess. What a mouth.” The ash-hole actually
smirked at me.

“You know what?” I leapt to my feet and jabbed my finger
into his chest. Even beneath the breastplate, I could feel the
unyielding muscle beneath. Focus, dammit. “This mouth
refuses to remain shut for a minute longer. I’ve been nothing
but patient with you. I need answers now.”

“You’re not scared?” His gaze flickered between the
dragon swooping overhead and me.



Right, I should’ve been terrified, hiding behind my
protector, but... I wasn’t. I shook my head, only anger
emerging as [ scanned the well of overwhelming emotions.

“Then answers you shall have.” He let out a whistle and
thunder cracked across the sky. My gaze lifted beyond the
castle to the monstrous wings beating the air into a frenzy.
Holy shift. Not one, but six dragons flew toward us. “The
royal guard.”

As if those three words answered everything.

The colossal beasts hovered over us before slowly
descending to the cracked earth. One by one they stood single
file, their long necks bowed, and keen eyes fixed to the
ground.

“At ease,” Ryker muttered.

A thick golden haze blanketed the half-dozen reptilian
beasts and dark shadows crawled beneath the shimmery fog.
Limbs jerked and muttered growls filled the air.

“What’s happening?” I blurted.
“You’ll see.”

A few seconds later, the glittering mist dissipated revealing
six very naked males. Yards of tanned, tattooed skin and
carved abs filled my vision. Heat scorched my cheeks, and my
eyes darted to meet Ryker’s.

“This cannot be real.”
“It 1s, princess. They are dracon, and so are you.”

My jaw unhinged, much like the dragon’s I just saw
devour that eglid, and I was fairly certain someone would have
to scrape it off the sandy floor. “No...,” I murmured.

Ryker’s head dipped, and he took a step closer. His hands
fastened around my shoulders and piercing silver irises met
mine. Something fluttered deep in my core, a mad pounding of
wings. His pupils elongated and flames danced over the dark,
narrow slits. Silver scales rippled over his forearms, and I
leapt back, jerking free of his hold.



Just let go, Saphira. Free me. That voice was back, louder
and more 1nsistent than ever before.

“It’s all right, princess.” Ryker’s hands raised, palms up.
“I’m sure she’ll emerge once you’ve settled in.”

“She?” 1 snapped.

“Yes. Beneath that soft, fragile human flesh lies a fierce
beast, one who shares your mind, body and soul.”

Yup, my head was officially going to explode. I stared at
Ryker, wide-eyed, my gaze flickering between his eyes and the
silver plates across his forearms. “So you’re a dragon too?”

“We are dracon. Within each one of us, a powerful dragon
resides. We are merely the soft, outer shell.”

“Dragon, dracon, potato, potatoe.”

“Such silly human expressions you’ve picked up, Saphira.”
His lip twitched as he regarded me. “There’s more...”

“Of course, there 1s.”

“Royal dracon are gifted with special powers from Mother
Terrea herself. Each of the four bloodlines draw power from
the elements: fire, earth, air and water - Fuoco, Terre, Eyre and
Aquos.”

“The four kingdoms?”

He nodded. “Very good, you were paying attention. And
that power is fortified by unique gemstones. Ours is ruby,
yours is jade, while the dracon of Eyre hoard blue tourmaline,
and in Aquos, turquoise.”

“Okay, and when you say power, what does that mean?”

A smile flickered across his sculpted jaw, and he snapped
his fingers. Silver dragonfire appeared across his fingertips,
and I sucked in a breath. It danced across his palm, then he
tossed it into the other hand, like a freaking baseball. Just like
I’d seen him do when the eglids attacked.

“Whoa,” I muttered.



“Once your dracon is unleashed, you’ll have power over
the earth and land and everything that grows within it.”

“No shit.” That sounded amazing and completely unreal.
“Princess...” he growled.

“Oops, sorry.” Since I couldn’t even summon my own
dragon yet, let alone my special earth powers, I refocused on
the naked guards, keeping my eyes up. “So everyone in
Draconia can become a dragon?” I wanted to smack myself
when I heard the name out loud. Duh, dracon, Draconia.
Made perfect sense.

“In theory.” Ryker’s jaw ticked, his tell already clear in the
insane twenty-four hours we’d spent together.

“What does that mean?”

“All royals and those with a high percentage of royal blood
running through their veins—" He raised his hand, and the
intense silver of his eyes turned glossy. It wasn’t the first time
in our travels that my guide had mentally checked out on me.
What was that about? As I waited, I hazarded a quick peek at
the dragon guards. Their expressions were hard, lips in a tight
line as if carved from stone.

I wiggled my fingers at them, wondering if it was like the
Queen’s Guard at Buckingham Palace who weren’t allowed to
crack a smile. I waved again. Nothing. They didn’t even
glance in my direction.

“The royal guard does not speak to the royals unless
directly addressed.” Ryker was suddenly beside me, the
warmth from his arm seeping into my shoulder. “Come, we’ve
been summoned by the king.”

Anxiety twisted my insides. Breathe, just breathe, Saphira.
The internal pep talk didn’t do much to calm my nerves.

Ryker’s hand settled on the small of my back, and the mad
dragon wings battering my insides subsided. With a gentle
push, he guided me through the mass of naked males. They
closed in around us as my escort led me between the snarling
stone dragons and across the footbridge toward the great
fortress.



My pulse pounded more quickly with every step across the
rocky terrain. I tried to distract myself by focusing on the bare,
tight ass of the guard in front of us. The muscles beneath his
dark chocolate skin strained and flexed with each movement
of his powerful legs.

“I wouldn’t ogle the guards in front of your future mate,”
Ryker hissed, jerking my attention away from the male.

“I—I wasn’t,” I snapped.

He clucked his teeth, and irritation radiated from his
massive form.

“Are they always naked?”

“Ah, I’d forgotten about those delicate human sensibilities.
The bare form isn’t something dracons are skittish about.”

“I’m not skittish,” I growled. “In California, we just don’t
walk around with our junk hanging out for shits and giggles.”

His lips curled into a scowl. Now that I knew how much
human curse words annoyed him, I couldn’t help but let them
loose at every opportunity.

“Once we enter the fortress, their guard uniforms will
reappear.”

“How?”
“Magic, of course.”

“Of course.” I threw him my most dramatic eye roll. “So is
that true for anyone in the fortress? Any dracon that shifts to
human will magically appear with clothes on?”

He nodded.

“And what do you do about clothes if you’re outside
somewhere?”’

“Suck it up. Isn’t that a human phrase?” He smirked.
“You’re so proud of yourself for that one, aren’t you?”

“I am.” Ryker grinned again, and goddess, damn it, why
did that smile look so good on him?



I’d been so caught up in our banter, I nearly missed it
when we crossed beneath the imposing stone archway. More
dragons perched atop the highest turrets of the fortress, their
keen eyes fixed on us as we approached.

“Do dragons eat other dragons in human form?”
He cocked his head, brows furrowed.
“Like would one of these dragons eat me?”

“You? Never. You are the heir’s betrothed. The Fuoco
dracon live to serve you.”

I couldn’t help but catch onto the subtlety of his reply.
“What about the dragons from the other kingdoms?”’

His lips pinched, and he didn’t need to say more. A
question burned at the tip of my tongue since seeing those
silver scales ripple over his arms.

“If you can’t answer that, then tell me why you didn’t
change into a dragon on our journey here? Why’d you fight
those creatures instead of just eating them? Why’d you force
me to trek across the barren wasteland when we could have
just flown?”

He paused beneath the towering stone entryway, and the
guards halted around us. Then he lifted three fingers and eyed
me. “That’s three additional questions, Saphira. Perhaps I
would be better served to answer the first one instead.”

I stood on my tiptoes and tried to channel my inner dragon.
Which I only partially believed actually existed. “So do it,
then.”

Ryker shook his head and loosed an exasperated breath. “I
told you, with your lack of memories, I didn’t want to frighten
you. And if you think you can just ride my dracon without any
prior experience, you’re thoroughly mistaken. You would’ve
been in far more danger atop my beast than beneath me when
the eglids attacked.”

Somehow, I didn’t buy it. There was something about the
tight set of his jaw, and the way his eyes drifted away from
mine as he spoke that had /ie written all over it.



The sharp keening sound of massive iron doors straining
buried the bothersome thoughts. I glanced up as the doors
opened, revealing a row of royal guards in deep red uniforms.

The sea of crimson parted and a stout, barrel-chested male
with a silver crown of rubies nestled in auburn hair appeared.
A long, straight nose jutted over a heavily mustached upper lip
which was twisted into a sneer.

“Welcome to Flintguard Fortress, Princess Saphira
Highborne.”
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“Bow,” Ryker whisper-hissed.
“Huh?”

“Bow to King Kiran.” He lowered his gaze to the gray
stone floor, his entire body nearly folding in half.

I dipped my head to my chin and sketched a lame bow that
felt more like an asinine version of a ballet plié. From the
corner of my eye, I caught the faint twitch of Ryker’s lips.
That ash-hole was laughing at me. Maybe he should’ve spent
more time preparing me for this meeting with the king on our
endless journey instead of being so tight-lipped about
everything.

“A pleasure to finally meet you.” The king’s voice boomed
across the immense entryway. Soaring rafters loomed behind
him, the ceiling so high it reached for the heavens, easily
accommodating a dragon or two. Torches lined the roughhewn
stone walls bathing the enormous space in a golden glow. I
stole a quick glance at the tapestries bearing intricate images
of heroic warriors and mythical creatures along the walls
before returning my gaze to the king. “Please, come in. We
have much to discuss.” He stepped back and the guards folded
in around him.

“Perhaps you can allow Saphira a moment to freshen up,”
said Ryker. He stood tall again, so 1 followed his lead,
straightening. It suddenly occurred to me I’d never asked my
escort if he was one of the royal guards. He kept saying it was



his job to protect me, so he must have been, right? “We ran
into a flock of eglids as I mentioned last night.”

“Yes, yes, the girl can change into something more suitable
to meet her betrothed.” The king’s icy gaze raked over my
scandalous outfit, and heat burned across my cheeks. “I hate to
prolong this since you are already a day late.”

“It’ll only be a few hours longer,” Ryker gritted out.

“And you’re certain you weren’t spotted by our friends
along the border?”

“Positive.”

The king released a frustrated sigh. “Fine, escort the
princess to her chambers. Lumia and Arissa are waiting to
assist.” His cold eyes tapered at the edges as they scrutinized
every inch of me. “Once you’ve left her to the handmaids, I
need a full report, Ryker.”

“Of course.” He dipped his chin once again.

The king spun on his heel, and a dozen footsteps echoed
behind him as he marched down the long corridor with the
royal guard flanking him.

Ryker’s hand settled on my lower back as soon as the king
and his entourage disappeared. “Come, I’'ll show you to your
chambers.”

I followed my escort along a wide corridor, flickering
torches illuminating the walls. More tapestries and vivid
paintings decorated the stone interior and provided breaks
between the barred windows. The fortress sure lived up to its
foreboding name.

“So the king...” I mumbled.
“Yes, he’s... interesting.”

“Is my betrothed like him?” 1 couldn’t even believe I’d
gotten my mouth to form the dreaded word.

“An ass?” Ryker’s eyes glinted with amusement beneath
the torchlight.



I barely suppressed a gasp. Didn’t peasants get their heads
chopped off for disrespecting the king? I may not have been
the biggest fan of my broody escort, but I didn’t want to see
that beautiful head lobbed off his shoulders.

“No, he’s not like King Kiran, not in the ways that matter.”

I released a breath and searched my memory for my
fiancé’s name. Ryker had mentioned it, but with everything
that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, it had slipped
my mind.

“Prince...?”
“Prince Rhyland Ashborne.”

“Oh, right.” Rhyland. Rhyland. The name rolled around in
my thoughts, but nothing familiar surged to the surface. Not
like with Ryker. I glanced at my guide from the corner of my
eye. His entire demeanor had changed since we set foot inside
the castle. “Thanks for hooking me up with a shower and
change of clothes by the way.”

He nodded, eyes fixed straight ahead. “It’s the least you
deserve after the long journey.” After a few more turns down a
maze of corridors, Ryker stopped in front of double doors. The
wood was so dark, it was practically black. And the strangest
thing was, it seemed to be its natural color. I’d never seen a
tree of that shade in the human world.

Before I could ask about it, the doors parted, and a slim
female appeared. “Welcome, princess Saphira.” She dipped
into a bow as did a second woman, standing just behind her.
“And pr—”

Ryker cleared his throat, stopping the girl midsentence.
“Saphira, this i1s Arissa and Lumia. They have both been
trusted handmaidens to the royal family for decades. They will
take good care of you.”

Decades? The Arissa girl who opened the door looked
younger than me. Lumia on the other hand, with her light gray
hair bound in a tight bun could be my grandmother. So how
old was she? Two hundred? A thousand? I’d have to ask as
soon as I had a moment alone with them.



I felt the absence of Ryker’s warmth the moment he
stepped back. I swung my head over my shoulder as a burst of
panic tightened my chest. “You’re leaving?”

“Yes, you must be bathed and dressed, and I must speak to
the king.”

“Will you be back? You know, for when I meet my
betrothed?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed, bringing the dragon tattoo to
life along his throat. “Surely, the girls can call a guard to
escort you to the great hall for the official introduction.” His
jaw clenched, and that tendon spiderwebbed beneath the thick
stubble.

Mother, I didn’t want to beg here, but he was the only
person | knew in this place, and there was something about his
presence that stilled the raging storm. “I’d appreciate it if you
came along.” I shrugged. “You know, so you can keep my
crass human tongue in check.”

A chuckle burst from his lips, the warm sound stoking a
burgeoning fire in my core. An odd purring sound rumbled
low in my belly, and I startled at the sound. Ryker’s eyes
darted to my exposed navel, then rose to meet mine.

“What was that?” I squealed.

He squeezed his eyes closed for an instant before shaking
his head. “You must be hungry.” Ticking his head at Lumia, he
said, “Call down to the kitchens and have a plate made up for
the princess. She can eat while you dress her.”

“Yes, of course.” Lumia darted further into the chamber
and Arissa scurried behind her, leaving me at the threshold
with Ryker.

I leaned on the doorframe and met a pair of piercing silver
irises. “You know, in the human world, women are perfectly
capable of dressing themselves.”

“You haven’t seen Draconian attire. It can be quite
cumbersome to fasten alone.”



Interesting. “So no more Xena Warrior Princess?” I ran my
hand over my grimy leather corset top.

“I must say I will be sorry to see it go, princess.” A full
smile appeared, revealing a hidden dimple buried beneath the
thick layer of dark scruff along his jaw. “You humans have
such colorful traditions.”

“Are you telling me you don’t celebrate Halloween? I will
not survive here.”

“It’s called Havestia, Saphira, a sacred day where the
kingdoms pay tribute to Mother Terrea. And no, we do not
dress up in costumes and parade around in scantily clad
clothes.”

I eyed Ryker’s torn leathers and armored shoulder plates.
Why would they when their everyday clothes were already
crazy enough?

“Princess, your bath is ready!” One of the girls called from
inside the chamber.

Ryker dragged his hand through his ruffled hair, and a dark
tumble fell across his forehead. My fingers itched to sweep the
errant lock behind his ear. How odd. I fisted my hands at my
sides and glanced up at him. “Well, thanks for getting me here
safely.”

“Of course, princess. I’'ll return for you shortly then.” He
nodded and spun around. My eyes trailed his broad form down
the corridor until the echo of his footfalls completely fell
away.

A strange emptiness filled my chest as I turned to my
chamber. I palmed the vacant spot below my breastbone as I
scanned my new bedroom. The chamber’s walls were draped
in rich, crimson damask fabric, a shade reminiscent of
sparkling garnets, and embroidered with intricate patterns of
dragons. Gold trimmings glisten like the scales of a the
winged-beast, adding a touch of regal splendor to the room.
My twitchy fingers longed to pocket all the glittering
embellishments.



A magnificent four-poster bed took center stage, its
wooden frame carved with scenes of snarling dragons soaring
over the sea. The canopy was draped with sheer, golden silk
that shimmers like sunlight on water, casting an enchanting,
warm glow throughout the room. Across from the bed, stood a
wall of windows, framed by heavy garnet and gold draperies,
offering a breathtaking view of the Sea of Speranza. The
waters sparkled like a treasure trove, stretching to the horizon
where they met the sky. A small seating area by the window
featured plush, garnet cushions, providing a perfect spot to
enjoy the azure expanse below. Not a bad view to wake up to.

“Princess, the bath will get cold.” Lumia poked her head
from a door across the room.

“Right, sorry, coming.” I crossed the vast space and found
both women perched around a giant clawfoot tub. Arissa
poured another bucket of scalding water into the giant basin.

You’ve got to be kidding me. No running water?

Lumia moved behind me and got to work on the laces of
my pleather bodice.

“Oh, that’s okay, I can do it.” There were hidden snaps
beneath. The ties were just for show. I jerked the ends of the
fake leather, and the top came off. Arissa’s jaw almost hit the
floor. Covering my boobs with one arm, I made quick work of
the miniskirt, fighting off Lumia’s attempts at helping, and
jumped into the tub.

Both women watched me as I sank beneath the water. I
groaned as the warmth enveloped me, washing away the dirt
and insanity from the last twenty-four hours. When I emerged,
two pairs of curious eyes lanced over me.

Lumia cradled a bottle of sweet smelling something, and
Arissa held a comb in her hand. “Let me wash your hair,
princess.” The older woman kneeled at the foot of the tub.

“Oh, I can wash my own hair.”

“But then what will we do?” Her face pinched, deepening
the lines across her forehead.



“It’s our honor to care for the future queen of Fuoco,” said
Arissa. “Please, let us.”

Her eyes glistened, lips screwed into a pout, and I just
couldn’t say no. “Um, okay.”

“You simply lie back and relax.” Lumia poured the
fragrant shampoo into her hand, and Arissa placed a rolled-up
towel on the edge of the basin. I lay my head against the soft
pillow, and a soft sigh escaped as strong fingers dug into my
hair.

Oh, goddess, yes, now this I could get used to.

The women pampered me for what had to have been over
an hour, scrubbing my body from head to toe and dousing me
with sweet fragrances. By the time I stood in front of the full-
length, gilded mirror, I barely recognized myself.

A soft, gauzy cream fabric was wrapped around my waist,
crossed over my breasts and tied back behind my neck. It was
the softest material I’d ever felt, like silk but more lightweight
and curved to every inch of my body. The intricate twists left
my belly exposed before the skirt flowed down my waist,
hugging my hips and falling about mid-thigh.

My long blue locks cascaded over my bare shoulders,
more lustrous and shiny than I’d ever seen them. Lumia had
dabbed pale pink tint on my lips and dark kohl lined my eyes,
bringing out the bright blue.

I looked beautiful. “You ladies are miracle workers.”

“Miracle workers?”” asked Lumia, glancing back and forth
between Arissa and me.

“Oh, never mind. I only meant to say you’ve done an
incredible job making me beautiful.”

“Oh, princess, but you are beautiful.” They smiled, a hint
of crimson coating the young girl’s cheeks. Which reminded
me.

“How old are you, Arissa?”

Her cheeks burned brighter before she answered. “I’ll be
seventy-five upon the next full moons.”



Seventy-five... oh, right. So way younger than my
supposed ninety-one according to Ryker. Wait a second...
“Moons?”

“Yes, my princess. The two moons over Terrea, the blue
and the white?”

I nodded numbly. Okay, this was just information
overload. I couldn’t right now. Maybe Ryker had been right
not sharing everything all at once.

As if my thoughts had summoned him, two loud knocks
thundered at the door of my chamber. I moved toward the
entry, but Arissa darted in front of me.

She opened the door, and my heart kicked at my ribs.

Ryker filled the doorway, his worn leather and armor
replaced with a high-collared crimson jacket and fitted pants.
A faint dusting of stubble still lined his jaw, but it had been
neatly trimmed, and his unruly hair gelled back with the
exception of one rogue lock which refused to be tamed.

When I finally reached those eyes, the weight of his gaze
pummeled into me. Those smoldering irises razed over me,
setting every inch of exposed skin aflame. He cleared his
throat, the silver dragon bobbing along his neck. “You
certainly clean up well, princess.” His lips slid into a tight line.

“Another humanism you picked up?”

“Mmm.” His head dipped, and once I was freed from that
intense stare, I could breathe again.

Taking a step closer, a curtain of musky, sandalwood
closed in around me. I breathed him in, and the tightness in my
chest began to dissipate. “I’'m finally going to get all the
answers now, right?”

He offered his arm and motioned toward the door. “Yes,
now come, it’s time to meet your future mate.”
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SAPHIRA

The guards’ heavy footfalls thundered around us, echoing the
mad thumps of my heart as we approached the gilded doors of
the throne room. My legs slowed, but a firm grasp around my
arm coaxed me forward. My knees wobbled and if it weren’t
for the mountain of a man at my side, I would’ve crumpled to
the floor. Oh goddess, I was going to be sick. My stomach
churned, acid eating away at my gut with each step closer. |
couldn’t do this. My betrothed? Seriously? 1 was twenty-one,
not ninety-one, despite what Ryker claimed.

[ halted a few steps away from the gold inlaid double doors
and spun at Ryker. “I can’t do this.”

He twisted to the two guards flanking us. “Give us a
minute, please.”

The males separated, each taking a spot by the double
doors.

Searing eyes met mine as Ryker’s hands clamped around
my trembling fingers. The massive ruby encrusted in a gold
ring around his middle finger caught my eye. Even through the
panic, my greedy inner beast latched onto the shimmery jewel.
“You can and you will, Saphira.” Ryker’s voice drew my gaze
back to his. “Because I’ve never met anyone stronger or more
determined, and you are doing this for the good of our
kingdom and the survival of our kind.”

His words hit me like a sledgehammer. Multiple parts of
his monologue actually. “You know me? From before?”

His head dipped, the slight movement barely perceptible.



I was strong? Mother Terrea, I didn’t feel strong.

“Our people need you, Saphira. They need this betrothal.
Trust me when I say no one could ever force this upon you.
You made the difficult decision and agreed to the pairing for
the good of all.”

Trust him, Saphira. That familiar voice stirred in my mind.

So you're telling me I'm supposed to marry a guy I've
never met? Great, now I’m talking back to the voices in my
head.

Everything will unfold as it is meant to.
Holy shift, she answered me.

“Saphira....” Warm hands closed around my bare
shoulders. My gaze lifted to meet smoldering silver orbs, a
storm of emotions brewing beneath the glistening surface.
“Are you ready?”

As insane as the past two days had been, I couldn’t deny
the tiny part deep within my soul that felt right being here.
Besides the growly voice in my head. I drew in a steadying
breath and nodded.

Ryker’s hands slipped from my shoulders, and he
straightened, adjusting the high collar of his jacket. He offered
his arm, and I easily weaved mine through it. Something about
it felt so comfortable, so right.

“Promise me that after this is over,” I whispered, “you’ll
tell me how we know each other.”

His chin dipped to his chest, and darkness flashed across
his handsome face. “I promise to tell you what I can,” he
muttered.

It wasn’t quite what I’d asked, but I’d take it for now.
“Open the doors,” Ryker called out.

The guards moved to our sides, and the massive, gilded
doors swung open. A gust of icy air blasted over me, and a
tremor raced up my spine. My grumpy escort held me closer,
and his warmth seeped into my side.



Tracing the ruby runner that led to a raised dais, I hazarded
a glance up. Three imposing ornate thrones sat at the center,
the one in the middle markedly higher than the ones on either
side. It’s a colossal seat of ebony wood adorned with intricate,
gold filigree. I focused on the encrusted crimson jewels, the
elaborate dragon heads carved onto the arm rests, anything but
the daunting figures seated upon the upholstered crimson
cushions.

Massive, dragon-carved pillars rise to the ceiling, their
stone surfaces adorned with gleaming garnets and gold leaf.
Enormous tapestries depicting grand battles and the legendary
dragon kings hang from the walls, recounting the realm’s epic
history. History I have no memories of.

“Just breathe,” Ryker whispered.

Shit. I hadn’t even noticed I’d stopped. I stared at the
marble floors etched with dragon motifs for a second longer,
then I forced my lungs to inflate before I passed out and
slowly met the eyes of the male seated to the right of the king.
Warm golden irises met mine, and a soft smile parted fine lips.
Dark chestnut hair was perfectly gelled back, calling attention
to the straight line of his nose and high cheekbones. A
sculpted, wide jaw, clean-shaven of course, and a kind smile
completed the surprisingly handsome face of the man I
assumed was my betrothed.

I was so relieved he wasn’t a troll that my shoulders rolled
forward, and Ryker’s hold on my arm grew more rigid. Poor
guy probably thought I was about to faint.

Ryker was right; I did like him. RAyland.
Just one look, and I knew.

As if my betrothed felt it too, his stiff posture softened a
touch with each step closer. He slid to the end of the throne, a
nervous energy bouncing his leg.
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“Welcome, Princess Saphira.” The king rose as we
approached the dais and Rhyland practically leapt from the
high-backed chair. On the opposite side of the king, the queen
slowly stood. Every slight movement screamed regal. Not that



I’d spent much time with royalty during my years in the foster
system, but the queen looked like she just stepped out of a
fairytale with brilliant auburn hair braided into an elaborate
chignon. A delicate crown sat atop her head, the sparkling
rubies a perfect match to her husband’s. And that dress... the
emerald, green fabric was embroidered with gold lace and
dozens of rubies sewn right into the material. It flared from her
hips, its circumference so wide, she stood at least a yard away
from the king.

The tubby royal motioned to his wife. “May I present my
queen, Aisling Ashborne.”

I sketched another bow, teetering on the high heels Arissa
forced my weary feet into.

“Yes, welcome to your new home, Saphira.” The prince
offered a reassuring smile, and the mad vibrations in my chest
began to subside.

I dropped into a curtsy, following Ryker’s lead as the king
and queen’s gazes lanced over me.

“Thank you, brother, for safely delivering my future
queen.” Rhyland’s words jerked my head back up. My eyes
darted between the prince and my broody escort. Brother? My
pulse stammered out an erratic rhythm. It could just be a term
of endearment, right?

I stared at the prince then the man at my side for a long
minute. Similar nose. Same wide jaw and sculpted
cheekbones. Nearly identical smiles—when Ryker actually
smiled. Ridiculously handsome faces. Mother f—Terrea!

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I hissed under my breath.

Ryker’s eyes tapered at the edges, but he didn’t so much as
turn to look at me. “You never asked.”

Never asked? If we hadn’t been in front of the king and
queen (his goddess damned parents!), [ would’ve slugged him.

Rhyland held out his hand, and I placed my palm in his.
He dipped his head, and soft lips brushed the top of my hand.
Then warm golden eyes fixed on mine. “I suppose I should
reintroduce myself, although it seems silly since we’ve known



each other our whole lives. I am Rhyland Ashborne, and I am
honored to become your future mate.”

Our whole lives?
It was definitely time for answers.

Ryker cleared his throat, and I tugged my hand free of his
brother’s hold. “Rhyland, as I already told you she doesn’t
remember any of it.”

“It 1s very strange,” said the queen. “Abba never
mentioned any of that in the prophecy.”

My hand shot up without my approval. “I’m sorry, but you
all really need to explain this prophecy stuff to me.”

The king and queen exchanged a troubled glance, and even
Rhyland’s earnest smile fell.

“I told you,” Ryker muttered.

King Kiran’s mouth twisted as if he’d swallowed a sour
lemon before the expressionless mask slid back on. “Abba will
be joining us shortly, and I’'m certain she can provide us with
the answers we need.” The king ticked his head at one of the
guards. “Go see what is taking the priestess so long.” He
dropped back into the throne, and the queen delicately perched
beside him, leaving Rhyland, Ryker and I standing at the foot
of the dais.

An uncomfortable tension lingered between the three of us,
one that felt oddly familiar and yet completely foreign.

Goddess, I wanted just one minute alone with my sullen
escort. How could he not tell me I was betrothed to his
brother? Mother T, if Rhyland was a prince, then so was
Ryker. I’d been a complete brat to the freaking dragon prince!

Footsteps echoed across the stone, and a guard appeared in
the doorway with a beautiful, lithe woman trailing a few steps
behind. The tall, willowy figure emerged from behind the
towering dragon, revealing chalky, pale skin and long purple
hair pulled into a winding braid that reached past her waist.
Brilliant lavender eyes locked on me from across the room.



“Saphira, thank Mother Terrea!” The woman crossed the
sprawling space between us and wrapped her hands around
mine. “We have awaited your return for fifty long years.
Finally, our sacrifice has been fulfilled.” Her tone held an
ethereal quality, a kind of melodic tune tingeing her words.

Wait, sacrifice?

Images of blood and fire swam through my mind. A
sprawling sacred tree with flowing branches. A hum of voices
echoed across my skull, ricocheting like a maddening ping
pong ball. I clapped my hands over my ears, despite knowing
full well the noise was coming from inside my head.

“Saphira?” Ryker’s arms snaked around me, and the edges
of my vision darkened.

A voice slithered through my subconscious, not the
familiar growly one, but one I somehow recognized,
nonetheless. 1 squeezed my eyes closed, willing the eerie
whispers away.

On the night The Veil shall Open
Nightmares claim thy sacred tokens.
But magic stolen comes with a cost,
For by His hands blood will be lost.

My fingers clench around the jade-encrusted handles of my
daggers as the battle explodes around us.

Bound in war, triumph is hopeless,
Thy future lies In death and darkness.
Yet on the Eve thy battle ends,
Eight fierce souls will make amends.

The sacred tree and eight familiar women chanting together,
blood swirling in a murky pool beneath our feet.

Hand in hand they shall unite,
A pact in blood, heiress to fight.
When gifted power pays sacrifice,



Mother Terrea shall repay the price.
Blessed be her soul reborn,

Seek from where the Earth was torn.

Flashes of Rhode, Morgana and me. My first day of high
school, my horrible foster parents, twenty-one years in the
human world...

In fifty years eight heiress will return,
To bring peace to all lands that burn.
The lines of fate have been spoken,
On the night The Veil shall reopen.

The words replayed on a loop, the timbre growing more
insistent with each repetition. I finally forced my eyes open,
and Abba stood in front of me, lips curved into a knowing
smile. Her hands were pressed to either side of my head. If it
weren’t for Ryker’s strong arms trapping me against his chest I
would’ve leapt away from that creepy grin.

“Now do you remember the prophecy?” she purred,
releasing me.

“Something like that.” The tumble of words swam across
my mind. “But what does it mean?”

“Guards!” Ryker snapped his fingers and five guards
shuffled four chairs and a table into the middle of the great
room. Then he turned to me as they assembled the makeshift
seating area. “This might take a while.” He pulled out the chair
to his right and motioned to the plush damask cushion. “Sit,
please.”

Rhyland took the upholstered chair beside me, and Abba
folded into the one across the table.

The priestess’s eyes met mine, and she drew in a slow
breath. “Now to begin the tale. Fifty years ago, a power-
hungry vampire named Valandril traveled to the Sacred
Temple of Mother Terrea on the night of Havestia. He stole the
sacrificial offerings of power from each of the continents. It
gave him immense power, but it also turned him into a demon.



His intention was to slip through the Veil into Earth and
enslave all humans. This action caused a terrible war between
the eight continents. Despite the Veil eventually closing and
his attempts thwarted, the war lasted for two weeks. In the
process, half of the vampire kingdom was turned into demons,
and this darkness spread toward the other continents.”

She paused, and I drew in a breath, trying to sort through
all that insane information.

“Mother Terrea decreed that one female from each
continent would have to sacrifice not only her power but her
very life to defeat Valandril. Then in return, these brave
women would be reborn and given a second chance at life
once the Veil reopened. Thus, these girls were reincarnated on
Earth with no memory of their first life. The prophecy stated
on the night of Havestia, fifty years later, each kingdom was to
retrieve their sacrificial offering from Earth and return her
home. Only this act would finally bring peace and balance to
the chaos that was left after Valandril was defeated.”

I swallowed hard and twined my fingers together in my
lap. This was just insane. And yet a part of me accepted it as
truth. Maybe a tiny, deep buried part did remember.

I swung my gaze at Ryker a long moment later. “Why
didn’t you just tell me?”

“I advised him not to,” Abba interjected.
GGWhy?j’

“I wanted to assess your mental state before the truth was
revealed.”

“And?” I sure as shit felt like I was going crazy.

“Your memories seem to be repressed, but I have no doubt
they will return in due time.”

“Wonderful.” The king clapped and marched down the
dais. “Then it’s time to proceed with the mating ceremony.”
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SAPHIRA

“Right now?” Ryker and I blurted in unison.

My escort, the freaking other prince, leapt to his feet.
“Saphira has only just arrived, my king. Give the girl a
moment to get her bearings. As Abba said, her memories have
yet to return.”

Yes, all that. I glanced back and forth between Ryker and
his father.

King Kiran speared his son with a glare, flames flickering
through deep amber irises. They were a similar hue to
Rhyland’s but held none of the warmth. “You have no say in
the matter, Ryker.” His gaze pivoted to the priestess. The
woman watched me from the corner of her eye as if | were the
most fascinating thing to walk this strange land. “Abba, should
the proceedings impede her mental state?”

Vibrant lavender orbs slid over me, and a wry smile curled
the corner of her thin lips. “No, I do not believe so.”

“Then there is no reason to postpone,” the king announced.

“Rhyland, do something,” Ryker gritted out. “Saphira is
exhausted. She’s been through quite an ordeal in the past
thirty-six odd hours. Is the alliance so important you cannot
even give your future mate a day to rest?”

The males stood on either side of me, towering over each
other.

“She may rest all she’d like once the ceremony is over.”



“Doubtful,” Ryker snarled. “You know very well what will
happen once the bond is formed. There won’t be any sleep in
the bridal chamber.” His lips twisted in disgust, genuine horror
stretched across his features, like sleeping with me would be
the most vile thing in the world.

“I can control my dracon, brother.” Rhyland stood tall,
throwing his shoulders back.

Why did I suddenly feel like a doggie chew toy?

Ryker stepped around me and jabbed a finger into the
prince’s chest. “You have no idea what the bond will do to
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you.
“And you do?” Rhyland scoffed.

“Guys, enough,” I snapped. “I’'m standing right here.
Don’t I get a say in this?”

“Not generally, my dear,” the priestess interjected. She’d
watched the entire exchange so silently I’d nearly forgotten
she was here.

“Mardor, go fetch the officiant.” The king motioned to the
guard beside him. “It is time.”

“Yes, your highness.” One of the big dragon guards darted
off the dais and raced across the massive chamber.

All eyes trailed the sentinel, except for Ryker’s. They’d
gone glassy again, his expression vacant. What was he doing?
A moment later, he blinked quickly, and the bright silver flared
anew. He stomped toward the dais, leaving me beside the
empty table. “Father, the alliance with Terre means everything,
does it not?”

“Yes, of course, Ryker.”

“Then why would you pass up the opportunity to flaunt it
to the rest of Draconia? It would be the perfect occasion to
invite the royal families. Send word of the ceremony today and
let us celebrate tomorrow.”

“You know very well why I dare not risk the wait,” the
king whispered. But somehow, I caught every word. In fact, if
I closed my eyes and focused, I could hear the queen



straightening the ruffles of her dress, the king’s teeth grinding,
and most of all the mad pounding of Ryker’s heart.

“This evening, then. At the very least, invite the citizens of
our kingdom. They will rejoice in this happy occasion and
perhaps, it will quell the unrest.”

Rhyland approached the dais and stood beside his brother.
“I have to agree with Ryker on this point, Father. The
commoners will cherish the opportunity to attend a royal
mating ceremony. It could be worth the extra half-day to
provide a distraction.”

The king huffed out a breath and spun at his wife. “Do you
see how they treat me, Aisling? Like they already rule the
kingdom.”

The queen offered a plastic smile and patted her husband’s
hand. “I fear it will only get worse in the coming months, my
dear. Soon Rhyland will be king, and you and I will no longer
matter.” She tossed a strange glance at Ryker before her
expression returned to neutral.

Somehow, I doubted that.

“Very well, you’ve won.” Kiran glanced at the ticking
clock on the wall. “The ceremony will take place at eight
o’clock sharp. Have everyone in the kingdom alerted but keep
the news within our walls only. The attendees may gather in
the courtyard around the fortress.”

“Wonderful.” The queen rose and glided toward me. “Now
that we have more time, I can have one of my handmaidens
fetch my mating ceremony dress. Would you like that, dear?”

Ryker rolled his eyes over his mother’s head, and I barely
contained a laugh. “Oh, that’s not necessary. I could just wear
this.” I fingered the soft, light fabric of the gown. I could only
imagine what the queen would put me in.

“Nonsense. If we’re going through all the trouble of
inviting the entire kingdom, we must have you at your most
regal.”

I dipped my head. “Sure, of course.”



Before I finished the last syllable, Queen Aisling floated
across the grand hall, likely to find some poor maid to find her
old dress.

Rhyland stepped in front of me, and all thoughts of the
queen and the dress vanished. His warm smile melted away
the insecurities as his hands wrapped around mine. “I’m sorry
for all of this. We’ve simply been waiting so long for your
return.”

I bet. Fifty years is a long ass time to wait for your fiancée.
“I wish I could remember,” I mumbled.

“Uh, uh.” Ryker stepped between us and swatted his
brother’s hands from mine. “You remember the royal protocol,
don’t you, brother? No fraternizing with your betrothed before
the ceremony.”

My mouth curved into a capital O. “What?”
“Only supervised visits until you’ve enacted the bond.”
“It’s an ancient, outdated rule and you know it, brother.”

“Still, we wouldn’t want to anger Mother Terrea, now,
would we?”

Rhyland grunted and released my hands. “Fine. Will you
escort Saphira back to her chamber, Ryker?”

He dipped his head into a slight bow. “It would be my
honor, my future king.” He held his arm out, and I easily laced
mine through it. It had become second nature in my short time
here.

Before Ryker led me away, Rhyland leaned in and brushed
a soft kiss to my cheek. It was quick and chaste, but still,
delicate wings brushed against my ribs.

A growl vibrated my moody escort’s barrel chest, the
sound so loud Rhyland staggered back a step.

“Ryker...” The fine line between the prince’s brows
deepened.

“It’s fine, brother. I’'m handling it.” He tugged me toward
the door before I could say goodbye.



I canted my head over my shoulder and waggled my
fingers at Rhyland. He stood as still as the towering pillars of
stone circling the throne room, watching as his brother led me
away.

As soon as the guards closed the doors behind us, I
released a breath and sagged into Ryker. Then I remembered I
was supposed to be pissed at the ash-hole for lying to me. I
stopped mid-stride, wriggled out of his hold and glared up at
the big fat liar. “Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”

“I already told you—"

“No, you didn’t. You gave me some lame ass excuse. And
speaking of excuses, if you’re some badass fire-breathing
dragon prince, why the hell didn’t you just scorch those eglids
on our trek over here instead of putting both of us in danger if
I’m so damned important?”” Something just didn’t add up.

He gritted his teeth, molars gnashing. For some reason, I
could hear everything Ryker did so clearly now.

“I don’t buy it, Ryker. Tell me the truth. After all the shit
I’ve been through, you owe me that.”

“I was under orders, Saphira. That is all I can say.”
“Under orders not to shift into your dragon?”
“Not to fly too close to the Terre border.”

“Terre. That was the kingdom that was separated by the
mountain range.” There was something else, something
important about the neighboring lands. A faint memory
flickered to life—me staring at those towering, molten peaks,
standing beside another girl, the same vibrant blue hair
cascading down her shoulders. 1 fought to hold onto the
memories, but they vanished as quickly as they came.

“Yes, that’s right,” Ryker answered, drawing me from the
vivid images.

“Where 1s my family?” The question popped out of its own
accord. “Will they be here for the ceremony? You kind of blew
right past that part earlier.” Goddess, so many years without a
real family I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that I



actually had one. Wouldn’t they want to see me after fifty
years? And why didn’t they come to get me instead of Ryker?

Ryker’s hand closed around my upper arm, and he towed
me to a glass door. Through the glass, the rolling waves of the
Sea of Speranza stretched out to the horizon. He whipped the
door open and shuffled me outside onto a small stone balcony.
A warm breeze kicked up off the water, sending me staggering
back a step and right into a pissed-off dragon or dracon,
whatever.

“Hey, stop manhandling me.” I spun around and pried his
thick fingers off my arm.

“Do you want your question answered or not?” he barked.
“I’m sure you’ve noticed we have very sensitive hearing.”

I had actually. “Okay, so tell me about my family.”

Ryker coaxed me to the very edge of the balcony, the
whipping winds off the sea sending strands of blue hair across
my face. He leaned in close until his breath mingled with the
breeze, and I suddenly understood why he’d brought me out
here.

“Our families are not exactly friends,” he whispered.

“Then why are they marrying me off to Rhyland?” As a
child when I imagined my parents, I always pretended
something horrible had happened to them because why else
would they ever abandon their daughter? Now, that I was
finally going to meet them, I couldn’t bear the thought of them
not living up to the images I’d created.

The crease between his dark brows furrowed, and his gaze
chased to the floor. “For the good of both our kingdoms, and
all of Draconia.”

“Why does me marrying Rhyland matter so much?”

“It will unite our kingdoms and finally bring the peace and
stability that we’ve fought so hard for. The four realms of
Draconia are very divided, and we hoped that by forging an
alliance between the two strongest, the rest would follow
peaceably.”



All of this was so convoluted. I still felt like I was missing
a big part of the story. “And that’s it? That’s the whole truth?”

Ryker loosed a frustrated breath and inched close once
again. His warm breath skated over my ear, his torso brushed
my shoulder and his hand swept away my wild strands of hair.
I was suddenly acutely aware of each and every single point of
contact. “The Highbornes, your family, and therefore you, are
from Terre. I was told not to fly so that we wouldn’t be
spotted.”

“Why not?”

He shook his head, lips pressed in a tight line. “T’ve
already said too much.” His big hand wrapped around mine,
and he hauled me through the door into the fortress before I
could get another word out.

Once we were back inside, I adjusted my windblown hair
and glared up at the big beast. “You know, I'm perfectly
capable of walking by myself, you don’t need to drag me
everywhere.” I rose to my tiptoes and whispered, “And if you
think that conversation is over, it’s far from.”

“I’d expect nothing less from you, princess.” A smirk
curled his lips, and heat ignited low in my belly. Damn him for
being so unfairly attractive. “Now, let’s go, your handmaidens
must be waiting with the queen’s gown by now.”

Ugh.



Lrree

SAPHIRA

“Wow.” I stared at the voluminous gown splayed out atop my
monstrous bed and didn’t immediately want to vomit.
Shockingly. I’d been soaked yet again in the tub, drenched in
sweet perfumes and oils, nails painted, eyebrows and
everything else plucked in the past hour. While my handmaids
made me picture perfect, the queen’s mating gown had
apparently been delivered.

Stepping closer, I took in the embroidered pale blue corset
and delicate gold lace, the sparkling jewels embedded within
the brocade, then followed the fine fabric to the billowing skirt
with soft gauzy layers. The sweetheart neckline dipped low,
well below my cleavage, but the ornate, full-length sleeves and
long, flowing cape gave it an elegant feel.

I’d never seen anything so beautiful in my life.
“You will look thoroughly regal,” Lumia whispered.

“Prince Rhyland won’t be able to keep his hands off you
— Arissa slapped her hand over her mouth when Lumia
speared the young girl with a narrowed glare.

“Arissa,” she snapped. “That is no way to speak of your
future king, or queen!”

“I beg your pardon, princess.” The girl dipped into a bow.

“No need to beg anything.” I shrugged and fingered the
silky satin skirt. “You’re right, I am going to look amazing in
this.” I couldn’t help the chuckle from slipping free.



The two females laughed softly. “The queen must think
very highly of you to allow you to wear her mating gown,”
said Arissa.

“The girl speaks the truth,” Lumia added as she carried the
dress to the bright changing room. “Queen Aisling had always
hoped for a daughter to pass it down to, but alas, Mother
Terrea only blessed her with sons.”

I followed the older woman to the dressing area where she
hung the gorgeous family heirloom. She heaved out a breath
once it hung beside the floor-length golden mirrors. The dress
probably weighed as much as she did. The sparkly jewels
caught my eye, and lust sparked low in my belly. Mine. My
twitchy fingers longed to pilfer each and every shimmering
gem.

Curling my arms behind my back, I folded my hands to
stave off the jitteriness.

“Are you nervous, my princess?” Lumia traced the
movement.

A shit ton. “Maybe a little.”

“You shouldn’t be,” Lumia responded. “Prince Rhyland is
a wonderful man, and he will make a most fearsome king. I
raised the prince since he was only a boy. You could not ask
for a more suitable mate.”

Warm reassurance kindled in my belly, the same feeling I
had when Rhyland held my hands. I only wished I could
remember him. I wished I could spend more than five minutes
with the man in private. Mother T, I wished I could see my
family. There were so many unanswered questions, and
everything was moving so quickly.

Arissa began to loosen the ties of my dressing gown as I
stood in front of the mirror. My hair seemed a brighter blue
since | arrived, and my features somehow sharper too. I
couldn’t explain it, but somehow, I felt different since setting
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