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I used to thinking surviving was all | could do to thrive, but when
Emyr captures me, | learn my life could get much worse. The
mansion is gone, burnt into nothing, and the dragon riding fae are
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Maeve is injured,

Ziven is missing,

Hettie is with King Daegan...Now my only hope is the books, and the
deities locked away within them.

The vampyres have ruled for too long and the fae will not be slaves
forever. | am Story Dehana, a lessborn fae, a blood slave, a dragon
rider and finally a descendant of the lost Twilight Dynasty.

| will go down in dragon fire.
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The deities are three. The sun, the moon and the twilight between.

T here’s a taste in my mouth | can’'t quite get rid of. It's bitter, disgusting, and no
matter how much | roll my tongue around, it stays. Vampyre. It reminds me of Emyr,
of what it was like for him to kiss me when | was dying inside and mentally wishing |
was anywhere else. It reminds me of all the years | felt dead and cold—alone. | open
my eyes, the lids dry and crusted, and my hand immediately goes to my throat,
remembering the dagger—Ziven's dagger—that | dlid straight into it. Death isn’t
warm; in fact, it's humid and strange here. | fedl silk sheets around my body, and a
tight fabric wrapped around me.

Am | avampyre now?

It's the only way | could have survived and still be alive. | can hear my heart beating
in my chest, or at least, | think | can. Maybe I’ ve lost my mind. | was stupid to think |
could kill myself in front of Emyr, the vampyre prince obsessed with me, and he
wouldn’t try to save me. He wanted me to be a vampyre, after all. He wanted me, and
nothing was going to stop him. | made the right choice not to fight him in the forest,
knowing it would have cost Hettie her life. That sweet girl was worth whatever is
coming for me now. The deities have decided not to be kind to me and let me die, but
at least I'm not avampyre. | don’t think.

| lift my hand into the light, seeing my skin is pink and not drained of colour at all.
There's no paleness to it—nothing more than usual. | don’'t feel hungry, beyond the
usua hunger for food, and if | were a vampyre, surely, | would want blood and
death? | saw what it did to Kyrell and how it made him insane for blood, how it was
all he would think about.



Kyrell is gone. The fact heisn’t here anymore doesn’t seem real; it seems foreign and
lost, and I’'m not sure how to ever process that he has left this world for good. He was
in pain; | knew that, but | hoped I'd be able to find away to heal him with the books
or just some way. He was my best friend, my person in this world | could trust to
make me smile when everything was failing. | don’'t think I’ [l ever be able to not see
Ziven ending hislifein front of me.

My hand lifts to my teeth. No sharp canines. Nothing different at all.

“I’'m not a vampyre.” My voice is broken and cracked, like | screamed for too long.
It's happened enough times | recognise the sound, but this time, it's from the scar on
my neck, the line | can feel has headled, but it will leave a permanent mark of how |
tried to end my life before he could get me again.

“Much to my disgust, it's not something to be delighted about, Story Dehana.” | turn
my head to the side and see Emyr sitting at the edge of the bed on my left. The bitter
monster prince | escaped is casually resting at the end of the bed, dressed in a dark,
blood-red shirt and black trousers. His crown, ared jewelled spiked crown, is sitting
in his pale silver hair. His eyes aren’t on me, and I’'m thankful | don’t have to look at
the light blue irises of my nightmares.

Instead of on Emyr, or the doom | feel spreading around my chest at the sight of him,
| focus elsewhere. The room isn’'t somewhere |’ ve been before and that’s not good. |
don’t have a chance to escape somewhere new. The silk sheets are unfamiliar, red,
like the short, tight nightdress I'm wearing. The castle walls are yellow brick,
glimmering like stars in the bright light shining in from outside. It’s bright out there,
and it hurtsto look for more than a second.

| can smell my blood in the air, thick and heavy, and little else over it except for the
stink of the Silkvir. The rotting smell hangs on Emyr. There's a big balcony door
overlooking what | assume is sand outside. A gentle, warm breeze blows in through



the willowy curtains. When Emyr looks at me, my heart pounds in pure fear, and the
smile on his face tells me he is happy about that reaction. He likes it when I’'m scared
out of my mind. For a moment, | fedl like the same blood save who was trapped
under him for years. Those endless years of misery and not a moment of hope. “It's
al going to be fine, my Story. My father’s on his way to meet you, and we'll figure
out what went wrong in your moment of madness. | forgive you for trying to leave
thisworld after all of the misery of being trapped in that mansion.”

“Do you think it was madness?’ | ask with a laugh on the tip of my tongue. | don’t
see him as this terrifying vampyre anymore. | see him for exactly what he
Is—nothing. I'm not scared of him anymore. My heart Slows as | realise that the past
is not now and I’'m not some weak, untrained girl anymore. | was taught to fight. |
won a dragon. He can't make me weak again. “1 wanted to die and get away from
you. It wasn’'t madness.”

He's on me in aflash, his body pressing into mine, and he is strong. Too strong for
me to fight him off, but | scream and fight, anyway. Disgust rolls through me as his
hand wraps around my throat and his lips slam down on me as | struggle underneath
him, trying to get away, but he kisses me deeper, pushing his tongue into my mouith. |
want to be sick.

All | can taste is him—and that bitter, horrible taste. They are the same thing and |
hate it. | hate every moment of it.

“Asmuch as | want you,” he growls, pushing himself against my thigh, “when we are
married, | will have all of you. | want my wife.” He tightens his grip on my throat. “I
know you don’t love melike | love you, but you’ re so young, Story. In time, you will
find loving meisthe best way for us. | love you.”

“You don’t know what the word means!” | spit out the words between heated breaths.
“l don't fear you, and | will not bend to you anymore. | will spend every day of my



life here fighting you, endlessly, until you see that | will never love you. Never. The
Story you broke and tried to destroy is gone. Good fucking riddance. Who | am now,
sheis exceptional, and | fought for her.”

His eyes flash with anger and rage, but | don’'t stop. “ The Story who you beat, raped
and destroyed ever since you met her is gone,” | continue, staring up at him. “I'm a
dragon rider now. | am fae. | will never be a vampyre, and you’'ll never own me. Y ou
can do what you want with my body. Y ou've aready done it before, and it changed
nothing. | forgot about you the second | met my mate and was with him. He taught
me what love is and what sex is really like. You are nothing. | will never love you. |
will never want you. Y ou are nothing to me.”

His hand strikes me hard across the face, and his other hand tightens on my neck. |
know I'm playing with fire, but I’ve lost so much now, | can’t find it in myself to
care. I’ve snapped. My neck jerks with the force of the hit, but | just laugh as my
cheek stings and | struggle to breathe. “Being a fucking bitch is going to do nothing
but piss me off, Story!” He grabs me out of the bed and throws me against the wall by
my hair, yanking out strands of it as | scream. Pain radiates down my shoulder as| hit
the stone, and | feel arib snap. He climbs off the bed, stomping toward me.

“That it?’

“1 only enjoy breaking you,” he snarls like an animal, his voice low and dangerous.
“You know | enjoy that. Stop fucking laughing at me!”

| glare at him and grin. “Do it. | don’t care.”

He shakes his head. “| should have kept that little girl to tame you, but don’t worry,
when | find her with the rest of them, I’ll make sure she is here to make you behave.
Y our soft heart is stronger than your new resolve to die.” My laugh stops. “Whoever
decided to fuck you, whoever you smell like—well, I'll tell you this—he is dead. |



will find him and end him in front of you. Only | get to have you, Story. Only me.”

“You'll never break me again and you' Il never own me.” Even | don’t believe it now.
Not when he knows | have a weakness—Hettie. | sent her running into the forest, but
for al | know, he could find her anyway. Some random fae might have taken her in, a
helpless child, but if Emyr puts out word that he is looking for a child with her
description and reward, they will give her up.

His eyes narrow. “1I’'m going to fuck that spirit right out of you,” he spits. “I’ll teach
you exactly how and why you belong to me.”

A voice interrupts. “Son.”

My eyes widen as the king enters the room, and immediately the room feels wrong. |
remember him—remember him killing my friend like it’s happening right in front of
me all over again and | can’t stop it. Like it's real and cold, and he is just stopping
Kyrell from being free. | remember him ripping his heart out of his chest in the most
brutal way, the spray of his blood, the joy in his dead eyes at the sight of death.

Nothing's really changed about the immortal king, with a crown nestled on his head.
Except now he has creatures flying in the sky, and he found the mansion with the
dragon-riding fae. | hope he doesn’'t have the books. Catherine and Avauna might
have successfully gotten away with them in the madness of the attack. We lost so
much, but we had to keep the books safe. | just read the last page, the one where it
told me the books were actually deities and alive, bound to the pages. | read how to
free them too. I'm not sure freeing the deities would be good for the world, not when
they have likely gone insane from being bound to the books for so long.

“1t’ s been very long since | saw the prince—now king—of the Moon Dynasty. | smell
him on you.” The king pauses and cocks his head to the side. Ziven. “I enjoyed
ripping his dragon apart and watching him fall from the sky. | doubt he survived the



fall and the death of his dragon.” No. No. No. His dragon is dead? Ziven...no, heis
alive. | can feel our connection in my chest, still alive and burning, like the first
moment | met Ziven. | can feel him out there because he is my destined mate, and he
isnot dead. I’d know. But Brythan? His dragon... Deities above.

At least | know he won’'t risk coming after me and being killed by them. He wouldn’t
be able to get me without a dragon, and Maeve was hurt. She won't be coming either.
| want them safe. It's best this way. Hopefully, he doesn’t come after me. | want him
safe—even after everything he did. Even after killing my best friend. | love him. |
want to see him again someday. | need him.

“He must have manipulated her somehow. She loves me—" Emyr is cut off by the
king's laugh.

“You can't break a dog with beatings and expect it to love you when a kinder owner
offers a hand.” The king turns his eyes on me, and | feel the coldness, right down to
my bones.

“I’m not adog,” | snap.

“I'm so sorry, father. She’'s running her mouth, and it is unlike her.” Emyr steps
closer to me. “Her time in the mansion has corrupted her mind against me.”

The king moves like a ghost towards me. His presence is too much because it feels
wrong. Empty. He walks straight over to where I'm crouched on the floor by the

stone wall that | was thrown into. “I won't hurt you.”

“How many fae have you looked in the eyes and said that to and still hurt them?” |
sarcastically question.

He doesn’'t even pause to answer. “Hundreds. Thousands, maybe. | don’'t know or



care.

| rise to my feet on my own, my hands shaking under the full weight of his stare.

“You look like her,” he murmurs, his gaze searching my face. My eyes. My hair. He
seems to spend a long time looking at me and seeing the past. | know who he means,
the princess who he married and then destroyed with hate. He never loved her and he
chose to be a vampyre and burn the world down instead. “But you' re more beautiful.
Different. That same determination in your eyes is there across your souls. It's no
wonder my son became so invested in you. If I’d seen you, I’d have been invested

too.

He moves a step closer and | press myself against the wall to escape any way | can.
“I’m sure you've heard all the horrible things about me from my last blood Slave.
Avaluna.” He looks at my hair and picks up alock, rubbing it between his thumb and
forefinger. | swear there islonging in his voice when he says her name. | know sheis
free and she won't be coming back to him. Calix will never let him close. “I know
she was corrupted into leaving my side, but | had plans for her. She was not like the
others.”

“She never spoke about you,” | say coldly, knowing it will hurt him more than
anything else | could say.

His eyes flicker, but he doesn’t rise to the bait. He drops my hair though, and I'm
glad for it.

“She’s mine,” he says ssimply, before sitting at the edge of the bed and gazing out the
window. “I will have her again.”

My heart races as | press myself against the cold stone wall, trying to steady my
breathing.



“The world is changing,” he says, almost to himself. “My Silkvir are spread across
the lands where the mansion once stood and here in the East where the Sun kings
once ruled. The lands of the Moon are going to be no more, but their city is nothing
but dust now. The fae who escaped are running, hiding from my creatures. It’s futile
for them to escape and hide. | plan to level the entire land with fire and start anew.
Build a brilliant city for my son and heir...and for you to rule beside him, Story
Dehana. With you at my son’s side, as princess of the vampyres, the hope inspired by
your name will die and the fae will stop looking to you for a hero to save them.” He
pauses. “And once | have Avaluna back, she will be my new queen. Two of your kind
ruling with us, as it should be.”

| force my voice to remain steady, though anger burns as hot as a dragon within my
chest. “And where exactly do the kings of the fae—the real kings—fit into that
vision? Do you honestly think King Daegan and King Ziven will bow to you? The
dragons too? The fae are done with being slaves, and rebellions will always happen.
We are done being your food, your slaves.”

His head tilts dightly, amused by my defiance. “And you speak for all of them, do
you? I’m sure not every fae is so enamoured with your opinion. Freedom? They were
freed from one type of ruler and given another. Buried kings used them as slaves, too.
No, they haven't truly been free before.”

| bite back the response rising in my throat, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of
my anger. He wants me to react.

His expression changes like smoke in the wind. “I’m surprised you haven't asked
why you didn’t turn, Story?”’

My blood is so cold I’'m not fully convinced I’'m not turning into a vampyre at this
very moment. “Why didn’t |7’



“You died,” Emyr demands, his gaze flicking to me. “I felt it. You died in my arms,
with vampyre blood already in your system from me, and it should have worked.” He
grabs the bed base. “I brought you back here, expecting you to turn within hours. But
you didn’t. Instead, you healed. Every wound on your body—every mark, even the
one on your neck where you tried to kill yourself to escape me—closed as if they
were never there. Still fae and perfectly fine, despite death.”

| say nothing, but hiswords send a chill through me that | can’t shake off.

“She’'s a Twilight heir, and it would never have worked on her,” the king murmurs
with acertainty | don't like. Twilight heir? What exactly does that mean?

The king's eyes narrow on me. “The red hair. The eyes of green like a fire that
burned in the city, right outside the royal households. There were twelve noble
families with the purest of blood when the world fell to its knees for me. She is a
descendant of a noble household. Twilight blood is rare. Most of the Twilight
Dynasty has been diluted. Y ou're one of them.”

He rises, his steps measured as he heads to the balcony. Sweat sticks to my skin from
the heat. “The vampyre blood we give to turn others only works on those without the
blood of deities. The Twilight Dynasty carries the blood of those gods, and it is what
made them different. Y ou don’'t need to be a vampyre to achieve immortality when it
isin your blood already. You can live as long as you wish. But the perfection of your
bloodline had its flaws,” he continues with a cruel smile, his eyes dropping to my
stomach. The cycles, the infertility. | read about it for the princess and now for me. |
never got to ask Avalunaif she suffered like | do. “Thisoneis broken, isn’'t she? Like
my wife was, and there was never a cure. If you're looking for heirs, Emyr, you may
need to search elsewhere.”

“I"ll make heirs for us to raise as our children. No one will know,” Emyr replies
coldly, hiseyeslocked on mine. “Thisoneis still mine. She always will be.”



The king nods, satisfied. “Very well. The wedding will be tomorrow. Let her have
this one last day where she believes she's free. Perhaps | should have offered your
mother that courtesy. She might not have betrayed meif | had.”

Emyr doesn’t flinch at the jab, his face impassive.

“Her funeral is today,” the king continues. “Tomorrow, a wedding. A symbol of
progress after winning the war.” He looks to the sky. “Before my own wedding to
Avaluna, of course.”

Their words blur together in my mind as panic rises like a drum. Beat. Beat. Beat.
The redlisation hits me like a crashing wave along a cliff side—Emyr is going to
force me to marry him tomorrow. | have no plan, no escape from this place, and I'll
end being his bride. | don’t want that and I’ d rather die, but it seemslike | can’t even
have that option.

| can't feel Maeve.

| know she's alive—I can feel it somewhere deep within me—but | can’t reach her,
and without my dragon, | can’t fight my way out of this. I’ m trapped.

My back slides down the wall as they leave, their words fading, and | can barely hear
them. Only when | hear Ziven's name do | snap out of it. “That king, Ziven, and the
other one are still missing. Along with too many dragons and fae. After the wedding,
| want to return to hunt them down.”

“We will find them, but | do not feel they are a threat anymore.” The king is
confident and my stomach drops like arock. “Where else could they go? We will find

what is left of them and destroy them. We won't be stopped.”

“No one can stop usand | am glad of it,” Emyr echoes his father, looking back at me.



| want to be sick again. I'm a prize to him. | always have been, and now he has me
back exactly where he wants me. Kyrell won't be there to pick the pieces up this
time.

He's won. It almost feels like it was all for nothing. | can’t get out of here and | still
don’t even know where | am. | fedl the trickle of hot blood sliding down my forehead,
and | wipe it away, staring at my blood marking my hand as it shakes. | want to be
strong and pretend I’ m not scared, but | am. I’'m tired and scared. A sob echoes out of
my throat as | wrap my arms around my knees and rest my head against them. | pray
to the deities, even when | know they can’'t hear me because they are trapped within
pages of a magic book.

| pray to them anyway. Not for me.

For Ziven.

My life is over, but his—he has to be okay. Because | love him, and if anything can
survive thisworld, it hasto be him. Even if | might not.
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Chapter Two
King Ziven

Page Two. My family wish for arebellion in the name of the gods, but | only see my
small baby in my arms. A rebellion would undoubtedly cost her...or free her.

“ W ake up.” | look up to see Ruelle leaning over me, her hands glowing in the
brightness of magic as she continues to heal me. For a delusional moment, | don’t see
Ruelle but Story. Her long red hair flowing around her slender shoulders, the glare of
her bright green eyes as she argued with me and ended up in my arms, my lips on
hers. Branding her as mine. Protecting her as mine, too. The limited time we had
together and how it went too quickly—and ended with her hating me. Killing Kyrell
was a mercy. A promise | made...but it cost me too much. It cost my Storm, and |
fucked up royally. In every way that mattered.

Recently, | let myself think of a future with her. A house I'd build for her, with a
massive library for her to collect books from all over the world as we travelled and |
showed her everything she never got to see. | want to see her happy, well-travelled
and living a life she deserved. | wanted to be by her side for al of it, riding our
dragons together...but that future is as shattered as this world.

“1 nearly thought you died on me, and I'd be forever known as the shit healer who
couldn’t save the legendary Moon king.” She hits my arm, she sobs dightly. Ruelleis
the role model | never once deserved. “You scared me, you silly boy.” She's
breathless with every word. “You can talk, Ziven. I’ve been alone with your half-
dead body for long enough.”



“Ruelle...thank you,” | groan, noting the fact my body feels bruised and battered, but
I’m not dead. As long as I’'m breathing, I’'m finding Story. I'm helping her. | ease
myself up against a rock, glancing around the cave. The dragon’s eyes watch us from
the shadows. Her dragon isn't far, and | doubt her dragon is the only one here
watching. My dragon. Brythan. | close my eyes for a moment, praying to the deities
to care for him and let us see each other again in the afterlife. His last words will
haunt me to the day | die.

“1 will not, King Ziven, but you will. I chose you because you are strong. You are
strong and you are good. | chose you because you will make any decision to save
your people. The next dragon that chooses you will see that in time. Y ou are the last
king of the Moon Dynasty, and it has been my honour to serve.”

| focus on the present because my past is full of death, and if | linger there too long, |
won't find away out. Ruelle is covered in ash from her head to toes, and her clothes
are burnt in many places, but | can’'t see if sheis hurt. “Are you injured?’

“No.” She shifts back against the wall. “Just tired. You were gravely injured after
your dragon fell from the skies.” She grunts, and | know the stubborn woman is lying
about being hurt. Age has only made Ruelle more stubborn. “You passed out with
your dragon not long after the fall. You were lucky | was close. A blessing from the
deities in the sky, and I’'m glad | was there to stop those disgusting creatures from
finding you.” She swallows hard. “They haven't found this place. It seems to be
protected from them, but the mansion...” She shakes her head and picks up her
walking stick, dragging it to her lap. “They burnt it down. It's still burning even

now.

It's gone. It was atrap for me and my people, but it was a home, too. A safe place for
thousands. “ Our people?’

She can only shrug her shoulders.



“Story. | can sense her out there.” | pause, struggling to find words. “l need to
get?>—"

Ruelle interrupts me, something she rarely does. “But | saw him, that
vampyre—taking her. Through the eyes of my dragon, | saw it in the sky. He has

her.

Cold fury flickers through my chest...and fear. He will hurt her, he has done in the
past, and long ago | made a promise to her that I'd protect her. | love every inch of
that woman, and | can’t let that vampyre touch a hair on her head. “1 have to go.”

“And where do you think you're going without a dragon, boy?’ Ruelle's voice is
sharp as| stand. “I didn’t raise you to be a stupid king who risks everything.”

“You raised me to protect my people. To protect Hettie.” My eyes snap to Ruelle.
“Tell me Hettie's still alive,” | ask. When she nods, | narrow my eyes, refocusing.
“Story. Story is my mate, my entire reason for living, and | won't let her die with that
sick fucking vampyre.”

“Story...” Ruelle's face softens. “If anyone can escape and survive, it will be her. If
she were here now, would she want you to risk your life and likely die in an attempt
to save her without a dragon...or do something to protect your surviving people, the
fae who are holding on by nothing but faith.”

“She did everything to escape him. He can’'t have her back. He'll kill her. He' |l hurt
her.” My voice drops to awhisper as | feel sick at the thought. “He’ll do worse than
killing her.”

“Ziven.” She grabs my arm. “I know that. But you need a new dragon.” She pulls a
necklace from around her neck and holds it out to me, avial of ash hanging in the air
between us. “While | was waiting for you to wake up, between my hedling... It's



been over—what—two days now. No, that’s not right.” She hesitates as she counts.
“It’ s been over aweek since the attack.”

“A week?’ My stomach drops. “A fucking week. A week he's had his hands on her.
A week where he could be hurting her. Again. A fucking week.”

| collapse to my knees, running my hands over my face. “I failed her. | failed
everyone.” My voice cracks. “I can feel her in my heart, in my fucking soul, and |
would walk to the ends of the earth for her. If that is my last moments, then so be it.”
| don’t look at Ruelle anymore.

She steps closer, tired and weary, and places the necklace around my neck. “The
ashes of your dragon, here, next to your heart. You’'ll do something extraordinary and
I’ll guide you, Ziven. Like | aways have done. Come with me.” | follow her through
the caves until we get to a place that has always made my blood feel cold. Right in
the centre of a domed cave is a pit, dug into the ground with ared ring drawn around
the edges. Brythan isn’t warning me not to go near it this time. My mother’s warnings
of this place echo in my mind. The home of the legendary shadow dragons, who have
never been ridden by anyone and aren’t alive. They are beings of shadow and nothing
else.

Ruelle stops when we are standing by the edge. “When you were born, | had avision
of you here, and | told you to jump. | didn’t know if it was real, and then one day, |
was speaking with your mother. She knew you would have a mate in the Twilight
Dynasty, and only mates of the Twilight Dynasty would stand a chance in there. Even
| believe the deities are leading us, trying to help us find away, and they want you to
go here. Visions are gifts to us, and magic...it is exceptional, but we know it comes at
aprice.” She touches my arm, her touch cold even through my burnt leather shirt. “I
made sure you trained, you fought and learnt to be wise. | knew this day was coming
for me, and it has been...it has been such a privilege to be your family, Ziven.”



A roar echoes from the depths, and my eyes tug to the pit. | can't look away. It's
calling to me. “You need to jump in here,” she coaxes. “This is how you save them
al. Thisis how you save your mate and make her your queen.”

“I will dieinthere.” | can’t explain how | know, but a deep feeling tells me as much.

She smiles faintly at me. “Yes, but thisisn’'t about dying...it is about so much more.
We need to believe in magic and fate and destiny. Our deities must be freed. We need
a king—not of the Moon Dynasty, or the Sun Dynasty, or the fag, or the Twilight
Dynasty, or any of the old names. No, we need a King of the Dragons. There's never
been one.”

The king of the dragonsis a myth, an old fairy tale my father once told me about. He
explained how there was once a god, so powerful because the dragons made him that
way, and he saved our world so the fae could live in peace. It's not real.

“Every title is made up by someone. Make yours a myth, Ziven. Y ou want your mate
alive? Your niece? Your people? All of them need a king of legends, because
otherwise, the vampyre king will rule. You need to be stronger than anyone who's
come before you. You need to be stronger than the dragons.” A halo of red glows
around her for amoment, but | blink and it’s gone.

“My dragon’s dead,” | whisper.

“Your first dragon, yes” she softly whispers. “And I'm sorry, Brythan was an
amazing dragon, but he knew his time had come. You will fly together again one
day.” She looks me in the eye and cups my face. “1 look forward to seeing what you
become, and | am aways with you.”

She disappears as quick as a gust of wind, leaving me alone in the cave. My heart
pounds as | stare at the space where she was, and | look in the distance, seeing a body



lying at the foot of a dragon. Ruelle's dragon. “No!” | don’'t know how it was
possible she was here, but it was a gift. She wanted to save me and say goodbye, to
lead me here. | look up at the top of the cave, imagining the stars. Goodbye, Ruelle. |
wrap my hand around the necklace and think of Story—her long red hair, her
beautiful curvy body, and her smile that makes me feel alive. | remember how she
transformed from a woman who turned up at the mansion, broken—literally broken
down to her soul and covered in enough scars to show her battles.

| thought no one could come back from that.
| wanted her to. Desperately. | thought | could push and push and push until she came
back from the brink. Fuck, she did, and | fell in love with her. She came back fiery

and brilliant. Extraordinary.

If 1 want to be hers forever, and her mine, then it's time to do something
extraordinary, too. | need to be more.

Without another thought, | dive straight into the pit, doing something my ancestors
warned every single rider never to do.

As | fall into the darkness, | hear the blast of wings in the air. “You're going to die
down here, King Ziven.”
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Chapter Three
Catherine

Page Three. | love my wife, even if powerborn and lessborn cannot be forever. Our
child isour only forever.

| stare at the box right in front of me, wondering what the hell happened as | wake up
in a haze. It's the first thing | see when | sit up, rubbing my head and feeling a lump
there, along with several cuts. My body is sore everywhere, but | struggle to
remember what happened until it hits my mind like a brick. | was flying away from
the mansion with the book that was locked in the box, which Story gave to me to
protect, when three of those creatures got to us. My dragon took one of them with fire
and the other with his claws. The third one managed to bite his leg, and we went
down with it. | remember screaming, falling, and then just nothing. My dragon’s
grumble makes me aware of the warmth at my back—my dragon. | look at him,
seeing his leg has a bandage, a worn black fabric with holes in it, wrapped tight
around the bite. “1 am well. I will fly tomorrow.”

My shoulders drop as Ululia's voice echoes in my mind. He is okay. But still, how?
Someone had to have helped us, and where are we? It’s cold, but | am covered in old
blankets, which is keeping off the chill, along with the warmth from my dragon. As |
look around, | realise we're in some kind of broken house in the forest till... The
forest trees have grown up through it, creating a makeshift roof of branches and
leaves. Light flickers through in streams, making it strangely bright in here. Glancing
around, | ask my dragon out loud. “Did you get usin here?’



“No,” comes a different male voice. “| suggested this place. After | watched you and
your injured dragon fall from the sky, | caught you,” he continues. “Your dragon
followed mein.”

| back up afew steps as the vampyre | saved from the creek walks into the room. The
gold sword | pulled out of his stomach is clipped to his back in a holder, and he is
very awake. | was right about him being tall. He is towering at over six feet, and he
looks even more muscular now he is moving. His arms flex with the movement as he
crosses them and meets my eyes. He's still wearing the same black clothes, torn still
on his stomach, and | can see ripples of muscular still pale skin underneath that
makes my heart race. His silver locks are curly, bouncing slightly as he moves. His
pure red eyes settle on me, and there’s a coldness in his gaze that seems to echo
around the room. When he smirks dlightly, a flash of his fangs makes me almost
jump.

“Before you scream and run away, those flying creatures out there are close and
listening aways. They are searching the forest every night, but even in the daylight,
they are listening,” he warns, and he isn't smirking now. “At night, they roam with
vampyre riders, and you must be silent. The sun will set within the hour.”

“Don’t tell me what to do, vampyre,” | snarl, but | keep my voice quieter than | want.
| want to scream and run away. “They are your people riding those things!”

“My people, but not my friends. I’m not on their side, and | do not bow to the king of
the vampyres unless forced.” He offers a truth. | don’t know what to make of it. Of
him. “1 suggest, since it’s nearly night now, that we keep our voices down, stay for
the night, and travel in the morning. Your dragon will be able to move by then, |
believe.”

She growlslow at him. “Not if she doesn’t burn you to flames first, vampyre.”



“Don’t you want to know my name?’ He quirks an eyebrow. “Fae, I'm inquiring
about yours, and I’ ve been thinking of what it could be while you’ ve been resting and
recovering in my protection.” He draws out the word protection . “I’m sure you told
meit but | was struggling to not die.”

“We' ve saved each other. We're even now.” | cross my arms, mirroring his stance. “I
don’t owe you anything.”

He smirks again. It makes his cheekbones look even more chiselled and his entire
face just so much prettier. “I’'m not used to anyone telling me what to do.”

“You forget which one of us has a dragon?’ | push the blankets up and stand, never
taking my eyes off him. | touch my thigh, finding my dagger from Story still there.
He didn’t take my weapons off me, and that on itsown isreally confusing.

“True,” he muses. “But | helped your dragon and saved your life. | monitored his
wound until it healed, hunted for fabric and blankets, and looked after his rider—you.
You had a severe hit to the head and burns on your legs. Also, you brought that
cursed box with you. It feels extremely wrong to even be near it.”

| glance at it and shiver. Cursed is one word for it. Even bound with the box, | can
feel the book inside, humming and vibrating in the air. | know to touch it would be to
sink into madness. “Don’t touch it.”

“1 might be pretty, but I’'m not dumb. | gather that it is very powerful and likely evil
from what | sense.” He pauses. “I’m going to be honest with you about who | am, and
maybe then you can tell me something about yourself, too. We might as well have it
all out now. Maybe when you know everything, you might trust me.”

“Doubt I'll ever trust avampyre.” | shrug a shoulder. “Our races are enemies.”



“1 thought 1'd say the same about a fae—until one saved my life. Not you. Sorry,
you' re the second. No, when | was eight years old, another fae saved me, and it set up
my path in life that led me here.” He takes a step forward, his expression unreadable.
| get the feeling he doesn’'t want to say the next words that leave his mouth. “My
name is Prince Nikoloz, son of the king of the vampyres. I’m the fourth son, not the
heir, and really, I'm mostly forgotten. It’s a gift to be fourth.”

| take a step backwards and fear locks my body up. | have the book and I’'m with a
prince of the vampyres. | saved a fucking vampyre prince’ s life, and | really shouldn’t
have done that. Even now, even knowing who he is, would | make the same choice?
All things considered, even in my state of fear and panic, | know he can’'t be all evil if
he looked after me and didn’t immediately hand me over to his father. “Give me a
chance. One conversation and if you want meto leave, | will.”

We stare at each other in silence. For so long | end up focusing on my dragon’s calm
breathing. If he is calm, then | can be also. “One conversation, in thanks of saving
me.”

“Thought we were even?’ He winks and | flush. He walks over to what is left of a
stone wall, which likely marked the rooms before, and sits on it. “My father is
cruel—he always was. My oldest brother is exactly like him. My mother was not, but
she could be cruel to your kind when there wasn't a choice. My father never gave her
achoice. Kindness was a sign to him that she wasn’'t the monster he trained her to be.
So she became a monster to protect her children. She was indifferent to me most of
the time, especially when eyes were watching, but in quiet moments, she was
different. She told me that there is a better world to be made—a way forward—and
that she would die making sure some of her children liveto seeit.”

“Did she?’ | ask.

“1 can hear your heart racing.” He deflects answering my question and, at the same



time, makes me scared. | spot the ook in his eyes, a predator hunting prey. “Don’t
worry. | found deer in the forest and I’'m well fed. | have no interest in biting you. |
don't feed off you fae unless | absolutely have to. | have no interest in it, in causing
pain. Not al of us are brought up that way. | know that’s hard for you to believe, but
itistrue. Wedon't all want pain and misery and suffering.”

“Really?’ | mutter dryly. “Y our brother—I know of your brother. | know what he did
to Story Dehana. She may not have told me explicitly, but | know. My best friend
was his blood slave.”

“Story Dehana” His lips twitch. “Even though I've only heard the
rumours—everyone's heard the rumours—about her and the absolute fixation my
brother seemed to have. Honestly, he was never told no or not loved by anyonein his
path. | admire the lessborn fae who ran away and drove him insane.” He rolls his
shoulders back. “Now I'm going to tell you a story, and I’ ve never told it to anyone
else. Let's share this between us as a mark of trust. The vampyres are currently
ruling. The fae are on the run, even the ones with dragons, and my father iswinning. |
could easily take you back to my father now. |I'd get some reward, no doubt, for that
box or whatever you are hiding in it. But even then, you just told me your best friend
Is Story. You're a beautifully useful bargaining chip for my brother. If anything, |
could get everything | ever asked for by taking you to his door.”

My dragon growls low in warning. He hasn’'t burned this vampyre to a crisp. If he
trusts him here with me, then | should trust hisinstincts. “Why haven’'t you?’

“I"d rather fucking die than see my brother or father lay a finger on you. I'm
possessive with little in my life, but the moment | saw you, | decided you're mine.”
Heat flushes through my body. Mine? We barely know each other, and our races are
enemies. “That's me being honest. So, starting over again for us is going to mean
starting from the beginning. | need you to understand that I'm not all good. I've
killed, I’ve made mistakes, and | tried for a few years to be the monster my father



wanted me to be.”

He takes a deep breath, his eyes locked on mine. “A fae saved me when | was eight
years old. My father had lost his temper with me because he demanded | kill a bunch
of powerborn fae mothers for hiding their children from him. | said no. He left me
nearly dead, wounds al over my body—bled me out because | wouldn't kill like he
wanted me to. He said | was a disappointment, and Emyr did it without even blinking.
| don't believe in killing, nor am | interested in it unlessit’s protecting myself. There
was afemale fae servant who found me in aroom of bodies, nearly dying. She cut her
wrist and let me feed from her, knowing | would not be able to stop until she was
dead. | was too weak to fight my natural instinct to survive. She was older, maybe in
her fifties or sixties. She had so much grey hair. | don’t remember much else about
her, but she died to keep me aive. And it struck me—why would she do that? |
became obsessed with knowing why.”

He looks up at the light, a beam that is shining right down on his own arm. His own
wrist. “I found her family. They didn’t have an answer. Found her lover. He didn't
know either. | asked everybody, endlessly asked, and never stopped. Until one fae sat
down with me in a small drinking bar in the city and told me that she was part of the
rebellion. She was in the castle because she was looking for hope in the royal family.
It struck me that she wanted me alive because she knew | was different, and | vowed
to be from that moment on. Different from my family.” He smiles at me. “Call me
Niko. What’' s your name?’

“Catherine,” | give him. “And thisis my dragon.”

“Catherine.” He repeats my name twice. “1 always loved cats. How strange.” He rises
to his feet. “There's a bond between us. Something has called out to me in these
forests for years. | think it was something that was drawing me to you, but | could
never quite find you.” He pauses, testing my name again. “Catherine.”



“I’m sorry that happened to you, but even knowing?—"

“In that box is one of the magical books my father’s looking for. He's obsessed with
them. | don’t need you to open it to know.” He comes closer, close enough | can
smell him. Peppermint lingers around him, mixed with something else. He smells
nice, and strangely, not like blood. | don’t know why I imagined he would smell like
metal. “| need your trust because | need your dragon’s help. | am telling you to trust
me because | know you have that book and you are a priceless prize on your own. |
will not take you to my father.”

“What could you need my dragon for, then?’ | question.

“1 am the leader of the rebellion, and | have a hundred lessborn fae children, all under
the age of ten, waiting in the next room to be taken somewhere safe. Their parents got
them out of the breeding camp near here and gave them to me to keep safe.” My eyes
widen and he points to the door. “I’ve made a box for your dragon to carry, and they
can sit insideit. It will be cold, but it’stheir best chance for survival.”

I’'m still shocked, silent.

“Vampyres found out what | was doing, and they followed me and the children into
the forest before the barrier came up. | got them away, fought, but one of them took
my sword and slammed it into my stomach before sending me down into the river. |
made sure to drag him with me, and | killed him before | passed out. But the deities
above—the only true power left—did not want me or the children to die. | believe she
saved me by leading me to you...or you to me. The oldest children know how to hunt
and gather berriesto eat. But they are hungry and sick, and the babies are running out
of milk now. We have to leave tomorrow, and if your dragon doesn’t help, Catherine,
they will be killed out there. | will die protecting them, too.” He is so close to me
now. “I believe that we're being led together for a reason, and I'm going to protect
you, too.”



| walk away from him and to the door he pointed at. | pull it open, just alittle, and my
eyes widen at all the children. I’ve never seen so many children before in one place.
For years in the mansion, there were no children, and then there was just Hettie, and
she was kept hidden by the Moon Dynasty for good reason. Thereisafirelitinahole
in the ground, and they all have blankets. Most are sleeping and a few babies are
crying softly. The thick walls must keep the sound in. “Ululia, what do you think?’ |
murmur to him in my mind.

He answers immediately. “ The children will slow down our flight, but there is a pull
to the far north, away from the king of the vampyres. | know away to our people, and
we must fly high.” She huffs smoke out of her mouth. “Y our entwined mate will ride
on my back this once.”

Mate? MATE!? The single word nearly makes me fal to my knees. “But he's a
vampyre.”

“Fae are clueless.” My heart pauses as | look over at him.

“What did hetell you?’ he softly asks. “Y ou look pale.”

“Nothing,” | reply far too quickly. “I need you to make a vow that you will never
harm me, or bite me, or any fae.”

“l vow it.” He places his hand over his heart. “There’'s a whole rebellion in nearly
every vampyre city, who do not want fae as slaves anymore. They care for them.
They are protecting them. They’re friends with them. Family. They have children
with them. There are many who want a cure to vampyrism, perhaps to turn us back
into fae, what we were before. Maybe it’s possible. But all | know isthat | need to see
your rulers, and maybe we can make a plan together for a better future. Those
children’s parents died to get them out, and | took a sword for them too. We can't let
them die.” He rubs his face. “And for the record, you shocked me too, Catherine.”



“If you betray me, I’'ll kill you myself,” | mutter.

His smile is seductive—the smile of a vampyre used to getting his way. A spoiled
prince, I’d imagine.

But still, his story rings true. | don’'t think he's lying to me. “I’d enjoy letting you,
Catherine. My lifeisyours.”
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Chapter Four

Page Four. The rebellion began today in the blood of more dead. | have to write this
down so she can read this one day and understand...

| ’m squeezed into a wedding dress that is fit for a queen—a wedding dress that is
pure red like the blood slave | once was. In many ways, I'm now just a blood slave
with a title. With a crown stuck onto the top of my head and a lifetime of misery
ahead of me. | never wanted this and not even death could save me from it. It s layers
upon layers of ridiculous, expensive fabric, so heavy it's hard to walk or even stand
as they pull the corset tight around my chest, and the skirts continue to weigh me
down. My arms and shoulders are bare, and a heavy red jewel rests around my
neck—a gift from the king, as the fae servants tell me. Diamonds are nestled into the
chain, and they fed like a symbol of what | am going to become. An expensive
chained pet for the prince. Even with atitle of princess, I’ [l have no power. No say in
anything | do.

| glance at them in their plain brown clothing as they rush around me, and | see
myself in their eyes. They are just as angry, scared, and tired of this endless fight as |
am. | fought every day of my life since | was a kid, since | was born in the breeding
districts and saw things | wished | hadn’t. | want to fight them, to scream, but it’s not
their fault. The king will likely kill these fae—or have them killed—if they don’'t
manage to get me ready in time. None of this is their fault, and | don’t want more
blood on my hands.

| didn't sleep last night. Instead, | pointlessly tried to find a way out of this room. |
tried every door, even the balcony that looks over nothing but endless deserts of



orange sand. The castle is the same colour as the sand, tall and willowy, with sun
symbols etched into every stone. | don't need to ask anyone to know this was
Daegan’s royal family home. It means I’ m in the south, from the little studies | did on
maps of the world, but the south is a vast expanse of land, and there is a massive sea
between the Moon Dynasty lands and here. I’ ve never seen sand like this, how there
IS so much of it, and the air is sticky with heat, making me sweat near constantly. It's
so warm, like sitting by afire, but al of the time.

The balcony wasn't a way to escape, as | learnt last night, because it's guarded by
four vampyres at all times. Every time | tried to run and leap over the stone railing,
they caught me and threw me back inside. The other doors leading out of this room
were locked except for the one to the bathroom.

There are no sharp objects anywhere—nothing | could use to hurt myself—because
Emyr isnow aware I’ d rather die than be his.

Before they place the last layer of the gown over the ruffles on the bottom, | find my
voice. “I need to use the bathroom first.” I'm not lying, | actually do, but | also need
every second | can get before facing thisfate. This can’t bereal.

“Of course, Princess,” one of the fae women answers. | flinch at the title. I'm not
married yet, and that title being used on me feels like tempting fate. Tempting destiny
itself. They take off several bits of the skirt, leaving me in the corset and a thinner
part of the skirt | can easily carry myself. | feel the weight of too many eyes on me,
my skin crawling with a heavy feeling as | make my way to the other side of the
room. | know they’ve seen the bite marks all over me, and | know they likely have
them too. Until | went into the mansion, | didn’t know there was an adult fae left in
this world that hadn’t been bitten by a vampyre. | touch my stomach, a memory of
Ziven kissing every single one of the bites, and | keep him in my mind for strength as
tearsfall down my cheeks.



Quickly, I rush to the bathroom, my heart racing, and close the door behind me. |
look at myself in the mirror on the opposite wall and immediately wish | hadn’t. My
red hair has been curled into locks that tumble over my shoulders. The top part is
pinned back in four braids, twisted around each other like chains and clipped with a
red jewel. Even my face is painted—I have makeup on to make my lashes bigger, my
cheeks blushed and lips painted bright red.

| look ridiculous, and | hate it. Sickness rises in my throat, and | push the feeling
down. | can't be sick. I've barely eaten anything in days now. | feel alight cramp in
my stomach and go to the toilet, putting my head in my hands as | weep until the
makeup coats my fingertips. Eventually, when | know my time is running out to hide
in here and cry, | sit up. When | glance down, I’m surprised to see my monthlies have
come. There' s no pain, no anything—just alight cramp.

What in the deities above? A part of me is thankful I’'m not in extreme pain, but
another part wishes the pain was here. At least the pain could knock me out for a
single blissful day of peace from this nightmare. Feeling confused, | open the
cupboards but find nothing to help and groan. | have to ask one of the fae servants to
fetch something, and they wince when they see the state of my face and all the
makeup I’ ve cried away. They return quickly with cotton pads, easy enough to attach
to my underwear, before helping me back into the gown and fixing my face.

Even if it isbeautifully made, the dressisthe colour of blood, and | hate it. The corset
down the middle looks like vampyre teeth, forming a line al the way up and around
my breasts. It's almost like a cage locking mein. | close my eyes as they finish lacing
it and reach for the depths of my mind, for the two single souls in the world that
belong to me. Ziven and Maeve, my dragon. My mate.

| reach for Ziven first, and even through the bond that | wish...l wish we'd made
permanent, he is there. Echoing to me. | could follow this feeling right to him if |
could leave. | love him, and being back here, back caged with Emyr in this horrid life,



has made me realise how foolish | was. | had everything, and now I’'m back to alife
that Kyrell died to save me from. | can hear Maeve ailmost echoing in my mind, but
she's so distant, so many miles apart from me, and | know deep down she must be
hurt or she would have flown to me by now. | hope sheisn’'t, and I’m desperate to get
to her, to see her for myself. | can feel them both—~Dbut it’ s like trying to catch embers
of afirewithin my soul, but the second I’'m close, the feeling just fades into ash in my
fingers.

| don’t even notice the fae servants leaving the room until | open my eyes and see
Emyr standing in front of me, and my blood runs cold. “Y ou look stunning,” he purrs,
dipping his eyes down my body and back up. | want to cut those eyes out. I'm done. |
don’t know what happens as my anger rises like a storm, don’t know where it comes
from, but | throw myself at him and punch him in the face. The satisfaction of a
crunch powers me into a second punch, and then | let myself lose on him. Hitting,
kicking, fighting in the way |’ ve been trained, and he fights me back. | block most of
his attacks, even when he is stronger than me. | feel like there is power in my veins,
power pushing me forward.

“Stop it! Fucking stop it—you'll rip the dress!” He grabs hold of me and punches me
back, straight into my stomach, and | miss the block. Pain radiates through me, and |
scream, falling to my knees. He grabs my face roughly, his nails digging into my hair.
His red shirt is ripped, his lip has a cut in it that is already healing, and blood is
trickling from his nose. “Y ou won’'t fucking ever do that again!” he hisses into my
face, but I'm reeling from the pain in my stomach. “You will be my wife—a queen
that people will look up to and see the reason why fae do not win. They will look at
you, not as a symbol of rebellion and hope, but as a broken-down blood slave who is
proof that escaping and fighting us is pointless. You do that again, and | swear, | will
bring in all the fae that just looked after you and behead them one by one. Then | will
murder them, one after the other, until that defiance is gone in you. Then I'll find
random fae and keep killing them in your name until you behave. Do you
understand?’



“You think death scares me?’ | spit at him. “They’re aready dead. We all are, or
might as well be, while your father rules. While vampyres like you are in charge. You
don’t scare me anymore, and death will not break me.”

“1 should scare you,” he says, his voice cold and dangerous. “I think you’ ve forgotten
what it’slike to be mine. After this wedding, you will know.”

“No!” | shout, pulling away from him as he reaches for me. He lets me go. | rush to
the balcony, but | don't get far before he grabs my wrist and starts dragging me
toward the doors. | fight him every step of the way.

“Enough!” he snarls, pulling me to his chest, and | slap him. Fury burns in his eyes
and he screamsinto my face this time. “Fucking stop it!”

“NO!" | scream back at him, just as the wall collapses around us. Stone and bricks,
dust and fire crash down in a thunderous roar, and a dragon’s roar shakes the air. A
familiar roar. | scream in pain as severa bricks smack into my body, and | fall
through the building along with the wall. Dragon claws wrap around me midair,
flames cascading everywhere around me like a tornado of fire. Emyr reaches for me,
missing the fire by an inch, and his nails tear down my wrist, dragging through my
skin and cutting it open, but he doesn’t get me.

| grip the golden scales of the dragon claw asit risesin the air, and its roar blocks out
anything Emyr screams at me. | smile, holding on tight, feeling blood pouring down
my wrists. | look up, stunned, as we ascend high into the sky until the clouds begin to
smother us, and suddenly, there is nothing but cold air, the high sun in the sky, and
Daegan’ s dragon, complete with itsrider, carrying me away into the sky.

“Twist, Odemis—I’ Il catch her!” he commands his dragon, and | brace myself for it.

Odemis obeys, tightening his claw as he carries me, and then he dives before he



throws me into the air. | scream, only for a moment, before | land on the dragon’s
back, Daegan’s arms tightly wrapping around me, caging me to him. “Now fly fast.
We need to reach our home before the sun sets.”

“Why would you do that? You came for me,” | shout over the wind, my voice
trembling. Daegan swears under his breath, ripping some of my skirts and taking my
wrist into his hands.

“You're bleeding al over me.” He begins to wrap my wrist tight, stopping the
bleeding. “Now, are you hurt anywhere else? We can't stop, but | will try my best to
make sure you’ re comfortable.”

“Didn’t know you cared enough about me to bother with my comfort or being a hero.
Answer what | asked. How did you find me, and why?’ | demand. The wind blows
his white curls around on his head as he faces me.

“Our souls are bound together as entwined mates,” he explains, his grip tight on me.
I’ve only ever ridden with Ziven, and it feels al kinds of wrong flying with Daegan.
I’m surprised Odemis let me ride on her at all. “Of course I’d be able to find you.
You may hate me forever, but not al of it wasaliefor me. | do care. | just...l don’t
love you, Story. | don’t have to love you to care about you because we are linked. We
always will be. | couldn’'t let him have you back, knowing that he'd hurt you. You
came too far to be that broken again, and secretly, | hoped this might make you
forgive me alittle.”

“You tried to kill me!” I slam my hands against his chest.

“1 was going mad because of the fucking book,” his voice breaks. “It was driving me
insane—it felt like it was drilling into my soul. But when you were taken, the book
knew. It knew their only chance of being freed from those pages was gone, t00.” He
has to shout for me to hear him over the howling wind, from how fast Odemis is



flying. Daegan commanded him to go home, but where is home exactly? | don’t have
any choice but to trust him at the moment.

“The book, the corruption of my soul, it snapped. It let me go. It just stopped
speaking to me, and | presume it was because it didn’t want you dead. It knew that if
you were, it might be another thousand years—or longer—before there was ever a
chance it could be freed. Maybe it would never happen. It gave me my mind back,
piece by piece, until | realised what I’ d done—to my people, to you, to everyone.”

Guilt iswritten starkly across every inch of hisface. “I couldn’t win against my mind,
but maybe | was somehow. The first thing | did was get my people to safety. I've
been preparing for months...but | don’t remember doing it.” He shakes his head. “I'm
not sure how—it’s all a bit broken in my mind. But there’ s a secret place, deep within
the Moon Dynasty lands. It’s underground.”

“What are you talking about?’ | grip his arm tighter when he dives and pain radiates
up my stomach. | can taste my blood in my mouth, and | think when Emyr punched
me, he hurt me badly. | need a healer, and there is zero chance of getting one anytime
soon.

“Home. It's connected to the dragons' tunnels, but it's much further north. | was
taught about it from my father, like all princes of the sun are. The Sun and Moon
kings, they knew the end of our kind was coming and we would face a great enemy,
and they held a secret meeting to make a plan between them all.” He sadly smiles.
“But that didn’t work. The Twilight and the Dawn Dynasty didn’t agree to anything,
didn’t want anything to do with a fail-safe plan of sorts. The Sun and Moon kings
decided to do it without them then, and they formed an alliance, creating a secret
place where their people could go when it all failed. They used their lives to cast
powerful magic on the lands. It’s not abig place, but it is safe. It's similar to what the
princess did to make the mansion with the books, but it's different and older. |
believe it is where she got the idea from in the first place.”



| open and shut my mouth afew times. | don’t even know if | can believe aword that
comes out of his mouth. He seduced me, only to try to kill me. “So you're really not
under the magic of the book anymore?’

“I don't think I'll ever be truly free, but yesin away,” he says, skirting around a real
answer. “One book isin the hideout. Y ou had the other. Story, where isit?’

I’m still catching my breath, still processing that he got me out of there—away from
Emyr—and there is a secret place where some of the fae are safe. “It’s with someone
| trust. | know if anyone can get it to me, or to Avaluna, it will be her. | need both the
books and Avaluna. | might be able to stop the vampyre king.” | don’t mention that
I’m betting on the deities trapped in the books to have some mercy on us fae and help
us stop the king if | free them like they want.

“We have a long flight ahead of us.” He looks away from me. “You can rest if you

want.

| can't, not with how much pain I’'m in. “Are these your old lands? The Sun
Dynasty?”’

He doesn’t look at me still, but he tenses. “Yes, though they’re barely recognizable
now. They were once great, and now they are mostly buried in sand. Dead. |
imagined seeing the world for so long, and it’s worse than any nightmare | had.”

“Ziven felt the same.” | gulp. “Whereis he?’

“I’'m not sure,” Daegan admits, his voice soft. “I’m sorry, but there were reports his
dragon was gravely injured, and they both fell from the skies?—"

“But he'sdlive.”



Helooksright at me.

“The same way you knew | was alive is the same way | know heis. But stronger. He
Isout there.”

“That’s good. Most of his people are in the hideout,” he adds. “We got as many as we
could to the city, including the refugees.”

| look at him, a mix of anger and confusion still swirling in my chest. “You tried to
kill me before, but you saved me now. Y ou got them to safety, and | don’t know how
to feel about that.”

“l destroyed a significant part of my castle for you.” He grins, almost teasing. Then
his tone turns sincere. “1 want to be your friend, Story. | want us to start over. It's
important that any world we fight for from here is one we can live in without the past
clouding us. | want afresh start with my people. That'sit.”

“1 am grateful that you saved me from Emyr, so | will think about it,” | offer, because
itisal | have right now. I'm too worried about Ziven and Hettie. About Catherine
and Avaluna and Calix. These people have become my family.

“You'rethelove of hislife.” Daegan’s voiceisfilled with conviction, and it is almost
like he can read my thoughts. “And | was once his best friend. We fucked up
everything between each other time after time, but | never saw him love anyone
before. Not like you. You are his sole reason for existing, and he is so fucking
stubborn...there isn’t a chance he isn’t fighting to get to you now. With or without a
dragon.” | hope he is right, but it feels wrong to talk to Daegan about Ziven, so |
don’t reply. “I found Hettie with a fae couple who found her alone in the forest. She
was smart enough to call herself the sun princess heir, and they brought her to Etena.
| have kept her safe and have every intention of continuing to do so. She’'s my heir,
after all—my niece.”



“1 think if you don’t want Ziven or me to kill you, then you should keep away from
her. She isn't your anything, Daegan,” | snap. “You hurt her to use her as a
distraction to kill me.”

He tightens his grip on me, and when he meets my eyes, his are full of unshed tears.
His expression breaks something inside me. “1 don’t remember doing any of it. It was
the book, the magic pushing me and shadowing everything. It made it feel like all |
needed was to kill you and escape the castle, but | know it was aware of what would
happen. That you'd unlock the mansion and give the book a chance to find the other.
I’m sorry and | will be forever.” | want to believe him, but | need to see proof of this
hideout, see Hettie, and make sure she is okay. | begin shivering after half an hour of
the flight, so bad that he pulls his yellow cloak, covered in sun symbols, and wraps it
around me.

“We make a better future.” His voice is nothing but a soft prayer to the world. “That’s
how we make amends for the past. What else can we do to move forward? Maybe it
doesn't matter because | can't win this war, Story. Even our dragons are
outnumbered. Between them and the vampyres...we've lost so much. Too much.” |
don’t know how to respond. The wind whips around us as we soar through the sky. |
closemy eyesjust as| fedl it.

| feel the part of me that is missing, the part of me that | search for every time | close
my eyes. My connection to Ziven...it'sjust gone.
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Chapter Five
King Ziven
Page Five. When | die, will she remember me?

| t feels like I'm falling forever, like the darkness and shadows never stop chasing
me. It's been like this since | was a child, living in a world where the darkness
became my power and | let it take me whole. | let myself pit into the darkest places of
my mind when | lost my family, most of my people, and then, even when nothing
was left, | still never gave up. | don’t know what waits for me down here, in this pit,
in this place even my ancestors claimed no one should ever head into, but if thereisa
chance | can save Story, if there is a way to make this world better so she can live
safely within it, then | will face it. No darkness can touch me when she is there,
shining in my mind likefire.

| hear them moving around me, feel them flying in the air, sense them endlessly
flying everywhere and nowhere all at the same time. It smells like fire, like dampness
and flames mixed together, the further | fall until I wonder if I’ll touch the very centre
of the world. Can | ever come back from that? Will | ever find my way back to
Storm? The dragon’ s roar sounds like a dare, like a threat whispered on the wind that
| will not find my way back to her. | feel when they start samming into me, catching
me with their sharp talons.

Something suddenly changes, and | shout for the deities to stop this. The dragons
claw into me, like they are searching my blood for my soul. They start dragging their
claws down my arms, down my stomach, down my legs, until they’re ripping my



skin. | scream in pain as they tear at me, their torment relentless and as endless as
time. There’ s nothing | can do but let them continue to test me over and over again as
| fall through their darkness, through their shadows, through time itself—or so it
feels.

This place doesn’t feel right. Through all the pain and torment, it feels wrong, out of
balance. | suspect they want me to die. What they don’t know is that I’'m the most
stubborn bastard who’s ever decided to jump into this pit and face whatever dwells
down here. They don't know about the redheaded woman who needs me to come
back.

It feels like hours, days, or months—who knows how long before it stops? Before I'm
falling slower and slower. | slam straight into black dust that feels amost like sand
under my fingertips. My body aches, covered in millions of scratches al over my
arms, my face, everywhere. | lift my head, seeing swirling grey shadows instead of
clouds circling around me, encircling me. Slowly, the shadows begin to take form and
shape: two wings, massive enough to make a complete circle around the vast gap in
which | now stand. The body and claws of this incredible dragon eventually come
into view, along with scales like ice and shadow magic dripping off it into the earth
below.

Its claws are enormous, larger than anything I've ever seen, and it’'s stunning. Its
long, arched neck is covered in grey spikes that resemble diamonds, reflecting the
faint light of the shadows around it. But this dragon is solid, unlike anything I’ ve seen
before. I'd say it's even bigger than Story’s dragon, Maeve—and that’s saying
something because she is the biggest dragon alive. Not anymore.

When it looks at me, its eyes are swirling pits of grey, amost like smoke, and
shadows are dancing inside them to an unheard song. Y et they glint like silver as they
watch me.



“How dare you!” it roars into my mind. Its voice is old, ancient, different. It takes me
a second to adjust, as though | need to form the words in my mind to fully understand
them. “How dare you come here with your blood, with who you are, and step on the
graves of my kin.” | look down at the black dust, and within it, | see ash and bone.
“You are not welcome, and there' s nothing but death down here for you, King of the
Moon Dynasty. Have you not had enough of it?’

“1"ve come because our world is drowning.” | make sure to shout. To make sure this
creature hears me. “It’s drowning in the blood of the vampyres, from the king who
rules it, and they will not be stopped.” It watches me, this male dragon. “And if they
rule, nobody wins. Dragons will go extinct. There’'ll be nothing left of
them...eventually, including you. There'll be nothing left of the fae, too. Is that what
you want? To hide down here like cowards as the world begs on its knees for help?’

It roars at me, grey fire spiralling in a circle, but | know it could have killed me if it
wanted to. It's testing me. | lift my head and make sure I’'m looking straight into its
eyes as it speaks into my mind again. Calling it a “he” seems like a weak word for
what this male dragon is. Too binding. “What is your name?’ it asks.

| formally bow. “King Ziven of the Moon Dynasty. I’ ve come here to be your rider.”

There's no point dancing around the subject. I've always been blunt and
straightforward—it’'s usually how | get what | want. | know exactly what | want and
need now. It s being this dragon’srider. Thisisthe dragon | need. I’ll mourn Brythan
to the day that | die, but this dragon, this is going to be my last dragon and the one |
win the war with. It is no coincidence | was led here, time and time again. Even the
day | kissed Story right outside this pit and knew, right down to my soul, there wasn’t
athing | wouldn’t do for her. So fuck whatever this dragon has planned for me.

The dragon’ s laugh echoes around my mind, clawing through it like a physical force.
“1 have never had arider, and | will never have arider.”



“Never isaword you shouldn’'t use lightly.” | smirk at it. “Especially when your rider
has come down here to face you. When we ride together, | know we can fix it. Fix the
vampyre threat and win the war.”

Heat escapes its nostrils like a sigh of contempt. “Do you know your history?’” The
heat turns to steam, blowing around my legs. “As you come here to ask for the king
of al dragons to be yours, to ride me would mean taking that title. The power that
comes with a bond like that—no being would surviveit.”

“I would,” | firmly state. “My whole life, I’ ve been pulled here, destined for this. My
power is shadows and darkness, and I've never pushed myself to the limit of it
before. | know, without a doubt, you' re my dragon.”

He huffsin doubt. “Y ou do not know the history, then.”

“Inform me,” | demand, crossing my arms. “Tell me what you think will change
anything.”

Its voice deepens, and | can feel the weight of its truth pressing down on me. “We
were not of this world, not originally. We are from the sky, where the stars shine
brightly in the darkness, and it is beautiful there. We never felt pain or any feeling at
al. Once, we were nothing but waves of flames of all colours, streaking across the
heavens. But we crashed here, pulled in, lured by great dark magic. That magic bound
the flames into living creatures—it made the first dragons. We felt, we still feel now,
and to feel isto know pain and loss. Those first dragons were bound by the magic to
take riders, to be ridden endlessly, forever. We were family, and then...we were
nothing but tools for the fae to win their wars. So much fire.” An image bursts into
my head of cities burning, of forests destroyed and dragons going to war. An image |
never wanted to see. “Some of us, however, were too strong. We refused riders,
refused to be bound when all they did was make war and take lives with us. And so
we became this—shadows of flame, echoing deep below the surface. Never allowed



to see the stars or the heavens we came from.”

Its teeth bare down as it stares down at me, and my heart pounds in my chest. “What
Isit you want? | cannot fix the past, dragon.”

“Nothing that you can give me,” it growls. “And my name is not dragon. It is
Nianyan of the first. Riderless until my death.”

“You want freedom?’ | challenge Nianyan. “Then make me your rider. Give me a
trial, like the other dragons do. Let me prove myself, and when | win that trial, | will
become your rider. If | lose, then you get to kill me without a fight.” | take a step
forward. “When the war is over, you're free to roam the world as you please. No
more wars to be fought. | promise it. All dragons will be free. No more riders. We
will bethelast riders,” | declare firmly, my gaze locked on his. “What do you think?’

“NO!” Nianyan’'s answer echoes through the air like a thunder clap. Like it's more
than just in my mind.

Shit. Nianyan might be more stubborn than me. “Why? Are you worried? Worried
that fate has finally come down here to prove that you can’t lurk in the shadows as
some lonely old dragon al on your own?’

“I am not alone.” The shadows shift, and | redlise it’s true. The glowing eyes of
thousands of shadow dragons appear, watching us from the darkness.

“Shadow dragons,” | murmur, understanding. A whole new race of dragons, hidden
down here from everyone, and they are our key to winning the war. If 1 am to have
any chance of breaking Story out of the castle and killing the prince, and king too,
then | need an army. | need something more, and it is staring me right in the face. |
know Emyr won't kill Story right away, and | have to pray to the deities he doesn’t
hurt her. He is dead either way. “But you are trapped, aren’t you? | don’t think you're



here by choice. Was it a curse? Because you refused to take riders?’ Nianyan's eyes
flash with anger, and he takes a step forward, the black dust rippling. | amost grin.
“By my bloodline, perhaps? My family—especialy the males—have always been
tricky bastards when it comes to magic, and | don’'t think you would have stayed
down here for all these years. No, you can’'t leave.” | watch him closely. “Y ou were
waiting for me.”

“Dead or alive, you set us free. The curse only said you had to bleed on our holy
ground, and you have.” | look down at the blood dripping from the thousands of cuts
on my body. Fuck. “I want to watch you die, but...the deity above is watching and
wishes for something different. Y ou will face one trial.”

Swirls of shadow magic wrap around me and settle on my hand as a new marking
appears. Right in the centre of my palm, a dragon—Ilooking just like the stubborn
bastard that's been staring me down—swirls across the skin, peering toward my
fingertips. When | look up, I'm in the mansion again and daylight is streaming
through the glass top. The stone dragon is still there in the centre, Story’s dragon, but
I’m outside the library and it's warm. It smells like smoke and cooked food. What the
fuck is happening?

“Mazzis, you have to leave the library at some point! Y ou're going to grow old like a
tree in there, with no love life or fun.”

My blood freezes at the sound of my sister’svoice. It’s been so long since | heard her
speak, let aone with joy and happiness in every word. | turn around to see her
standing there, her long dark hair pulled back into a messy ponytail, just as she
aways wore it when we were younger. Before life truly ate away at us. She's
grinning, her smile as massive as her presence.

They were always such good friends. Mazzis and her. It's why | aways liked him,
because he asked for nothing of her friendship but her time, which she gave easily.



But | don’t remember this. It never happened in the past, and | don’t understand why
I’m here now. Mazzis touches her shoulder. “The books are my fun in life, and if |
am ever blessed with alovelife, it is best to find me in the pages.”

My sister rolls her eyes. “Oh, Mazzis, | missyou.”

He frowns and looks over at me, bowing his head in greeting. | do the same. “Make
sure she eats, Prince Ziven. She's always running about and never eating enough.”

“l don't even know which one of you two is my big brother.” She jokes, laughing
low, before she comes closer to me.

| stare at her...for so long that Mazzis has left and it’s nearly night. The mansion has
gone quiet, fires are lit up for lights, and there is a silence that only the night brings.
“You'redead.”

Her face drops, al the light and a smile leaving with it. Her skin pales. Her hair is
sharply cut short above her ears—just like it was after Hettie was born. Before she
gave up on life and let it drown out her fire. “Yes. But the gods have given us a
chance. We can leave now. Go and see my daughter together, brother.” She offers me
her hand.

“No.” | step back, right up to therailing. “You're not real. Thisisasick joke. It's not
funny. Where am 1?7’ | shake my head, trying to remember, but | can’t. | can’'t recall
why | was here or even where | am. | glance back at the dragon in the middle, trying
to summon any memory, but nothing comes to mind. Not even a story. It's a
statue...and it means something important, but | don’t know what it is. In fact, who
am|?

A warm hand touches my arm. What is my sister's name? | don’t know anything
except sheis my sister. It's al fading. | can barely remember now. Her voice is soft,



like coaxing an injured dog out of a hedge. “Do you remember my baby, Hettie? We
can go together and be with her. She was such a special child. She's more specia
than anyone knows. Do you know why she was allowed to be born?’

| can’t think. Suddenly, | remember her. Her blonde hair, her cheeky smile and
attitude. She might be my niece by blood, but in every way that counts, I’ ve been her
dad, not just her uncle. I’ve brought her up to be the heir | likely will never have. “I
do.”

“Hettie, the beautiful little girl that | had, well, she was prophesied long ago to the
dragons. They let her become real with magic because she'll be the queen who unites
al of this broken world. When two kings give up their crowns to one, she can
be...everything. She is to be the heir of both the Sun and the Moon, of the Twilight
and the lost Dawn Dynasty. She has the blood of the Dusk in her from a long-lost
line. She will be the queen of the dragons, the fae, and the vampyres and set about
generations of peace.” She touches my cheek thistime. “Don’'t you see, Ziv? We can
go and watch her from the afterlife together. She doesn’t need us now.” She beginsto
lead me down the path. “No one does anymore.”

My shoes dig into the path, and | make her stop, pulling my hand from hers and
wherever she was leading me. “ Story Dehana cannot be forgotten by whatever dark
magic you are using. I’d never forget her, and | will never willingly walk into
death...not even for you, my beloved sister. Y ou are gone, and sheis not.”

Fury blankets over her face, and she throws herself at me, a dagger appearing out of
thin air as she tries to slam it into my throat. | knock her hand away just as it
scratches across my skin. “The fuck are you doing?’ | push her back. “And for the
record, | know thisisn't my sister. She wouldn’t have laid a finger on me.” | grab her
arm. “ Stop!”

She starts fighting me, and it’s impossible to fight her back, even when | know it's



not her. She's just like my sister, and | love her. She's al | have left...right? | see
shadows dancing around my face, pushing onto my skin and into my head.
Everything begins to dlip again until | can’'t picture the woman | love anymore as |
hold my sister back, as she screams at me to die. Even her daughter’s name flickers
from my mind. Even when everything that comes to mind just dlips away. Stories in
my mind linger like they aren’t important anymore. Things that aren’t true, things
that are. A woman in my arms, laughing sweetly.

| hold her tight to me, begging her to stop fighting me, stop trying to hurt me.
Screaming it over and over in the mansion—a mansion which is nothing more than a
room, a house, things that don’t make any sense. Did | live here once? | don’t know
anymore. “Stop!” | shout at her, but it's too late. She slams into me, and | let
go—only for a second—and she goes falling over the banister, and | don’'t hesitate. |
fling myself over too and jump after her to try to save her even though she is dead
already.

We both slam straight into a ledge, and | grunt from the impact, tasting blood in my
mouth. My sister fades into nothing but shadows—grey shadows dipping from my
hands—before spreading out into a dragon form. It cracks the sides of the mansion,
and everything—brick and ash—falls, consumed by grey flames until | recognise
Nianyan again.

| stand on aledge, looking up at it. “That was cruel,” | snarl, all my memories rushing
back. “ She was my sister.”

“Even with your mind gone, your memories missing, you still jumped after her.
Why?" He actually sounds confused and shocked. Fucking hell, my ancestors must
have been power hungry assholes to make Nianyan believe we are al like that.

“Because she's family. Because | loved her. I'm true to my word...I will be your
rider.” | stand tall. “And | will rule this world in peace.” It watches me for a long



time, and | watch it right back, knowing that nothing will stop me from being its
rider. “I am stronger than any before me, and | want a better world. You've been
inside my mind, and you know what | think. Y ou know what | want.”

“1 do not think you will survive this on good intentions alone. It is up to the deities
now.” A cold breeze blows around me. “You were prophesied to come here a long
time ago, King Ziven. Half the prophecies say you'll die. Half of them do not. But
either way, you will keep your deal with me.”

It slams into me with the full force of a dragon. | scream as | fall back, shadows
ripping into my skin, grey flames bursting across my body.

He may be right because | don’t think | can survive this.
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Chapter Six

Page Six. | was born with the knowledge of my fathers and their fathers. We know
the deities are coming back, and we must fight for thisworld...

T he flight with Daegan feels much longer than eight hours—it feels like an eternity
of icy wind and silence between us. | don’t say a word to him for the rest of it, and
I’m still stuck in disbelief that he has saved me. Being honest with myself, | thought
of our bond. This thing that lingers between us in the form of making us entwined
mates was a curse and nothing more. | thought of him as nothing more than a
monster, and as far as forgiveness goes, | know deep down | won’t be able to forgive
him for what he did. But hate him? Hating Daegan at this moment leaves a funny
feeling in my chest. It feels wrong.

We start climbing into snowy mountains right as the sun sets—or almost disappears.
The light softly fades in brilliant shades of orange and red, as it dies down for the
moon to have its chance to shine bright. We soar high, just before Daegan grips me
tightly and Odemis dives. Wind whistles in my ears, and it doesn’t stop as we sink
down in the clouds, straight into the top of what looks like a sunken mountain peak.
Darkness is sharp against my eyes as everything loses light, and al | can smell on the
wind is damp earth, aworld that hasn’'t been touched by fae or vampyre. Tunnels, and
Odemis knows them well.

Daegan flies down the tunnels, both of us cloaked in pitch darkness that only reminds
me of Ziven. | close my eyes, unable to open them against the force of the flight, and
soon my ears pop, my skin bristles, and | pull the cloak tighter around me. The dive
goes on—down, down—and all | can do is feel for Ziven. He still feels gone, like



he’ s not really here, like he's dying. | can’'t shake the horrible feeling in the pit of my
chest, even as a familiar voice breaks through the darkness. A voice | am so relieved
to hear. “You're back. You're coming to me. | am injured or | would have flown to
you. My wing...l will fly, if intime. I’ll see you soon. I'm well.”

Maeve. My dragon. | knew she was alive, but now | can feel her in my heart and
mind. She is here and alive. | know I’'m crying, even as the wind blows the tears
away. “No, you're not well, Maeve. | can feel you.” | frown. “What happened?’

“My wing was torn in two places.” She huffs as worry floods through me to her. Her
concerns come back in full force for me. “And you? He had you. The one you fear.”
She pauses for a moment. “Worry not about me, Story Dehana. Y ou are hurt and you
must get to a healer,” she commands like a mother hen.

“First thing I’m going to do, | promise,” | vow to her. Daegan’s dragon moves into a
glide. We get our first look at the hideout.

“1 do not like you riding on another dragon.”

“Don’'t worry, Maeve. | only want to be your rider too,” | whisper as | watch the
hideout. It's a town—a town buried inside a mountain. Somehow, it's bright here,
and | realise the cave walls are like mirrors, reflecting light from somewhere else. It
amost looks like daylight constantly. If it is this bright even when the sun must have
set by now, | wonder if it ever actually gets dark.

The town isn’t big, maybe no more than a hundred houses, and all of them have seen
better days. Rows and rows of houses are built with the same mirror-like rock, but
some don’t have roofs, and it looks like they have been abandoned. Isthis al we have
left to fight with? No wonder Daegan has half given up. Flames and smoke curl from
some of the homes, and | straighten my shoulders. Aslong as we aren’'t all dead, we
can fight. We have to fight them, because it can’t be this easy for him to win. Outside



the city lie fields upon fields of watery beds with plants growing within them, and
strange buildings on the outskirts almost seem like towers. “They don’t have much
food, and their education...is lacking. But it is home for now. Maybe forever.”

| look at him, my eyes sharp. “Forever? While the rest of our people are slaves? One
city might be gone, but the rest of the world?>—"

“He has an army of flying creatures and vampyres!” Daegan snaps at me. His
shoulders drop. “I’'m sorry, but it is true. We would need a miracle to save us now!
We will make it work for the people here, and that includes you. For the last fifty
years, the leaders have been bringing the fae in, trying to save who they could
without revealing the location and to build their own ranks after an illness killed a
bunch of them. Some fae apparently just find themselves here when they run away,
but it's still not many. It's complicated magic and the last head count before we
arrived was nine hundred.” | glance down at the cavern under the ledge the town is
nestled on, sensing Maeve further down. “Are you feeling Maeve down there? |
wasn't sure if she’d returned with the others. That’'s where the dragons go. They get
called up, and we can fly off on them, but a lot of them are ignoring their riders.
Odemis didn’t, but something’ s wrong with them.”

“ Another problem to deal with,” | murmur, my stomach twisting, and | hold my hand
against it.

He frowns at me, touching my hand. “ Are you okay?’

| don’t get to say another word before | pass out.

When | wake up, a warm fire flickers beside me, and I'm nestled in under thick fur
blankets. It's different from being so cold when | woke up like in the past, and |

flinch, feeling pain in my stomach. | reach down, touching a bandage wrapped tight
around my ribs and a stitched scar right under it. “Hey there, Trouble.”



My eyes shoot to the male voice, seeing Calix sitting in a rotting wooden chair by my
bed. His black hair istied back, and his eyes tell me how worried and exhausted heis,
even before he smiles and tries to hide it. Calix touches my arm, leaning over me.

“Don’'t you dare attempt to get up. I've just watched them cut you open, fix your
internal bleeding and broken ribs, and then put you back together again. Thank fuck
you're awake. | didn’t want to explain to Ziven—when he gets back, that is—that you
died on my watch.” He groans when | try to sit up, and he physicaly pushes my
shoulder down. “ Serioudly, the healers we have left are struggling to use magic down
here, and she warned me not to let you get up. Y ou need to rest.” He meets my eyes.
“Please.”

| rest back and nod, feeling too weak to attempt it, even if Calix hadn’t just said
please. My voiceis groggy. “What happened?’

He blows out a breath, sitting back. “Well, | was looking up at Odemis and fucking
Daegan holding you, smiling at you because he'd done it, but then | saw you were
passed out. He said you pretended to be fine and then you weren’t. | almost threw the
pretty Sun king off the cliff edge to be dragon food.” | smile weakly at Calix. | feel
exhausted and drained, otherwise | might have laughed at that. “I’ll let Ziven have the
honour when heis back.”

| don’t have the heart to tell him what I’'m feeling about Ziven. | can’t even admit it
to myself. He has to come back. Calix and | share an unbroken stare, where we both
can’t admit anything out loud about how worried we are for Ziven.

“She's awake!”
| hear Hettie's little squeal before | see her in the door and it shuts behind her. She's

al dressed in green, with a yellow pin clipped to the side of her hair, but she is
moving towards me so quickly | barely get to see anything other than her light hair as



she hugs my neck tight. | breathe her in, wanting to cry just from knowing she is
okay.

“Careful,” Calix warns her, picking her up off me and moving her to the side to sit on
the bed.

She wipes her tears and grins at me. “| was so worried when | sent you into that forest
aone,” | tell her. “I prayed to the deities to keep you safe when | couldn’t. | failed
and I’m sorry, but | won’t again. | promise to keep you safe, no matter what.”

“You were worried and you're sorry?’ Her words come bursting out. “What do you
mean, you were worried? | just watched you go off with that vampyre prince to save
me! | was worried! | was scared! You shouldn't have done that, and you can’t say
sorry for saving me!”

Her cheeks are so red as | take her hand. “Okay, but | don’'t regret my choice. If
anyone deservesto be free, it'syou. We are okay, and it’s all that matters.”

Calix softly watches me. “Our future queen aways returns to us. So does the
princess.” He grins. “I see that as a good sign our king will follow.” He bows his
head. “1t is an honour to serve your family and be your friend.”

“We are the lucky ones,” | whisper, crying again. | relax as Hettie tells me all about
her new room, about the weird food and how the people here don’t know much about
the outside world. “Uncle Daegan has been really nice to me. He told me the book
made his mind go bad when he hurt me, and now he' s okay. Is that true?’

Calix touches her arm. “People lie, but for what it's worth, your uncle did risk hislife
to save Story. I’'m not sure it answers the unsaid question of whether we can trust him
or not. At the moment, he has us surprised, as| didn’t expect a hero move from him.”



“Neither did |.”

Calix clears his throat. “He saved all of us and led our dragons here. Daegan brought
in the fae and single-handedly fought off the Silkvir that tried to follow. Got them
into the tunnels that led here, because he knew the way. He was on his feet for a good
three days, never stopping, and then he flew to you.” He pulls out a note from his
pocket. “Ziven gave methisin ahurry, and it’s apparently for you.”

| take it and see my name in Kyrell’s handwriting on the folded letter. | can’t explain
it al to Calix, not what Ziven did, not to him. | nod, tucking the letter into my blanket
like atreasured prize. If only his redemption were that easy. “What about Luna?’

| smile as she steps in through the wooden door, closing it softly behind her. “I'm
okay. | flew with Cal. Glad to see you awake, friend.” She tucks her hair behind her
ears. “| prayed every second that you were gone for your return once | heard from
Hettie what happened.”

“He' slooking for you,” | warn her. “The king.”
Calix tenses, but Avaluna doesn’'t seem bothered at all. “I know. | knew he would.
It's been so many years since anyone has betrayed him. He's as delusional as his

son.”

“It must run in the family,” | joke, and she smiles softly. “I won't let him have you
back. | won't go either. We are no longer blood slaves, we are free fae.”

“Now and until our deaths.” She nods in agreement. She sighs, then adds, “We need
to talk. At some point. About the books. Okay?’

| nod. I know I’'m not strong enough to talk about the books right now. “Okay, but
what | know won't...well, it isn’t nice.” | catch the first flicker of concern in her



eyes, and | don't have it in me to reassure her. These books, this journey, all of
it—it’s led to this. They’ve been manipulating us from the start. “For now,” | say
softly, “I think | need to rest. | don’t think | can even get out of this bed.”

“Good.” Calix is still as tense as before. “The healer said you shouldn’t be getting out
of bed for at least twenty-four hours. Hettie and | are going to buy you some food.
Fair warning, the food’ s not great here, but it’ll keep you alive. That's about all | can
say for it.” Helooks at Avaluna and whispers something | can’'t hear.

Hettie wrinkles her nose at me, sticking a finger in her mouth and making a gagging
noise. “The food is awful. No wonder they don’t smile here. If | could find chocolate

frosting, | bet | could make everyone happy.”

Oh, the innocence of her mind. “Hettie,” Calix scolds, but she grins. “I warned you
not to insult their food. They are hosting us.”

“What?” She blinks innocently at him. “I'm only repeating what you said.” Calix
groans.

| look at her, my chest tightening with gratitude. “I’m really, really glad to be back
here with you al.”

She grins even wider. | grab her hand and hold it tight for a moment.

“Do you need anything else?’ Calix questions, stepping closer.

“Maybe another blanket?’ | mutter. “It’s cold here.”

He nods, finding a blanket for me as Avaluna and Hettie talk at the door. “ Thank you.
What’ s with the green clothes?’ | ask, noticing their outfits.



“No idea, but | think it's a dye they found. They have seaweed-like food here. They
use it for food and also weave it into clothing. It's smart how they’ ve managed to do
that over the years, but...” He pauses, glancing at me. “It does smell bad in the farms.
Hettie isn't wrong about the quality of things here.”

| chuckle, and he winks. My smile drops. “How many of the Moon Dynasty do you
have here?’ Who survived? | don’t dare ask.

“A few. Fifteen, | think. We lost some. They could still be out there, but it's
unlikely.” He admits. “ Or they might be with Ziven. Ruelle included.”

My heart freezes. “Let’s pray.”

Calix leads Hettie out, and Avaluna comes to sit on the edge of the bed, smiling at
me. “Daegan seems...different. | wouldn't believe in this rapid change if | hadn’t
seen the way he fought to save us and then how he got you back.”

“What do you think about that?’ | ask. She has experience with the books too.

She crosses her arms. “| should be asking you that.”

“l don’t know,” | admit. “I trusted him once, and he literaly shot a beam of light
through me and nearly killed me. But he says he was being manipulated by the books.
He saved Hettie, made sure she was safe. He came after me, knowing full well it
could’ ve ended badly. He must’ ve been out there all night, waiting for the sunrise just
to give me enough time to get back here. If anyone had found him, they could’'ve
killed him. So, knowing the risk he took, I’'m inclined to believe this place is safe. At
least for now.” | touch my ribs. “But trusting him? | honestly don’t think | ever can.”

“Do you know where Ziven is?’



| shake my head as her question makes me want to panic. | need to get out of this bed
and find him. “No. But | have this.” | hold up anote. “Calix said Ziven gaveit to him.
It was from Kyrell.” My voice falters. “He killed him. Ziven...he killed him.”

“What?" Luna's confused eyes meet mine. “Why would he do that? Ziven isn't

evil...

“1 think...the way it seemed, it was like Kyrell wanted a mercy killing. | think Ziven
did it because he was asked. | don’t...” My voice shakes. “I don't know what’s real
or what’s not when it comes to that situation now. But he was my best friend, and
he's gone.”

She squeezes my hand. “I think he was always gone,” she says gently. “That life of
his...You know his story. He was gone long before this death. | think it was probably
a blessing for him. If | were like that, I’d want someone to kill me and to make it
quick, too.”

| nod, though the weight in my chest remains.

“Get some rest,” Luna gently coaxes. “I’'m sure they’ll be back with food and non-
stop chatter soon enough. Sorry about the seaweed wrap you're about to try to
ingest.” She flashes me afaint smile. “I’'m heading off to training. They do that a lot
here. It's actually really good and you must come when you'’ ve recovered.”

“I will,” I promise. “About Calix...are you and him?’

She blushes and shakes her head. “He has an entwined mate, so it doesn’t matter how
| feel, right?’ She heads out before | can tell her that it does matter how we feel, even
if the deities have sent us on another path. | lean back into the warmth of the blankets.
My fingers tremble as | unfold the note, knowing my heart will shatter no matter
what’ s written inside. It takes me several moments, a few long breaths, and whispered



prayers before | can read the words on the page.

Story Dehana, the bravest woman | was honoured to meet,

“If you're reading this, Story, | know it’s because | made sure this note would find its
way to you and no one else. There are a thousand moments | could start with, but for
now, | want you to know a single thing. My body might be gone from you, but my
soul is not. | will watch over you, be your friend, even in death. When | came back as
a vampyre, | was horrified by my existence. After years of hating the vampyres and
wanting their downfall, | was now a broken vampyre myself. The only thought that
ever crossed my mind was that this life wasn't what | wanted.

| wanted death.

| made sure I'd find someone who could give me that release from this world, and |
chose the male who loved you so deeply, so intensely, that there wasn't a line he
wouldn’t cross to make sure you were happy and safe. King Ziven...he didn’t have to
make that deal, and yet, he did. He made it for you, not for me. He knew | was a
liability, and he knew you wouldn’t be able to stand seeing mein pain.

Do not blame him and ruin your chance at a happy life because of me. Do not let that
man go, or | will haunt you.

All | ever wanted, from the moment | met you, was to make your life better. You
deserved that, and | was determined to give you that life. But when the love of my
life made his sacrifice, my purpose shifted.

After that, my only mission was to secure your future.

Now, I'm giving you my blessing—as your family. Marry King Ziven and be a
queen. Adopt cute babies and you'd better give one of them my name, at least as a



middle name if you can. | want you to have afuture—a brilliant, hopeful future.

Please, don’t let me come between you two. Some people are just meant for each
other. You and the king are made of the same fire, the same defiance, and the same
hope. Together, you'll make the world better than it’s been in along time.

Love each other. Live for me. Give me something to smile down on, wherever | am.

| love you.

Kyrell, your brother in every way that mattered.

The tears come in aflood, spilling down my face as | clutch the note to my chest. It
feels like my heart is being ripped apart, as thisis al | have now. “Bye, Kyrell,” |
whisper softly, tilting my head as if my voice could carry to wherever he is now. “I
hope you hear me, in your last moments, or wherever you are.” Exhaustion weighs
me down, and | cry myself into sleep—or perhaps | pass out again. I’'m not sure
which. In the haze of dreams, | see Ziven. He's floating in shadows, his form
flickering and fading like a dying ember. He looks as though he's dlipping away. |
reach for him, desperate, but | can’t touch him. My hands grasp at nothing.

Suddenly, his eyes snap open, those beautiful silver eyes that burn like dragon fire.

“1’m coming for you.”

He's there—alive, somewhere. My lips curve into a smile, my heart clinging to the
possibility.

| don’t want to be saved by the sun. | want the moon.
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Chapter Seven
Avaluna

Page Seven. Deities above, | will write it all down. | must. Stories are our most
important legacies.

| "'m alittle jealous. No, | realise I'm completely jealous of how the fae here, the ones
who haven't left a day since they were born, have lived such protected lives. They
don’t know anything of war or sacrifice. They farm the seaweed, they craft anything
they like and smile around fires. They might not know about the outside world,
except for the stories of the lost fae, as they call them here, but maybe that’ s why they
are so untouched by war. They don’t have bite marks. It's haunting to see more fae
without bite marks, untouched by the vampyres, like it was back in the mansion.

There are little children here. | barely see them, but the ones | do are happy, joyful,
free. A little boy runs past me and my heart warms. He could be the spitting image of
my nephew. | watch him for a second before deciding to follow him. | know it's
strange, but just seeing him brings back my endless thoughts about my family. Are
they okay? That is the most pressing question that plays over and over in my mind. |
told them to leave the city, and they must have done, but maybe | just hope they did
because the reality is too much to think about. Hope is al | have of my family now.
The king didn’t know about them. I’'m sure of that... But what if he did? | second-
guess myself a hundred times a day, imagining horrors | wish | could push out of my
mind. So many years of my life were his, and he ruined them.

It didn’t surprise me when Story said he's still looking for me and that he wants me



back. The fact that the delusional asshole thinks we could go back to the life he
controlled, when | finally tasted freedom, is insane. But he was always insane. If he
thinks I'll be his blood dave again, smile, bow, undress when he wishes...no. |
understand now that 1I'd rather be dead. I've found something real. I've tasted
freedom. When someone has been caged their whole life, that first ounce of freedom
Is something they find themselves desperately fighting for. I’ ve seen Story fight and |
will beinspired by her as an example for the rest of my yearsin thisworld.

The dark-haired, pointed-eared boy runs up to a makeshift slide where three other
children are taking turns going down. | sit on a bench near a house—the rotting wood
Is cool and damp against my back. | glance up, a sense for a different dark-haired
male that runs right down my spine. Then | see him—Calix. He' s talking to Etenain
an alleyway, right behind the children. Seeing them together makes my heart drop. It
feels like it falls from my chest straight down to my stomach and then vanishes
completely.

| know I’'m jealous, and | shouldn’t be. He isn’t mine. By the deities, I’ ve never had
anyone that is mine. Calix looked after me, cared for me, but he doesn’t have feelings
for me, because he loves her and | hate her for it. For having him. She's stupid
because she doesn’'t seem to see him—or even care. They’re arguing, shouting at
each other, but it's not loud enough for me to hear. | watch, nothing but jealousy
burning through me as he reaches out and touches her shoulder. She goes still. Both
of them are staring at each other.

I’ ve had enough of watching my heart, as tender as the remains are, shatter like glass.

| climb off the bench and run, feeling my cheeks wet with tears. | run until my legs
burn, until everything blurs away, until I’'m too close to the cliff’s edge. | stop, my
feet digging into the ground as rocks tumble right off the edge, my dark hair swaying
in the breeze. My heart isracing as | stare into the depth of darkness below. My hair
flashes with red as | tuck it behind my ears and step back, away from the edge enough



that | can sit down. | press my hand over my heart, feeling it race under my palm.

“A smart fae wouldn't sit so close to the edge when dragons are about. One knock of
their wing, and you'd be dead.” | tense as | hear Calix approaching, his heavy boots
crunching the ground beneath him. He is dightly breathless and | realise he must
have run after me. “Saw you running thisway, Luna. Y ou alright?’

“I'm fine. Just go.” | don’t dare wipe the tears from my cheeks, as | can fed his eyes
fixed on my face. He doesn’t, of course. He sits right there on the edge with me.

He stares at my face, but | don't dare look back. | stare at the mirrored crystal
walls—or at least | think they’re crystal. The smooth, bouncing light around here is
so bright. | almost miss the moon, the stars, the calmness of the night. | almost jump
when he touches me, when he wipes the back of his finger across my cheek,
collecting my tears like trophies. “I saw you looking at me and Etena... | swear | felt
your stare in my soul. Etena was telling me about how she's taken a lover, someone
she met here, and it is serious.”

| look at him, surprised. He isn’'t facing me now, and it gives me a second to truly
admire him—the way his thick muscles press tightly against his dark green shirt, the
way his dark hair is held back so precisely in a band, and it looks so soft, silky. His
jawline is sharp, his lips a shade of pink that suits his complexion and his dark hair.
When | first saw him, | saw what everyone else must, a brute with a huge body and
soft brown eyes too pretty for the rest of his body. Then he smiled a me, and that
smile echoed throughout my body, warming every part of me. Everything about him
Is precision perfect, and | feel safe around him.

| don’'t think I've ever felt safe around a male before—other than my nephew, but
he'sakid. With Calix, it s different. He makes me fedl like he would keep me safe no
matter what was coming my way. My whole life, I've never felt like that. “She was
asking me if it was okay and if | wouldn’t cause any trouble,” he continues, “because



of that bond lurking between us. Because of memories she can’'t remember. But the
truth is, I’ ve been chasing a ghost for along time, and that ghost is dead. That version
of Etena died when she lost her memories. And even before that...” He pauses, and it
feels like he' s admitting something to himself for the first time, in the safety of only
my ears. “We weren’t good before. We used to argue all the time. We were together,
but it was more like we accepted the bond because it was there, not because we were
in love or because it was meant to be. Sometimes the bonds that lie between our souls
are just that—a fleeting connection meant to help us just for that season of our
lives—and we are destined for friendship. When she told me she had a lover...I
didn’t feel anything.” He smiles at me, the same smile that could light up dark, lost
worlds. “I don’t know what fate wanted for us, but | know that | don’'t love her. | do
wish her the best, even with her new lover.”

“You're not jealous?’ | ask, surprised. “I thought...well, sometimes when you look at
her, it'swith longing.”

“It’s not the longing that you're thinking of. It's something | felt desperate for. It's
what | see when | look at Story and Ziven—or any couple, really. Two people who
belong to each other, who have each other’s backs. | like to joke around and not take
life too serioudly, but the only thing | miss from me and Etena being together is that |
wasn't aone. | didn't want to be alone. But | realised that my desperation to avoid
loneliness had me accepting something not real. It wasn't real between us.” Then he
says one sentence that rocks the ground under my feet. “Then | met you.”

My heart seems to stop—literally stops pounding in my chest. My blood turns to ice,
but not in a bad way. It's like I’ve been on fire and he is the cool ice, calming me
down. “Cal...”

He touches a strand of my hair. “Tell me I’'m wrong, but | felt this bond between us,
from the second | saw you, but | didn’t want to scare you with it. You just ran away
from the king, and | don’t know the half of what you’ ve been through, but | could see



In your eyes that it was a lot. I've seen the same look in Story’s eyes, and | want
nothing more than to kill the vampyres who made you fear life.” He pushes my hair
back from my shoulder, revealing my neck. He looks at my neck for along time, and
| know he can see the echoes of bite marks there. The scars that will never hedl.
“You're so beautiful. Not just in looks, but in your soul. You are a survivor.” He
looks into my eyes as his words mend cracks in my heart. He thinks I'm beautiful ?
Even marked with a thousand bites by the king? “Now | want you to tell me
everything—absolutely everything—when you can, when you want to. Because |
think we're mates, and | want you. | want your heart.”

Until he saysit, | never really thought about this feeling between us. How suddenly it
came on, how it felt like | knew him aready and the feeling of safety I’ ve always felt.
Maybe even how | found the mansion in that giant forest...l was drawn there. Drawn
to him. Calix ismy mate. Of course heis. “I want to tell you everything too,” | admit.
“l was jealous of Etenajust then. | was worried that | was feeling something for you
that wasn't real or you didn’t feel too. But | felt it too, from the moment | met you.” |
smile softly. “You make me feel safe, Cal. Only with you.”

He looks proud, and he grins. “My dragon let you ride her because she told me that
you were my mate. She has never said that about Etena, and | know she would eat her
If she tried.” He smiles faintly. “Dragons seem to know what’s in our hearts way
before we do.”

I’m a big fan of his dragon now. “Y our dragon’s amazing.”

“Maybe you'll get one someday.” He winks at me. “For whatever it’s worth to you,
I’m yours now. I’'m always yours.”

| hesitate, my voice barely awhisper. “1 don’t know that I’m ready for arelationship.
All I’'ve known is abuse and pain.” | look down. “I might mess us up.”



He leans in, gently kissing my cheek. | close my eyes, savouring every second of his
lips on mine. | want to lean into him, kiss his lips, find out how he tastes. “For now, |
just want to know you. Everything. | don’t want there to be secrets between us. I'll
tell you everything about my life too. Then we can spend as long as you want getting
to know each other.” He pauses, a small smile on his lips. “Starting with, what did
you see in that boy you were watching? Y our smile was so warm.”

“He reminds me of my nephew,” | admit, my cheeks lifting. “I don’'t know where he
Is at the moment, but | think I'd feel it, in my chest, if he and my sister had left to be
with the deities. One day, | will find them.”

“Together,” he vows, holding out his hand. | take it, watching as he links our fingers.
| tell him everything for hours. Everything about my family, about the orphanage
where | was found by the king, about the years of abuse. | can see he struggles to
listen to it al, but he stays at my side. He stays, and he holds my hand. He makes me
feel safe.

Somehow, every crack in my heart, every crack in my soul, is changing for the better.

Maybe love—maybe love can mend us.
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Chapter Eight

Page Eight. My wife is furious, and she won't listen to reason. She fears losing me,
but how can | tell her she lost me the day our daughter was born a slave?

| t takes me five days to be able to leave my room and to convince Calix, Luna and
Hettie that I'm well enough to sit through a meeting. It's been five long days where
even getting out of bed is a struggle, but in my dreams, |I've seen Ziven. He isn't
dead. | know it in my soul, even if |1 can’t sense where he is, but my dreams are the
tokens of hope | let myself hold on to. | need them; otherwise, I'm alone in the
darkness. I’'m without Ziven...who made the darkness home.

Healers come twice a day, trying their best, but they’re nothing like Ruelle, and they
don’t have the natural power to fully heal. We lost nearly al the heaers in the fight,
and the ones who remain were in training. They're not skilled enough to fix my
wounds, but they managed to save my life. Without the healing water from the
mansion, these injuries take a lot longer to heal. I’d forgotten how vulnerable |
was—almost took it for granted.

Calix and Avauna are with me as | walk toward a hut where they tell me Daegan is
staying. He's called a meeting, a war plan—the first one—and | have to be there for
the Moon Dynasty. “Are you sure you're up to this?’ Calix asks again, looking close
to picking me up and carrying me back to the hut to rest more. | glare at him,
wordlessly warning him not to try it.

“I'm fine,” | repeat. | want to be mad at him, but he is just trying to protect me. He
keeps calling me his queen, and | know in his mind, it's how he sees me. I’'m not



even mated to Ziven, and I’m not sworn into the Moon Dynasty yet. “I could literally
run around the block and be completely fine.” Not atotal lie. I’d be close to passing
out and likely sweating a bunch if | tried to do that. Calix only shakes his head at my
sort-of lie. We both know the stitches have just come out and running would pop my
wound back open, I'd bet. “Anyway, my mainissueis Maeve. | want to see her.”

Avalunatouches my arm, her eyes sympathetic. “1s she on her feet yet?’

“Yes and no. She isn't flying, but another dragon is feeding her, apparently.” | sigh.
“ She keeps talking to me daily but avoiding most conversation on her wing.”

“1 can hear you,” Maeve grumbles. “I could fly if | wanted to.”

“I'mjust asbad aliar asyou, it seems,” | mutter back to my dragon.

Calix rubs his chin. “Dragon healing can take weeks. She's still got a massive tear
down her wing. My own dragon told me, but he is being strange. In fact, al the
dragons are strange with their riders at the moment.”

“Maybe they are tired of the deaths of their kind and their riders?” Avaluna ponders.
“We mourn, and they must too.”

Etena opens the door to the Sun Dynasty hut, where Daegan and his closest people
are living. It's on the opposite side of the town from my hut and the Moon Dynasty
people. She looks at Calix first, then Avaluna before her eyes settle on me. She nods
her head toward me in greeting. “You didn’t die, then. | would even go so far asto
say it is good to see you alive after my king nearly sacrificed himself to save you.”
Her usual sharpness snaps through. She's always so lovely to me.

“Where is he?’ | ask, skipping the verbal sparring match she's clearly looking for.
Her overprotectiveness knows no bounds when it comes to Daegan. She steps aside



and | head into the massive hut, which is ten times bigger than mine and much
warmer too. It's sparsely decorated, with tapestries falling off the walls and a
fireplace made of greenstone, with a roaring fire within it that makes the room smell
like smoke. The fabric hanging off the walls is ripped and faded, showing no
discernible picture of what they might have once been. In the centre of the room is a
cluster of tables shoved together, and they are smothered with maps, candles holding
the edges down and little green stone figures of castles, dragons and people. Daegan
Is sitting in one of the chairs, wearing green clothes that match the locals, and he
looks tired, staring at the map. | look down at my own dark green, long-sleeved tunic,
tied with arope around my waist, and under | have on thin, dark leggings.

“Story.” Daegan notices me, rising to his feet, and the chair scrapes across the stone
floor. “How are you feeling?’

“Recovering.” | can’'t keep the tense feeling from being around him from appearing.
“Thanks to you.” It feels very strange to be thanking him. Calix seems to think the
same, judging by the look he gives me.

“Very good. | was worried after you collapsed. Moving on... You”’—Daegan points
to Calix—"1 understand being here at this first fae rider war meeting, considering you
two are now representing the Moon Dynasty in this discussion. But you”—he turns to
Luna—"| am less sure about being here. Can we trust you? Y ou were a blood slave to
the vampyre king.”

“lI am part of the Moon Dynasty,” Luna says firmly, defending herself before any of
us can. “And with that logic, Story can’'t be trusted either. | would wager we hate that
roya family more than you do, and we are useful because we know them. We can
offer advice on their armies, on their numbers and castles.” She walks in, pointing at
the map. “For starters, that castle is gone, and he had a new one built over here.” She
moves a castle to the east in the Sun Dynasty lands. “And it is a pleasure home,
unguarded mostly.”



Daegan assesses her for a second before nodding. He turns and heads back to his sezt,
and | finally look at the other man in the room. The man is older, maybe late sixties
with grey short hair, wrinkled forehead and a slight hump on his back. A light green
cloak covers him, clipped with a silver pendant. The pendant has a symbol I’ ve never
seen before. A sun and moon with their backs touching, held within a circle. An
alliance. Daegan waves a hand, gesturing to him. “This is Leader Roan, the current
ruler of this town we've found ourselves in. His family has protected this place for
generations.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” he says with kind blue eyes, and | return the sentiment.
“Lessborn or one of the sightly luckier powerborn?’

“Lessborn blood dlave,” | answer. “But that title is in my past. These titles are
something | hope we erase if we manage to get this world back from the vampyres.
Thetitlesjust create a boundary between usall.”

“And they’ll be gone,” Daegan vows to me with utter distaste in his tone, like it can
make up for all the history between us. It can’'t. But | remember when | told him the
first time about the titles and the look on his face. | assumed it was to flatter me, but |
actually think he hated the titles as much as every fae outside the mansion. Daegan
told me “No fae is less than incredible, including you.” Flattery or not, he was right.
He goes and sits at the back of the table, and we all take random seats.

“1’ve mapped out everything | can,” Roan begins, “from my ancestors’ drawings.”

“Thank you,” Daegan offers him. “No map, no plan, nothing is going to help us, I'm
afraid. | never want to be remembered as the king who said this...but we are
extremely outnumbered and we have lost. There isn't a future for us outside this
town.” A silence echoes around the room. He is telling the truth, but it doesn’t mean
anyone has to accept it. “We have little over one thousand riders left, and two
hundred fae without dragons—maybe much less than that if the wounded don’t



survive. Everyone else is women, children, men who can't fight, and the elderly. We
would need a miracle at this point to fight the vampyres and not be slaughtered. | feel
like the world outside is going nowhere fast, and we can rebuild this place into
something great. We spent five hundred years in the mansion protected, and we can
spend another five hundred years here building an army. The dragons will breed,
more riders will be found, and we can build up an army big enough to go out there
and have a chance. Thisis not our time.” He looks at me. “1 know you want to use the
books to help us, but if I am not proof enough that the books are not good, they are
evil, then what is? They are selfish and want what is best for them. We cannot use
them. Y ou cannot, Story.”

“So, you're planning to spend another five hundred years locked up?’ | ask,
incredulous. “And what about the fae out there? What about our people?’ | rise up
and put my hands on the table. “As for the books, you don’t get to decide not to use
them. They belong to the Twilight Dynasty.”

“And are you claiming the Twilight Dynasty? Even when you’ re claiming the Moon,
too?’ He waves his hands out. “ The books are evil! They should be dropped into the
sea and forgotten about!!”

“They are gods! They are deities, trapped within pages because of our ancestors!” |
shout back. “You know we can’t win this war, so give me the book and let me beg
them to help us. We need away to win and save the fae who are still suffering.”

“And how exactly do you plan on saving them, Story, when those deities turn on you
like they did me?’ Daegan points out, his tone sharp.

“Look, | don't like risking our future on them, but—" The ground shakes violently,
cutting me off. It's asif the earth is trembling beneath our feet. The maps dlide off the
table, and the stone statues tumble to the floor with it. All of us glance around, wide-
eyed, but | look down. | look at the dragon markings on my hands and arms, how



they are dancing fast, and focus instead on a familiar feeling in my chest. A dark fire
burning to life.

“What is that?” Avaluna shouts, her voice unsteady as | smile and turn to the door,
and | walk out. | rush towards that feeling, knowing I’ m right.

Daegan isat my side as | rush, running with al | have, al the pain disappearing from
my mind. | look up—and my breath catches. “My king is back.” | can barely believe
it as my bond with Ziven seems to erupt in my chest, pulsing with renewed life, and
his shadows spread across the walls, making the place dark for the first time in
centuries. | dig my feet into the ground to steady myself as a dragon soars above
us—a massive, grey dragon, larger than Maeve. A little sadness touches my heart
when | realise, if Ziven has a new dragon, his must be gone. | smile up at the sky,
knowing Brythan will not be forgotten anytime soon.

“Who isthat?’ Daegan shouts over the loudest dragon roar |’ ve ever heard.

“That is the Moon Dynasty king, and heis mine.” My eyes stay locked on the dragon
and its rider. My heart races as | feel him looking at me, too. “And you said you
needed a miracle to win thiswar, right? It seems your enemy has brought you one.”

The dragon lands near the cliff’s edge, and | sprint toward him as fast as my legs will
carry me. By the time | reach the enormous creature, my stomach aches, and I'm
clutching my sidein pain, but it isworth it.

Ziven is gtill astride the dragon, and he looks more like a king than ever before. He
leans down dlightly to talk to the dragon, giving me a chance to take in this strange
creature. The creature is a sight to behold—qgrey like storm clouds, with shadows
swirling around its wings and body. It has tattered spikes that run from the crown of
its head down its back, stretching along its wings. The dragon is muscular, colossal,
with claws so massive they could rival my height. Its piercing silver eyes glint with



sheer menace as it snarls my way, but | know better than to break its stare when it's
challenging me.

Ziven places a calming hand on the dragon’s snout, smoothing it down gently. The
beast snorts, breaking eye contact first, but lifts into the air and flies off, leaving a
storm of dust between the male | love and me.

That’'s when | see Ziven clearly for the first time. He's changed—so much that he
seems like an entirely different man.

His body is covered in tattoos, black dragon designs curling around his skin like
living flames. They climb into his arms, neck, and chest, disappearing beneath the rip
in his shirt. Across his forehead is a crown of dragons, their forms interwoven in
intricate detail, with peaks that rise like spires at the centre of his brow. His black hair
falls around the crown, framing his face.

His eyes meet mine, and | forget how to breathe.

In an instant, he closes the distance between us. His lips capture mine, and his hands
tangle in my hair as he kisses me with a fervour that steals every thought from my
mind.

“Story,” he whispers against my lips, his voice rough and filled with longing.

Every part of me comes alive, like he's somehow mending every crack in my soul.

“Where have you been?’ | whisper, tears stinging my eyes. “Where the hell have you
been? | needed you.”

He presses a soft kiss on my forehead before pulling back slightly.



“How did you get a dragon like that? Where is it from?’ | ask, trying to process
everything at once.

“We'll talk soon,” he says, his tone possessive. “But first, my mate and | need to be
aone.”

The way he growls the word mate sends a shiver through me.

Calix steps forward, and his grin lights up the space, right before he bows his head
low. He isn’t the only one bowing. Everyone behind Calix is on their knees, except
for Daegan. The words “dragon king” are whispered like a prayer around the building
crowd.

Daegan moves forward. “We need?—"

“No, | need my woman. Y ou can wait.” Ziven doesn’t wait for further objections. He
scoops me into hisarms like | weigh nothing, his grip firm but careful.

“You're hurt.” Hisvoiceislow as he carriesme. “And is Hettie here?”

“It’s not a story you want to hear,” | admit quietly, resting my head against his chest.
“And yes. Sheis safe.”

“Where' s your house?’ he asks.
| give him directions, and he strides toward it with purpose. When we reach the
doorway, he seems massive, nearly filling the frame as he steps inside and shuts the

door behind us.

The small room feels even tinier with him in it. There's a modest bed, a ssmple chair,
awoven rug, and a makeshift wardrobe. Ziven's intense gaze sweeps over everything



before landing back on me.

He sets me gently on the bed, lifting my shirt slightly to examine the stitches, and his
jaw tightens. From his pocket, he pulls out avial of clear water.

“Healing water from the mansion,” he explains. “I sensed you weren't well. We made
astop, killed afew Silkvir on the way, and left. | wanted to test my new dragon.”

| drink the healing water, breathing in relief as | feel my body mending. | glance
down, watching in amazement as the cut fades before my eyes, leaving behind
nothing but scarred skin and my unhealable bite mark scars.

“What happened?’ Ziven demands.

“1 ran straight into Prince Emyr in the forest,” | say quietly. “He had Hettie. | made a
deal with him—that 1'd go with him if he let her go. He was desperate enough to

agree, and he did.”

| pause, swallowing hard as | leave out the part where | held a dagger to myself. How
could | possibly explain that to him? That | tried to leave this world—Ileave us?

“Anyway,” | continue, “I woke up in the castle. He was there. He did this’—I gesture
to where the scar is fading—"“in fury because | wouldn’'t be the blood slave he
remembered. | didn't want to be anything to him. He wanted me to marry him. He
even brought the king in; it was all but agreed.”

Ziven's eyes narrow. “How did you get out?’

13 Da%ar].”

His eyebrow archesin surprise, and | nod.



“I know,” | admit. “He flew straight to me, hid out all day and night, and then at
dawn, he crashed into the castle to save me. He used the bond to find me, to know
exactly where | was, and he was the only one who could do that.” Ziven's expression
darkens. “Other than you,” | admit softly. “I tried to kill myself.”

His face freezes. Shadows gather in the corners of the room, twisting and dancing as
his anger rises. “I didn’t want to,” | rush to explain. “Please don’t think | was trying
to leave. | just didn’t want to be his again. For some reason, the vampyre blood didn’t
work when |...died. | healed and came back. He said it was because | was born in the
Twilight Dynasty, that the magic doesn't work properly on me. I'm still fae, but
nothing's changed.”

Ziven' s fury burnsin his eyes. His voice trembles with restrained anger as he growls,
“You tried to leave.”

“So did you!” | shout back, cutting him off.

He flinches, his breath hitching. “ Story, where have you been?’

“Fighting for us,” | say fiercely. “Never giving up. | felt you die too. Don’t you dare
be angry at me! | did what | had to do in that situation. Don’'t you dare.”

“1 have every right to be mad!” he roars.

“And so do I!” | scream back, the heat between us flaring like a wildfire in the forest,
the trees only fuelling the rushing anger. We're both breathing heavily, right before
his lips slam down on mine, and he pushes me straight back onto the bed with him.
Yes. I'm still angry, still furious at him as we both start tearing each other’s clothes
off, but none of it seems to matter as long as | have him here, with me, reminding
both of usthat we are still alive. His lips devour mine with abranding claim, aclaim |
feel in my blood, in my very soul. He kisses his way down my jaw, to my neck where



he sucks and nips at my skin, softly marking me, before moving down my body. He
groans when he gets to my breasts, lightly kissing my nipples one by one. The
friction, the teasing, istoo much as| moan under him.

“l fucking missed you, Storm.” He runs his hands down my hips, torturously slow.
His eyes are still wicked, still full of the same thing that began this fight. Fear. |
don’t—no, can’'t —lose him. He starts yanking down my leggings. | can barely think
of anything but him and how much I need him. He pushes my legs apart, running his
fingertip down my dlit before gliding two fingers easily inside me, already finding me
soaked for him. His thumb runs around my clit as he pumps his fingers in and out of
me, watching my body, watching my face every second. | clutch the bedsheet tight.
“How fucking dare you try and take this— you —from me,” he growls, sending
shivers up my body.

| snarl back at him, and his grinisferal. | push him back on the other side of the bed,
climbing onto his lap and kissing with every bit of my anger. Oh, by the deities, he
gives it back to me with every stroke of his lips. But he doesn’t take me, not yet. |
feel his cock, hard and ready by my thigh, and he holds me up. He twists us around,
pushing me against the wall, lifting us off the bed, and he grips the back of my neck.
“Never again, Storm. Fucking promise me.”

“Promise me the same.” | give him the same question. “Then | promise.”

“Never again,” he vows, and | gasp as he drives his cock straight into me, and the
fullness of him is home. He groans, digging his hands into the wall. “Fuck.” He
pounds into me, pushing me into the wall, fury marking my body as his with his
every thrust. | can’t stop the moans escaping my lips, the echo of them matching the
sound of us. “This,” he groans, and | feel the sound right down my core. “Us.” He
grips my ass tight in his hands. “This is permanent and forever. You don’t fucking
leave me, do you understand? | want you alive at the end of all of this and hate me,
but I am the only one who getsto die between us. Now promise me forever.”



| won't ever let him die.

“Forever,” | answer with every bit of my soul that he owns completely. He carries me
to the bed, pulling out of me to turn me over on the bed, and he drags my hips up into
the air before slamming into me again. His grip is tight on my hips, but | can barely
notice anything other than the pleasure of my building orgasm. | fedl it turning down
my spine, and he growls louder. Shadows dance in the room, blocking out every inch
of light. | swear | see dragons within the shadows now. “Come for me, my queen. My
mate.” He has never called me those titles like this before, like they are mine now and
not something | can argue with, and | cry out as my orgasm explodes through every
part of my body and the pleasure is blinding. | can feel nothing except for his cock,
nothing other than him taking me over and over, right before he finishes with a roar
that shakes the walls of the hut.

My knees are ready to collapse as he picks me up, lying us both down on the bed and
covering us with a blanket. He keeps me close as | trace the new markings, the
hundreds of dragons that dance around every inch of his skin above his waist and
under his neck.

“They are beautiful,” | whisper, touching a particularly big dragon over his heart.
“What do these markings mean?’

“I'm the King of the Dragons, and they listen to my every command now.” He
strokes his hand down my cheek. “And now we have thousands of dragons fighting
for us. Shadow dragons, they’ re huge and I’m going to win this war for you. You are
going to survivethiswar.” Ziven leans over me. “Be my mate, my queen, and join the
Moon Dynasty. Marry me, Story Dehana.”

“Oh, Ziven.” | stroke his cheek. “Yes. Yesto al the titles that come with loving you.
It's been ayesfor along time.”



His smile is wide, different from anything I’ ve seen from him. A radiant smile. | can
amost imagine what Ziven would have been like without the war, without the
vampyres. Maybe we can have this when the war is over, a life of happiness. “I
planned to ask for your forgiveness and then ask you to marry me. | am sorry about
Kyrell.”

“There will never be amoment | don’t mourn him, but | know he asked you. He gave
you an impossible choice, and | can't hate you for keeping your word, but...” | climb
up onto him and lean down. “Keeping secrets will be the death of us. I’'m yours.” |
lean down and kiss him softly. “And you' re mine. Never again.”

Something unreadable shines in his eyes for a second, but it’s gone as quick as an
ember in the wind. He winds his hand into my hair, a single word escaping his lips.
111 Mine.”
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Chapter Nine

Page Nine. | write this final part to you. The deities are holy beings and they can be
changed.

| dive straight to the left, barely missing Avaluna' s swift and unexpected lunge in my
direction. “That was really impressive. Y ou almost got me.”

She winks. “Calix is fantastic at training me.” | bet. | hold in my comment but not my
smile, and she rolls her eyes at me. “I think | like training and fighting. Using my
body, training like this—it makes you feel like you can fight anyone, right?’

“Yes,” | answer, knowing exactly what she means. In the early days of the mansion, |
felt like training saved my mental health from plummeting more than necessary. I'll
never be able to escape the memories completely but, for the most part, | will be able
to use training to fight the worst days away. When I’m training, | don’t have time to
think of the past, to let my nightmares haunt me. An understanding passes between
two people with the same horrors. | grin a her, and she grins right back before
lunging at me again. | twist around her, knocking her back before swinging my leg
out and kicking her straight out of the circle. She falls on her ass, her eyes wide.
“Calix is good, but | was trained by the king.” | offer her my hand. “And | learned |
don’t liketo lose.”

She laughs, taking my hand, and we both head to the water jugs by the mat. The cold
air whips around us, and | look around as | take a drink, missing the forest. Missing
the colours of the sky, the colours of nature, which are lost here. This place is a cave
of grey and nothing much else. The green farms do not make up for the lack of lifein



this place, and I'm so glad Ziven is back with a solution, because spending forever
locked in here can’t be a long-term option like Daegan planned. The people here
might be content, but they are trapped, and they have no ideawhat it is like out there.

Calix claps as he comes over to us, my rival on the edge of the mat wheezing. “Well
done. | was impressed by that move, Story.” He winks at Avaluna when she huffs,
“Want me to teach you how to block her next time? Ziven does the same twisting
move, and | learnt atrick to block the bastard.”

“Yes, but in secret.” She laughs. “Then | can surprise Story.”

| smile at them both. I’ve also seen how Calix blocks Ziven in sparring, and | have a
good chance of stopping her. Calix turnsto me, and it’'s like he has to physically drag
his eyes from Avaluna. “Have you seen Ziven this morning? Only, there's another
meeting and King Daegan is calling for him. He didn’t attend the morning meeting. |
was sent to find him, but I'm not brave enough to knock on your hut door when the
ground is shaking and covered in shadows.” He arches an eyebrow. “Like it has been
for weeks.”

My cheeks burn. | know exactly why he wasn't attending this morning. It's been two
weeks since he turned up, and we've spent most of our time in the hut. Any other
time, it’s meetings after meetings, and they can be quite strenuous as Daegan and him
can’t seem to agree on anything other than they want the vampyres dead. Every other
plan has gone up in flames, and anyone in the room is stuck in the middlie of them
both, along with me. “I haven’t seen him since he took off on his dragon.”

He sighs, pinching his nose. “Right. He seemsto do that alot. How’s Maeve doing?”’
“1 gather it's them practicing flying together and securing the bond,” | add before

answering him. “But Maeve is healing and sleeping most of the time to do that. She
clams she'll fly up to see me in a few days, as her wing is nearly there. Honestly, |



missriding her.” | touch my chest. “Being apart from your dragon is unnatural.”

“At least your dragon’s coming up and communicating with you. Mine is being
strange,” Calix admits quietly. “Some dragons are not answering their riders. | think
they are mad at us for losing the fight, and worse, they might not fight with us.”

“They will,” I firmly state. “I don’t think it sthat. | have afeeling it's something else.
Our dragons love us as much as we love them. Y ou taught me that.”

I’ ve asked Maeve about this subject, but she goes silent on me too.

He nods. “1 know.” Straightening, he delivers more good news. “And you’'re coming
with me to the meeting if Ziven is still not here. Ziven told me not to punch Daegan,
but if he keeps being a pissy little shit because Ziven is not turning up, I’m going to
ignore my king's orders.” | cough on thin air, and Calix pats my back. “Good, you
agree. Let's go.” He kisses Avaluna's cheek. “See you soon. Watch Hettie until
Dianyla's, her new friend, mother comes and takes them both for lunch, okay?’

“Always.” She blushes under his intense stare. They smell like each other, | notice.
I’m not sure what is going on with them, but something is. | glance over at Hettie,
and she’ s reading in the corner, chatting with one of the fae children that made it here
from the mansion. A lot of her other new friends didn’t, and | can barely accept
knowing that they’re gone. They were children. Calix and | wind through the busy
town, and several people stop us to bow their heads or offer up prayers to the deities
in the royals names. When it’s quieter, | lower my voice. “I’'m not sure I'm used to
the attention here from them. I’ m not even the queen yet or his mate yet.”

“You are, pretty much in everything other than officially titled as one,” he points out.
“And for the record, you've always been my queen. | knew it from the second you
punched Ziven in the face after the Decidere. It was love.” | wince, remembering that
moment, but Calix is laughing. “Talking of which, when is the wedding going to be?



| don’t have a suit, which is a shame because | ook good in one.”

“No idea, because we're in awar and there’'s alot going on. A wedding seems, well,
not the first thing on our minds,” | answer as we wind around a hut.

“Because there’'s everything going on...a wedding should be the first thing on your
mind,” he counters. “Say the word, and | will plan with Luna the most amazing
wedding ever—even in this place.”

| shake my head. “I think that’s up to Ziven, don't you?’ But the truth is, no matter
where we are or what it islike, I'd marry him in a heartbeat. A part of me wants us to
have that ultimate connection before we go into a war where we might not survive it.
If | face death, | want him as my king, my mate, and ssmply mine in every part of my
soul.

We get up to the building where all the meetings are held, and | can hear the shouting
from outside. | wince. Calix stops at the door with a pretend serious face. “l sense
extreme danger out here. It's a prerogative that | guard the door.” He winks at me.
“Good luck!”

“Jackass,” | mutter under my breath, reaching for the door handle.

“Very unladylike for a queen to be.” Calix is barely holding in alaugh as | whack his
arm before going into the meeting room. “Oh, and | saw the last volunteer rushing
away in the opposite direction on our walk over here. Looks like you're stuck with
the kings who hate each other all on your own thistime.”

Deities be with me.

Daegan is pacing by the door, throwing his arms in the air. “You can’'t just walk in
here and demand everything your own way! You're not the only king in



existence—you know that, right?’

Ziven's eyes are drawn to mine, and they soften in away they only do when he looks
at me. He is sitting on the biggest chair in the room, at the head of the table with his
legs spread as he leans back. Comfortable. Relaxed. Cocky. He drags his eyes to
Daegan. “While sitting around here, doing nothing, was probably the best plan,
right?” He narrows his gaze. “What was your plan? Stay here, make pretty babies,
and help the clueless rule and manage to take over at some point? Yes, let melisten to
your plan again. It was epic.”

| cringe at the sarcasm dragging in Ziven's tone. “That was not the plan, and if
you?—"

Ziven smoothly interrupts. “Well, it was a shit plan, and it wasn’'t going to work. This
place might be hidden and protected for now, but the vampyre king will find away in
eventually. We need riders and quick. | have dragons. You have fae. Together, we
stand one single fucking chance of winning this. Don't let our past shade the alliance
we can make for afuture.” Hisreason is surprising, and seriously hot.

They both hold each other’s gaze, and | move around Daegan, straight to the seat in
the middle of them. The sound of the chair scratching the floor as | tug it out is
awkward, and I’m relieved when | can finally sit down. At some point, Daegan gives
in. “Fine.” He blows out a breath. “I'm well aware I’ ve not been stable as a king or
made the right choices.” He glances at me for a second too long.

Ziven growls low. “For the record, she is mine. Don’t look at her like that again, or |
will tear your heart out and seeiif it burnsin the moonlight.” The threat echoes.

Daegan looksright at Ziven and nods. “ Understood.”

The silence drags on, even as Daegan takes a seat at the table on the opposite side of



Ziven. | really hate being in the middle of this. | glance a Ziven. “The shadow
dragons will take riders like yours did?’

He inclines his head. “ They state only the worthy can ride for the war.”

“Worthy,” Daegan muses. “ Then anyone who signs up has to volunteer. The dragons
are temperamental .”

“Something we finaly agree on.” Ziven taps his fingers on the armrest. “Can we
agree on the flight plans next?’

“If 1 have more riders and more information on the city, then yes.” Daegan crosses
hisarms. “If Story and Maeve flew with us?>—"

“No.” Ziven'stoneisfinal.

| glare at him. “You can't make that choice. Daegan has a point. | have a massive
dragon, and it makes sense to send our two biggest dragons to different cities at the
sametime. All that mattersis that we win.”

“No, al that matters to me is that you are alive at the end of this war,” he counters
with no apology in histone. “And when we fly to war, it will be together.”

| sigh, leaning back. Being romantic is aways his way of winning, and I'll bring this
argument up later when we are alone. Ziven rises from his seat, coming to the back of
my seat and leaning down to press akissto my cheek. “I’'m afraid | can’t join you for
the afternoon like we planned. | will find you in afew hours.” Straightening, he calls
out, “ Calix!”

Calix comes in, followed by Avaluna. “Yes, my king.” It's strange to hear him so
formal, and | know it’s only because he is around Daegan.



Ziven's hand strokes a strand of hair, tucking it behind my ear. “Our queen is leaving.
Defend her for me, and | will catch you up soon.”

Daegan doesn’t say anything, but | suppose there's surprise in his eyes for a second.
Maybe even pain. He doesn’t deserve to be hurt over my happiness.

Avaluna glances at me. “Why don’t we go into the town, get a drink and lunch with
some of the locals? It'd be good to socialise with them more, and we would be
perfectly safe,” she suggests. “And we don’t need guards.”

Oh, I love her. | rise to my feet and Ziven arches a dark eyebrow. “Sending a guard
with me is insulting, Ziv. | might be your queen soon, but you trained me not to be
helpless.”

“You do need aguard.” Ziven wraps an arm around my waist and tugs me against his
own chest. “Only to drag out the bodies of anyone who dared to touch you when
you'’ re done with them.”

Using my tiptoes, | lean up to brush my lips across his. “Find me soon and don’t
spend too long arguing.”

Avaluna opens the door for me, and Calix gives me a pleading look to save him,
which | ignore as he threw me to the wolves alone earlier, and we head straight into
the town. It's quite busy, and both of us decide to put our hoods up and keep to
ourselves. My red hair already attracts enough attention, and | haven't seen anyone
else with red hair at all.

“1 heard that you're sleeping in Calix’s hut.” | keep my voice low. “Hettie mentioned
it.”

“Listen, I'm going to need alcohol for us to have this discussion,” Luna replies with



burning red cheeks, barely hidden under her dark hair. “But for now...he is my
entwined mate, too.”

My eyes widen. | barely hold in a cheer, but my smile hides nothing.
“Congratulations on the gift. | knew you two were something special.”

“Thank you. We haven't...” She looks away and clears her throat. “I’m not ready for
that yet. | don't need to ask whether you and Ziven are sleeping in the same hut,
because everyone hears the floor shaking multiple times a day—and night, | might
add.”

My cheeks burn. “We need al cohol—definitely for this.”

She laughs, resting her head on my shoulder. I’'m hit with a longing for Catherine,
and every day, | think about her and just wonder. Is she dead? Is her dragon? I'm
missing Ruelle, too. | still can’'t believe she's gone. When Ziven told us, we al
gathered together to mourn. Hettie burst into tears, and | was barely able to hold back
my own, even though | wasn't as close to her as Hettie was.

| held her all night as she wept as she lay in bed between me and Ziven until she fell
asleep sobbing. She's still quite upset, and | don’t know how anyone will fill the void
in her life that Ruelle left. We'll have a funeral for her when the war is over, aong
with the funerals for all the dead fae that we have lost. Mazzis. | misshimand | can't
think of him dying with the books | loved so much, too. There aren’t many books in
this place, and the twenty-odd Ziven found are about nothing that interesting. I've
read three of them so far, and Hettie is reading them straight after me. Twenty
books...I took the library for granted.

We head into the only bar in the entire town. It's a huge room that’s slightly below
ground, filled with small tables and stools pressed against them. It's packed full of
people and it smells like them too, mixed with the heavy stink of spilled drinks,



which has made the floor sticky in places.

It takes us a while to get through the fae to the bar, where we order two drinks. Their
idea of alcohol is some green floaty liquid that’s very strong. “Calix warned me this
stuff could get you drunk in a matter of three drinks, which he thought was
impressive. The stuff they had in the mansion required at least three bottles to make
him tipsy.”

| nod, barely hearing Avaluna over the noise of this place. We take our drinks, go
back, and start looking around for atable at the edges of the room where it is quieter.
We find one, but it's already occupied by someone in a green cloak, her slender
hands wrapped around a pen as she scribbles in a notebook.

“We could just ask her for the other two seats?’ | suggest, not being able to tug my
eyes from the woman at the table. There is something about her that feels familiar.
She lifts her head and my drink slips out of my hand, smashing to the floor.

Maeveisin my mind instantly. “ Are you well?’

| don’t notice the people looking at the drink on the floor. | don't feel Luna touching
my arm or hear her asking what is wrong. | don’t hear anyone as my mother’s forest
green eyes find mine, and we both just stare at each other. She pushes her hood down,
her dark red braid falling over her shoulder, and | can’'t breathe as she stands up,
comes around the stools, and slowly walks up to me.

She peels my hood back and tucks my hair behind my ears the way she aways has,
touching the black tips, and a sob echoes out of her throat. “ Story,” she whispers.
“My Story.”

The second time she says my name, it feels like it belongs to her in a way only a
mother can clam her child. “Mum,” | whisper back before throwing myself at her,



and she catches me as | breathe in her scent, as | take in the fact my mother is alive. |
haven't seen her since | was fourteen years old, when she fought tooth and nail to
make sure | had a good vampyre master. Thisis my mother, who brought me up like
we didn’'t live in a breeder’s camp, like we weren’'t lessborn, and she tried everything
to make sure | had a good life. She holds me, tightening her grip, and it’s as if there
haven’'t been years between us. | cry, holding her as tightly as | possibly can as she
cries too.

| don't know how long it is before she pulls back, looking into my eyes. “Story.
How...how are you here?’ She cups my cheek. “You've grown up so much and
you're so, so beautiful. Deities above, you look like your father. | see him now.” She
raises her other hand to my other cheek. “Am | dead? Isthis a gift from the deities?”’

“We aren't dead, mum.” My voice is trembling. “But deities have blessed us.” Her
smile is so big and | don’t think I’ve seen her smile like this before. | reaise I've
never seen her free, either. Avaluna is awkwardly standing at my side as my mum
lowers her hands, but she stands close till. “ Thisis my close friend, Avaluna.”

“A pleasure.” She nodsto her. “How are you here, Story?”’

“1 could ask you the same. | honestly assumed you were dead, mum,” | admit. Her
eyes are on my hands, on the dragon markings she can see there.

“1 thought | was too. Come, come and sit with me,” she asks, pointing to the table.
“And explain to me how you became a dragon rider.”

Maeve. | send an apology to her for scaring her with my feelings, but she only sends
warmth back, and a hint of sadness. She lost all of her family, and this joy must be

difficult for her. “By fighting for her, by being the daughter you raised.”

“I’ll go and get us another drink,” Avaluna suggests, putting her drink down on the



table, her eyes wide as she meets mine.

“Thank you.” | nod to her.

| step over the broken glass, wincing a the mess. | can't clean that up right now
before | sit down, and mum holds my hands across the table.

“You tell me what happened to you,” she demands and somehow makes me feel like
I’m ten years old again. “Y ou were given to a kind vampyre friend, but then his house
was burnt down. Everyone assumed you were dead. | assumed you'd died, but in my
heart...” She pauses, searching for the words. “I felt like you were alive. | tried
searching for you. | made deals with every vampyre | could to try to find you, but no
one had heard anything. No one knew. | had to accept that you were probably dead.
But | couldn’t do it—couldn’t believe it was true.”

“Keep telling me everything,” | ask, because the moment | tell her mine, things are
going to change. | can see it in her eyes. She's full of hope, love, and laughter right
now—everything she always tried to be around me. She never let the harsh world
touch me when | was a kid. | owe her so much for that. Parts of my childhood—the
memories of her—are the only things that kept me alive for so long. She kept me
aive.

“l got attacked by a vampyre royal guard when | was with Blaire,” she begins, her
voice trembling. “He killed her, drained me and threw my body into the river. | don't
know how or why, but | was found by some people by the coast. One of them was a
healer. They were escaping the city, and they took me with them. They said they felt
this caling here, and we just followed tunnels. Endless tunnels. Until we found
ourselves here.”

Blaire is gone? Kyrell would have been devastated to know that, but in away, I'm
happy they are together now.



“Once here, | realised | couldn’t leave. No matter how many tries—so many tries—it
was pointless. It was like the magic didn’t want me to go, and | made a life here
instead. A lifewhere| didn’'t have to be a breeder. | could just exist. | was never fully
happy, though. | looked at every person who turned up, every day, asking them about
you. But no one ever knew. Until somebody arrived about four weeks ago.” She
pauses, her hands tightening around mine. “They said they’d heard of awoman called
Story Dehana, whose very name began rebellions in the cities. She was the prince's
blood slave who escaped. Please tell me that the second part of that wasn't true. That
you were his blood slave?’

Avauna comes back to the table and sits down. My heart aches as | begin to tell my
mum everything. | tell her everything that had happened in the past. How | became
the prince's blood slave. About Kyrell, leaving out his second death because that
should stay between Ziven and me and my friends who saw how Kyrell was at the
end. | tell her instead about how he saved me and got me free. How | found the
mansion—a mansion full of dragon riders and people like me. How | fought in the
Decidere to become arider. “Yes, it's complicated, but...| found happiness there. |
found Ziven, who is my entwined mate, and we are going to be married.”

“Who is Ziven?’ she asks, her voice laced with curiosity and confusion.

“He' s the Moon Dynasty king and the King of the Dragons,” | explain softly, and her
eyes widen. “He’'s my king, my lover, my best friend and rival all in one. | love him
with every bit of my soul.”

“And | love her back.” Ziven wraps his arm around my waist from behind. “And you
are?’

| lift my head to Ziven and smile. “This is my mum.” His returning smile is pure
light, direct from the moon in the night sky. “Mum, this is Ziven with a bunch of
titles, if you want to hear them all.”



“The most important title of mine is being hers.” He offers my mum a bow of his
head. “Thank you for creating my mate.”

My mum’s expression softens as she says, “I’ve not just been blessed with the return
of my daughter, but soon a son, too.”

| aimost feel how Ziven reacts to that. After losing so much of his family, it means
everything she has accepted him. | love her morefor it.

“1 never thought I'd see you again,” | admit.

“Neither did I,” she returns with a soft smile. She hasn’'t aged much since | last saw
her, but there is alightness to her features now that brightens the room. Ziven joins us
at the table after grabbing us another bunch of drinks as the hours pass. We drink
until we were all tipsy and laughing at the stories my mum tells Ziven about me as a
child. The hours seem like minutes before leaving the tavern as it is closing and
emptying out.

Calix iswaiting for Avaluna, and he wraps my mum up in a bear hug when | tell him
who she is. She only laughs and tells me she is happy | have friends. We walk my
mum back to her hut, and she hugs me so tightly outside the door as Ziven gives us
some space.

“1 am proud of the brilliant, fantastic woman you have become. Deities hear me...this
giftisamiracle.” She leans back. “And | know war is coming for us soon. | want you
to keep fighting with every bit of your soul. | know you left out what it was like for
you as a blood slave to that monster, but you survived it. You are a survivor, Story
Dehana. You're a warrior. Your father would be so, so proud, and | know this
because | am too.”

| might be tipsy, but her words linger in my mind. | thought | was broken when | was



doing nothing but surviving, but | was training the broken pieces of my soul and
knitting them back together. For moments like this. For a future | couldn’t even
imagine anymore. “I’ll come over tomorrow and bring Hettie. Y ou will love her.”

“1 cannot wait to meet your ward,” she replies, kissing my cheek. “Now go with your
mate. He iswaiting.”

| almost can’'t leave my mum as she goes back into her hut, feeling like she might
disappear again. “Today wasread, right? I’m not dreaming?’

“Not dreaming,” Ziven confirms as we walk back. We are on the other side of the
town, and it takes us a while to walk through it, but | don’t mind; in fact, | enjoy the
guiet walk with Ziven. “Y ou’re even more beautiful when you' re happy, Storm.” He
cups the back of my neck, stopping us. “Smile at me, take my breath away. | need to
remember this moment forever.”

“As cute as this moment is,” Etena's cold, chipped voice cuts through, “we have a
problem.” The effects of the alcohol seem to fade instantly at the tone of her voice.
“King Daegan sent me to inform you of the news. A fae woman has turned up as a
refugee with unsettling news.”

“What did she claim?’ Ziven questions.

| almost wish Etena waited till morning to speak, to darken this night. “ The king and
prince are burning fae in each of the cities every single day—thousands of them. It’s
a caling to us, letting us know that the days we spend here are costing lives. It's a
warning that if we wait too long to act, there will be no people left to go to war for.”
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Chapter Ten
Catherine

Page Ten. Dragons are like deities, but dragged down to a mortal form. They should
be free.

M y dragon dives straight through another endlessly dark tunnel, taking the air from
my lungs in a sharp snap. We lunge to the left and | grip her scales, clenching my
thighs so | don't fall straight off. The children cry out from the quick changing
direction, and | can’t see the state of the wooden crate they are in. It's heavy for my
dragon; we've had to make so many stops along the way, hiding from the Silkvir in
the night, making repairs to the crate with anything we could find along the way.
Niko is a good fighter, and that has been needed more than once along the trip when
the vampyres have found us. Their hesitation when seeing their prince is useful
because they don’t suspect he will fight for me and not them. It only further proved to
me that my gut feeling and my dragon are right. He is on our side. Now | have to
convince my king and my friend. Story is going to take one look at Niko and see who
he is, and King Ziven or King Daegan will attack him for his royal blood. Niko
knows this, and yet he is here, flying with me into danger and never asking to stay
behind.

There is a change in pressure that makes my ears pop, and | straighten, feeling the
hum of the box tied to my back with straps. | don’t like having the box so close to my
skin, but | don't have a choice but to keep it close until | give it to Story. It's hers,
and | want to be as far away from it as possible. | don’t know if it isalive, but thereis
a hum that rattles in my blood, and it grows stronger the closer we get to the dragons.



To the fae too. | don't know what the book in this box wants, but it feels strangely
agreeable to the flight.

It's rare I’ve flown alone on my dragon in the last couple of weeks, but for this final
trip of the tunnels, where he warned me last night we are close, Niko decided to stay
with the children in the crate to calm them. We don’t usually fly more than two hours
at atime, but today, we have flown for six hours straight to get here. Without flying
high in the skies, it's been a slow flight, and my body is aching, not just with the
flight but the pressure of knowing what is coming. Story is my friend, and she trusts
me. | remind myself of it a hundred times because, otherwise, fear of losing what |
just found in the Decidere might tear me apart.

“The other dragons hear us, they sense the vampyre, and they’re not happy with me.
They hunt us,” my dragon warns, and he speeds up. The children scream and | can’t
do anything but hold on.

Command. | have to make a command. “Get us quickly to the kings. We need to
plead our case before the dragons get involved in this.”

The tunnel finally ends, and we glide out into fresh air, a crater of sorts deep within
the ground, and on a ledge is a town. The brightness of the light in here makes me
squint as | take it al in, wondering how this old town is even possible, and a bigger
part of meisrelieved. My people could be alive down there...my parents. | know it’s
so much to hope for with what happened, but | am hoping and praying it is true that
they are down there, that they survived what happened at the mansion. | know I'm
about to find out.

We land on a clearing outside of the town, dust blowing up a storm around us, and |
cover my eyes as he gently drops the crate and lands next to it. His wing spreads out
protectively over the crate, and | touch his neck. “Well done, and thank you. Those
children and | owe you our lives.”



“The young must be protected at all costs,” he replies in my mind. The walls are like
mirrors, the stone so smooth, and | wonder if dragons used fire to melt the rock like
this, to make it so reflective. Roars echo in the air, and the ground shakes as dragons
spill out of the tunnels, coming right for us. The crate door slams onto the ground, but
the children don’t come out and neither does Niko. They are waiting for me. Shadows
explode in the air, in the ground, like grey whispers of clouds that follow the
command of their king. Niko is dragged out and held in the air, struggling with his
mouth bound in shadows too. King Ziven walks towards us, his hands resting in his
pockets and a calm yet confused look as he finds me.

“You bring our enemy to us, Catherine?’ he demands. King Ziven scares me, and |
am shaking as | slide down my dragon to the ground. “Stop!” | beg, running up to
King Ziven, close to where Niko is being held in the air. “Wait, please don't kill him
and listen to me. | know I’m not from the Moon Dynasty, but you know I’'m Story’s
friend, and I’ d never bring anyone here that could hurt her. Please.”

“Give me one good reason other than blind trust, Catherine,” Ziven demands.

“He'smy mate,” | answer, because it’s the very best of reasons why he can’t kill him
and why we can trust him.

Story rushes over and throws herself at me, hugging me so tightly it almost hurts, and
| squeeze her right back. “Did you just say you have a mate?’ She steps back and
looks up at him, her eyes widening, and she takes several steps closer to Ziven, who
wordlessly wraps an arm around her waist. “He’s a vampyre prince, and | know him.
We met once.”

“All the reason to kill him,” Ziven cooly suggests, and my heart nearly stops. No.
Dragons fly around us with snarls and roars that rattle the ground, but the world stills
for me as Ziven' s shadows tighten on Niko, and he screamsin pain.



“Please, listen to me.” | drop to my knees. “Please, heis not avillain.”

King Daegan steps out of the crowd and walks to me. He offers me his hand. | take it,
rising to my feet. “You don’'t bow to the Moon; you are one of my people and so is
the vampyre now. | claim him, Ziven, let him the fuck go. Catherine is one of your
mate's friends, and she has never not shown loyalty to our kind.” He nods at me.
“You ask me every single day to listen in those meetings. Well, maybe you should
take your own advice right now.”

King Ziven and King Daegan stare each other down, and | look at Story, pleading
with her to trust me. She nods, even as pale as she looks, and whispers to Ziven
something | can’'t hear. He drops Niko like a rock.

| run to him, touching his face as he rises to his feet and takes my hand. King Ziven's
voice is chipped. “One warning, vampyre—make a move against anyone here, and
you're dead.”

“Noted for the future,” he coughs out, and his clothes are torn from the shadows. |
stay at his side. “But for the record, Catherine is right. I'm only here to make an
aliance with you, and | brought a peace offering that was no small feat and cost
many lives, none taken by me.” He waves his hand behind him at the basket, and |
leave him to head up to it.

“You can come out,” | gently coax, leaning in and holding out my hand. “These are
your people. Fae. You'll be safe here. I'm sure they have food and places to get

warm.

A little girl comes out first. She looks thin and too scared in a grey cloak. She has
shiny, aimost black hair, and she takes my hand. | lead them out one by one. All their
little faces silence everyone—even the dragons flying around.



Story speaks first. “Where in the name of the deities did you get these children from,
and are they well?’

“They’re from the breeding district, and they are well, just hungry and cold. We ran
out of food yesterday, but we have tried to keep them all fed.” | look around at them
all. “Niko kept them safe, took a sword to the stomach for them and nearly died. He
sacrificed for the fae and has done many times before this. I’m asking you to listen.”

Despite clearly being outnumbered, and | suspect nervous, he stands straight to
address them all. “I’'m part of the building rebellion of both vampyre and fae alike. |
got word that their parents had desperately tried to save them and hid them away, but
they needed a guardian. | did everything | could, fought for them, protected them.
Catherine found me in the forest when | was nearly dead from those efforts, and al |
could think of was that if | didn’t live, | wouldn’t be able to help these children.”
More of the children are coming out, some holding crying, weak babies. “ Catherine
and | were brought together by fate, by the legendary stories of entwined mates, and |
will help you win the war. You'll need my help to take down my father and brother
and my other siblings, too, who will side with him.”

Story walks away from Ziven to pick up a baby from a young girl who is struggling
to stand. “We need healers and help. Catherine, do you have a headcount? Can you
and Niko identify each of these children if we send them out with these fae?’ After |
confirm that we can, she calls out, “Everyone take a child with them to help!” The
crowd of fae moves with her, and we stand watching until all the children are gone
with the fae, including the baby Story was holding. She comes over, looking around
at the awkward group of us. The two kings are in quiet discussions, with Etena
watching Niko closely, like if he moves wrong, she will attack him. Calix is a few
feet away with Avaluna, who is holding a dark-haired baby, and he grins at me before
walking off with her to hand the baby away.

“Do you have the book?" Story asks me, and both the kings turn to watch as | nod.



Ziven wraps his arm around Story. “We have agreed he can stay as long as he swears
into one of our dynasty with blood, and we will head to the hall to continue this
conversation.”

Niko steps up to Daegan. “I want to join the Sun Dynasty, the dynasty of my mate,
and serve you.” He bows his head.

King Daegan watches for a second. “For the children. Push up your sleeve.” He does
as he is told, and Daegan places his hand on his arm. “By the sun, by the deities, you
will join the light until your death.”

“Repeat it,” | whisper, and he does. When Daegan removes his hand, there on hisarm
Is a sun marking that matches the one | have.

Daegan pats his shoulder. “Welcome, and let’ swin thiswar.”

Story stays close to me on the walk through the town, and | try to take in everything |
can on the way. The people really love the colour green. The building is one of the
few that is built with grey stone, and the walls look higher than the others, with big
wooden doors at the front. We go in with the kings and Story, but Etena stays to
guard the door.

“Do you trust him?" Story directly asks me when we have al sat down. “You're my
best friend and we have fought together, and | trust you. Even if you sit there and tell
me a royal vampyre is trustworthy for more reasons than your feelings or bond. Do
you trust this vampyre?’

| answer her directly because what she doesn’t say is that this vampyre is the brother
of her tormentor, her old master, and there must be so many memories for her when
she looks at him. “Yes. He is my mate, and nothing he’'s done so far has done
anything but help me and the fae. He feeds from animals. He's never once tried to



bite me, and he must have been part of the rebellion to save this many children. The
children told me their parents knew that a good vampyre was coming to save
them—they knew to trust this vampyre. | don’'t think that many parents would have
made that mistake. They trust him with their children. | feel like | can trust him, too.”

“And what happened to their parents?’ King Daegan questions rather bluntly. “One
day these babies and young children will ask, and | want to be able to tell them the
truth.”

“Slaughtered by vampyres after getting them out. There was meant to be more
children, but...” Niko drifts off. “I only found these, and any others...l pray to
anyone in the skies for their safety. The breeding camps were burnt down. All of
them.” A bitter silence enters the room. “I did meet you once, Story Dehana,” he
speaks to her. “And did | have a blood slave? A favourite, or did you see me carting
around a poor fae blood slave?’

She shakes her head. “No. But that doesn’t mean you couldn’t have found one.”

“No, | never had one.” He is firm. “I always fed from animals and made a point of
only feeding in front of my family when they demanded it. | would try my very best
to make sure that they weren't in pain when | did feed on them, and | would drug
their food with pain relief remedies. | don’'t enjoy pain. Not every vampyre born does.
Some of us do not want this life or the hunt for fae blood. There is a whole rebellion
of vampyres out there who will turn against my family the minute they are given the
chance and | call for the rebellion to start.”

He leans back in his seat. “I met a vampyre man called Griffin, who is high up in the
cities. He is deeply in love with a fae woman called Helen, and he has built a secret
army of vampyres to protect her every move. | believe they are mates; their bond is
strong, and there are so many like them. I’ ve been building the rebellion with them
for over one hundred years.” He looks at King Ziven directly. “You have my



information, my rebellion army, and my life if needed, but | have conditions.”

“You don't get to ask anything other than your life,” King Ziven growls at him.
Shadows prick the walls and make the candles flicker.

King Daegan waves a hand. “I will listen to those conditions. Y ou don’t come across
as someone unreasonable.”

Story leans into King Ziven. “1 knew a kind vampyre too—remember my first master
| told you about? He would have fought for us, and | think we need to give some of
them a chance, Ziv.”

Niko carries on. “I have an younger sister and she's too kind for this world, and she
feeds on animals too. Her name is Caelina. She must be left alive when this war is
over.” He clears his throat and looks at me. “And Catherine is given aformal placein
the Sun Dynasty and a portion of land for her to live peacefully in when the war is

over.

King Daegan smiles and nods. “Catherine has proved herself continualy since the
Decidere, and | do not have a court yet. | will begin one today with you both, with
titles of protectors of the king, and when the war is over, you can choose your own
land and homes to rule a district under my command. As for your sister, | will not
touch her.” My cheeks are burning. Thisisreally happening.

“Neither will 1,” King Ziven finally adds, his eyes on Story.
She kisses his cheek and looks at me. “Congratulations!” | amost grin, but the
pressure of all their eyes makes me pause slightly. | take Niko's hand under the table

and sgueeze.

“Now that is over, how much do you know about these cities?” King Daegan waves



his hand, and in the middle of the table, protected by magic, is a map of our world
with statues and markings for cites.

“Everything.” Niko grins. “I can tell you exactly where the weapons are held, where
the soldiers will be stationed, and how to win.” The next few hours go quickly as
Niko, King Daegan and King Ziven make adjustments to their war plan and to the
city.

Only when it's somewhat darker outside and a bell rings, does Story stand up and
come over. She hugs me tightly. “That’s dinner. | have so much to tell you, and | get
to introduce you to my mother.”

My eyes widen. “Y our mother?’

Her smile is radiant. She is literally glowing and looks so happy. I’'m about to ask
about my parents when another voice stops me. “Catherine, you understand he's a
vampyre who will need to be watched continuously under someone’' s guard?’ | nearly
jump at King Ziven, who steps around me to Story.

“Let me guard him,” | ask of the Moon king. “He’s my mate and | know he's not an
enemy.”

He crosses his arms and looks between us as Niko comes to my side from the table.
King Daegan has wordlessly |eft, leaving the door wedged open. “Fine.”

| pull my bag off my back and tug out the box before handing it to Story. She looks
reluctant to take it, so King Ziven does instead and tucks it under his arm. She looks
paler somehow as she smiles my way. “Thank you for protecting it.”

“I’ll be glad to not have it near,” | admit, my eyes dragging to the box, to the hum of
something held within. “It’s...” There aren’t words to explain the feeling from the



box, and | don’t try either. | clear my throat. “I need to know if my parents are alive.”

“They are.” Story’s smileis as wide as mine. “I’ll show you to a spare hut, and then
I’ll go get them for you. They might be coming thisway if they heard, but since your
mother is a healer, she might be busy with the children. We don’t have many
healers.”

Relief nearly makes me collapse, and | lean into Niko, who seems to just know. Story
and King Ziven show us to a small hut. It's got two single beds in a room with a
fireplace. “There aren’t many available, so you will need to share, I'm afraid.” Story
winks at me. “Have fun. I’'m so glad you're alive, best friend.” | hug her one more
time before she goes, leaving me alone with Niko in what feels like a very small box
of a room. | open the only other door and find a tiny toilet in the ground but no
shower.

Niko is sitting on one of the beds, tugging off his boots when | come back.

“How are you going to feed?

Helooks up. “I'll find away out of the caves and?—"

No. He can't risk himself by going out there. “If you can bite me on my wrist and
feed off me occasionally to keep yourself alive, you won't break any rules because
I’m agreeing to it.”

| know he is shocked silent when he barely moves. His look is instant and it sends
shivers all across my body, building at my very core. “As much as | want to sink my
teeth and other parts of me into your beautiful body, | won't bite you. I'll survive for

awhile, then I’'ll figure out away to get out.”

| shake my head. “No, it's too risky for you to be leaving for food. Y ou haven't fed



and hunted in days. | know that because we've been together all that time.” | hand
him my wrist and step between his open legs. His eyes seem darker somehow as he
looks up at me. “I’'m stubborn and determined to keep you alive. | know you don't
want to hurt me, but thisis my choice.”

“Catherine, are you sure?’ | nod and he surprises me by gently kissing my wrist first
before sinking his teeth in. Surprisingly, it doesn’'t hurt that much. 1 hold on to his
other arm as he feeds from me, his hand snaking around my back, holding me to him.
It's surprisingly intimate as he feeds, and | like it. Slowly, he pulls his teeth away and
brushes his thumb across the marks. Our eyes lock, like they have so many times
before. “You taste like...you taste like home.” | should hate seeing the blood on his
lips, but a part of me likes it, likes knowing it's me that is keeping him alive.
Becoming a part of him. “Keep looking like that, Catherine, and I’'m going to kiss
you because you' re ravishingly stunning in every single way.”

My heart pounds at the compliment, at the way | feel how much he meansit. He pulls
me to him and slams his lips onto mine. There's a metallic taste in my blood for a
second, mixed in with how he tastes, and deities above, | love every second of him.

| don’t stop him, not as he carries me to the other bed, not as he marks me as hisin
every way that a mate can. The world could burn, and it wouldn’t matter to us. We'd
burn forever as one.
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Chapter Eleven
Page Eleven. Please...please understand my fire-touched babe.

| *ve talked mysdlf in and out of this plan about a hundred times, but I'm still
standing here like we discussed yesterday. Still in front of the locked room where
Daegan keeps one of the books, and | know he'd rather I'd not be here at al. Zivenis
in rare agreement with him on this subject, but the books are in here. The books, the
locked-away deities and our chance of fixing everything in a much less bloody way.
But still, | hesitate at the door to the locked room.

Daegan spelled it so only he and | can get in there. If | hold anyone’s hand, they can
come in with me. Avaluna looks at me with the same hesitation in her eyes as she
stands at my side. When | asked her to face the books with me, she didn’'t even ask
why. | might never know how | got so lucky to have friends who come with me into
anything without needing me to explain. “Are you sure we should do this? You told
me what happened last time—the tree, the threats...”

“No, I’'m not sure any fae alive should go near that book, but she wasright.” | stare at
the simple wooden door like it might suddenly spring up with a big warning or
answer to the million questions | have. “She said | would die, and | did. Emyr
brought me back, but | died and that is the point to all of this. She knew. That means
she knows the future.” My eyes drift to the box that Luna is holding for me. “That
book in there—this is her sister. It's what she wanted: to free her or for me to bring
the books together so she can. This time I'm not walking in clueless, and | have a
bargaining chip. The box won’'t open unless | will it. Ziven and Daegan have made
sure of that with spell work.”



“And what exactly are we asking for?” Avaluna presses.

| take a steadying breath. “1 read a book of an ancestor of mine—a life account of one
of our ancestors—and he told how two deities got trapped in books. | explained it to
Ziven and Daegan in a meeting yesterday.” It's the only way we got him to agree to
let us near the book. We could have fought him for it, but going forward, this peace
between all of us—it’sthe only way. | meet her gaze, unwavering. “I want the deities
to stop the vampyres by undoing the magic that turned them from fae to vampyre in
the first place. To turn them all back into fae at the same time and end the war. In
exchange, they can be free.”

Avaluna stares at me for a long moment. “We are asking them for a considerable
amount of power.”

| nod. “Who better to ask for a miracle than mad deities?’

Her voice drops to a whisper. “I’m not sure we should do this. These are our gods.
Two of them are here, and one is in my hands right now, in this box, and it feels
wrong.” She touches the box. “Why not use this book to help and not that one in
there?’

“That one helped the vampyre king make an army of Silkvir to beat us. So, no, | don’t
trust it.” | arch an eyebrow at her, and she nods. “It is likely more nuts than the onein
there.”

That one in there has also done awful things. | think about the disease that wiped out
so many in the mansion, about how it twisted Daegan’s mind, and finally about the
threats made against me—the pain it inflicted last time. I'm not here to plead with
some benevolent, kind-hearted gods, because they do not exist in this world. These
deities are evil, but even evil hasits desires, and we can make a trade for my people.
For my future.



“l don't likethis,” Daegan multters.

“Neither do |,” Calix adds from his place, guarding the other door.

Ziven sets hiseyeson me. “I don't believe the books just happened to end up here. Of
all the places in the world, they landed with us? There'sareason and | trust Story.” It
means a lot that he isn't trying to hide me away, make me not fight, and treat me like
a possession rather than an equal at his side.

“You can pull me out,” | tell them. “Both of you can because of our bonds. Calix is
here for Luna, if she needs to be pulled out, too. But the book | read said that two
heirs from the Twilight Dynasty would stand with the books, and we are two heirs
from the Twilight Dynasty—we're what' s | eft.”

Calix exhaes sharply. “We only have your hair for proof of that.”

“1t's more than that,” | argue. “It’s a connection to the books. It's my dragon telling
me. Maeve knows, and it's why we were bonded in blood,” | point out.

“Dragons are not wrong about matters of our ancestry and blood,” Ziven finishes the
argument. “And | sense your fear. We al feel the same, but if we don’t try, what
rulers are we?’

Silence echoes from his point. Thisis for the fag, for the lessborn and powerborn, for
the riders and the trapped from the mansion. It's for every fae born into a world of
vampyres where their blood means more than their souls. It'swrong, and it ends.

Avaluna takes my hand, and | open the door, looking back at Ziven once. | hope he
can read every bit of how much | love him in my eyes before we dlip into the cold,
stone room. The walls are mossy and damp, and the book is thrown onto the ground
in a puddle of water, but it is not wet. It hovers above the water, untouched by the



elements. The moment my eyes land on the leather-bound, blood-red book, my feet
stop working. | lose control of my body and am pulled straight toward it. Thistime, |
glide across the floor, hands slamming down onto the pages.

“Story!” Lunacries out.

“No! Stay back!” | warn her, barely able to hold off from the power of the book
taking control of my very voice.

“You didn’t come alone,” comes that female voice, that ancient, echoing voice |
remember from the last time | opened this horrible book of untold power. The power
of it reeksin thisroom, and | can feel it dlithering against my skin, against my mind,
too.

It lets me reply. She does, but | don’t know if sheis female or if that voiceis just for
me. “I know what you are now, and in that box over there is your sister. Just what
you wanted.”

Sheis strangely quiet. “Open the box.”

“No.” | smile as| redlise she was trying and failing to open it. “If you kill me, the box
stayslocked forever. It is bound to me.”

Silence. Then?—

“Why?" Theword is cruel, pointed, furious asit is screamed in my mind.

“Qutside, in the cities, vampyres are burning fae every single day. | want to make a
deal—one that will stop it. Stop the war that’s coming and, in return, | will open that

box, and you can have the book,” | tell the deity. “I know you were once a powerful
being from the heavens above, and | want to return you, but we will make a deal for



it.”

“1 do not make deals with mortals like you,” she snarls.

A burst of red light explodes from the book, like a storm, and | brace myself, but it
moves past me. It slams into Luna, throwing her against the wall with a sickening
crunch. | scream as | hear bones snap, her body hitting the ground with a thump. Red
blood pours from her mouth, her nose and her eyes as her body shakes, and she cries
out my name for help. The box crashes to the floor next to her, but it doesn’t move as
the red power, like arain cloud, hovers around the box.

“No!” | try to get to Luna, but | can’'t move my feet. “You lost your chance. Fuck
you! Diein the fucking pages of that book and?—"

“Thisisyour future,” the voice hissesin my mind as it cuts me off.

Then I’'m not in the room anymore. I’ m somewhere else and I’ m sitting on athronein
a strange castle, with views over a massive city I’ ve never seen. Emyr is beside me, a
small child perched on his lap on his own throne that towers over mine. The boy has
bright red hair, red eyes, silver fangs dlipping from his teeth, and a coldness that no
child should ever have at a young age. | don’'t know how old he is, but there’'s no
doubt—he is my child and Emyr’s, too. Fear makes my throat clamp up, and | glance
down at myself. Thick gold chains bind my wrists, and they have cut into my skin.
My hands have burn marks over the place where my dragon marks once were, and
instead there are bite mark scars all up my arms. I'm wearing a sheer, flowy red
dress, and my stomach is swollen.

Pregnant.

No.



It's cruel to seethis, and | know | can’'t get pregnant. My infertility iswhy | ended up
a blood dave in the first place, and even when it's Emyr's, even when it's not
something | want, | touch the lump while looking at the little boy. My son. He is so
beautiful, and looking at him is seeing my own features in away | didn’t know was
possible. A sinking, dreading feeling pools inside me as | realise Emyr is king now,
and that means we lost the war. How did | get here? Why was | fighting in the first
place? My eyes lift to the night sky—to the shining moon hanging in the stars.

No.

| remember who | am. | am Story Dehana and | have never given up. Even to a cruel
vision like this. The children are not real, and hot tears fall down my cheeks as| turn
from the boy and scream at the top of my voice. Everything fades and darkness
swallows me whole. Thick arms wrap around me, yanking me backward, and | gasp
as a door slams shut with a violent bang. Ziven's handsome face comes into view
slowly as my eyes adjust, and he is cupping my face. “ Storm, talk to me!”

| blink rapidly, barely able to register what’'s happening. “Luna—she’'s injured,” |
manage to say. The box is on the floor by my head, and Ziven sits me up, pulling me
into his lap, kissing the top of my head as my heart races. Daegan is staring at the
box, his back pressed against the door as he shakes. “I’'m okay. Get the box, Ziven.” |
turn to see Calix carrying Luna out of the room, her l[imp body in hisarms.

“She's dive,” Daegan tells me, snapping out of it as Ziven picks up the box. “She
needs a healer. What happened in there?’

| rush out after Calix and Luna, knowing Ziven is following close behind, and | don’t
have it in me to explain it to Daegan right now. We cut straight through town,

heading toward Catherine’' s mother’ s house behind Calix.

Catherine is already there and her mother is already examining Luna when | come



into the hut. Her mother doesn’'t look up. “Unless you need healing too, my majesty,
please step out so | can work. Everyone out.”

“I’m not leaving her,” Calix says firmly, settling into a chair in the corner. “Tell me
how sheisand if you need anything.”

| want to apologise to him. This was all my fault. “I'll wait outside.” | barely close
the door behind me before | burst into tears, and Ziven is there, pulling me into his
arms. He holds me through my tears until | can breathe again, until I can calm down.
“We're on our own. The deities aren’t helping us. In fact, they deserve to rot in their
pages forever at the bottom of the sea.”

He tilts my chin up. “You are not at fault. Luna chose to go with you, and she decided
to take that risk. When she wakes, she won’t want you blaming yourself.”

| know he is right, but the guilt is still there as we wait hours for Calix to come out
and tell me she is awake. “All her ribs are broken; she has internal bleeding, but she
will live. Luna wanted me to tell you both to go back home and that she doesn’'t
blame you, Story.” His gaze hardens on me. “But don't ask her to go near those
books again. She is done. Promise me.”

“1 promise,” | whisper, understanding. His eyes soften and he comes over, hugging
me under Ziven's gaze before going back to Luna.

Maeve's voice drifts into my mind, warm and steady. “Don’t worry. You don’'t need
any deities when you’'ve got a dragon to fight your war. | am with you.” | exhale,
feeling the fire deep inside my chest. | can fly again.
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Chapter Twelve

Page Twelve. The rebellion is being hunted. We will make one last stand in hopes the
deities guide us.

| wince as Ziven takes down ten more fae volunteers to be riders. Without the
Decidere to weed out the weak, Ziven doesn’t have a choice but to test the riders with
actual dragons, and the shadow dragons are mean. They are not used to fae at all, and
they do not want riders, as Ziven explained to me. He took six fae males
earlier—only two of them managed to ride dragons. | don’'t need Ziven to tell me
what happened to the other four, because we heard the screams. The trials are not
going well, but none of us suspected they would do.

Every day that we train down here, every single day, thousands of fae are dying. It
makes me feel sick to my stomach at the thought of their deaths, but | know we are
not ready, and without more riders, we will fail. We are the last hope of every single
fae out there, and it's a lot of pressure for us all to handle. After yesterday, with the
failure of the books, we could have used a better outcome on the first day of thetrials.
Maeve telling me she's ready to fly again is the only thing keeping me from sinking
into despair. At least with her, I'll be able to fly and fight next to Ziven. Be useful.
Avaluna is recovering, but it will be along road and she will not be leaving her bed
for weeks. Calix knows that means he will have to leave her to fly with us, and |
know he doesn’t want to do that.

| sit at the edge of the cliff with Hettie, who is finishing off a painting of a dragon, a
dragon with streaks of silver scales and green eyes. “Where did you see that dragon,
Hettie?’



“In my dreams at dusk,” she answers, looking up a me. “I’'m painting it for Luna.
She loves dragons like me!”

| touch her light hair. “ She does. Are you going there after lunch with my mum?”’

“1’ve made dear Luna an herb tonic to help her sleep.” My mum’ s voice comes to my
ear, and | tilt my head back to see her coming over. Hettie jumps to her feet and runs
to her, hugging her and holding the painting up behind her back. | turn to the cliff,
feeling Maeve coming closer, and | pull out my new black clothes with red stitching.
“Those are lovely,” my mum tells me.

“Ziven made them for me. He knows my hands get cold in the sky,” | explain to my
mum and smile. “Now step back with Hettie.”

Hettie squeals in excitement as she steps back with my mum, whose eyes widen at the
dragon who swoops up over the cliff behind me, the flapping of her wings sending
my hair braid floating off my shoulder and dust into the air. Maeve soars high above
us, and several people scream as she dives around the edges of the town. Even if they
are used to dragons, she is enormous. Her red scales reflect the light, and | run my
eyes over her wings, noting the scar on one side—but it’s fully healed.

“Like you. Broken but healed. A survivor who can fly.”

“You're beautiful, Maeve,” | tell her in my head and out loud too.

| feel her warmth through our bond before she lands on the edge of the cliff near me.
| walk over and climb onto her back, noticing children peeking their heads out to
watch behind my shocked mum and Hettie. | can tell from her eyes alone that she
didn’t expect my dragon to be this big. Hettie waves and | wave back. Using my other
hand, | run my fingers over her scales before settling into place on her back, pressing
my body close in a near hug. “You don’t know how great this feels to be back with



you,” | whisper.

“We haven't even flown yet,” she teases before leaping off the cliff in one smooth
dive that nearly throws me off, but | hold on tight, the instinct kicking in. The air
whistles in my ears, and | laugh—because besides having sex with Ziven, thisis the
most alive I've ever felt in my life, and it is addictive. Being a dragon rider is an
honour.

A roar shakes the ground, and | glance up, catching sight of Ziven on the back of his
shadow dragon before they tail behind us. His dragon catches up quickly, and Maeve
snaps at him when he comes close. Ziven shakes his head, moving his dragon away.

“Benicg,” | warn.

Maeve huffs. “ Those dragons are cowards compared to the rest of us who fought and
trained. They hid. They take too much.”

“It's also Ziven's dragon, so it would be appreciated if you didn’t try to bite him
when he has my mate on his back,” | remind her, and smoke blows out of her mouth
as her only answer.

Her tone changes as she flies lower. “It has been decided you are to see our secret
with the king.” She dives downward without warning. | grip her scales tightly as we
plunge into one of the tunnels and into darkness, only the sound of her wings, the heat
of her body, and the smell of dragon to remind me I’'m not free-falling into darkness
alone. We go deep into the land—so deep that my lungs begin to ache as it warms
with every second until heat is pressing in onto my skin.

Finally, we emerge into a massive cavern, larger than the one where the town is. Lava
pours down the walls in glowing red streams, and it smells like fire. Each intake of air
hurts my lungs from the heat. Dragons of al colours are perched on jagged ledges,



their eyes watching us, but most of them are brightly coloured, like the sun.

And then | see them. Eggs. Hundreds. No, thousands of them in circle patterns fill the
centre of the cavern, which | realise is aso shaped like an egg. | stare, speechless, as
we circle above and on the far edge. | spot something familiar. Four red eggs,
glittering like Maeve' s scales. “Are those your family?’

“Yes.” | glance over my shoulder at Ziven behind us. He' s looking down at the eggs,
and he looks up at me, his eyes wide with shock too. The dragons below stir, not at
Maeve, but at the shadow dragon following behind us, and | know we are not
welcome for long. They are protective of the eggs, and | don’'t blame them one bit.
Maeve doesn’t linger long, and she turns, taking us out of the cavern, back into the
tunnels, but through a different path. This one glows with red light, flashes of fire
casting shadows along the walls, and | see where we are going this time. “The Moon
and Sun kings didn’t just make a haven for the people, for the fag,” | tell her what she
must know. “They made one for the dragons, too. Those red eggs mean the Twilight
Dynasty helped.”

A future. For everyone. “ Are there Dawn Dynasty eggs?’

“And Dusk too. Every egg, every chance of afuture for our kind. We could stay here
forever in peace,” she admits. “Many dragons wanted this, and it was a choice. We all
decided to fight with our riders and not abandon you to your war.”

| don’'t know what to say to her as we fly back to the town, and she lands on the cliff,
Ziven and his dragon landing nearby. “| preferred Brythan for your mate.” She leaves
me and flies off, Ziven's new dragon chasing after her like he has a death wish or
something. | look at the town for the first time, noticing all of the lights. There are
lights hanging everywhere, a smell of flowers in the air, and Ziven walks up to me.
He tugs my forehead against his. “Y our friends and mother are waiting to dress you,
and Hettie was the distraction. Today, you become mine in every single way, and |



become yours. We are getting married and mated, Storm. | do not want to fight this
war without knowing if | die, you are bonded to my soul the same as | am to yours.”
He looksinto my eyes. “ Say yes?’

There was never an inch of hesitance in my heart or soul. Only joy. “It's always yes.”
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Chapter Thirteen
Page Thirteen. Burn bright, my fire.

“ W here did you get this dress from?’ | ask my mother as | stare in the mirror,
completely lost in the gorgeous dress. | never liked dresses with colour, because they
reminded me of the slavery | grew up in, but this dress is pure white. It looks like a
cloud, and it is as soft as one. | might never be as pure as this colour, but it is fitting
for today. For Ziven and me, and the new start to our life that begins from this day.
We want forever, and | thought my wedding day would be simple. | don't need a
dress, or anything fancy, | just need Ziven. | only want him. But, this dress is
unmistakably the prettiest thing I’ve seen in a long time. | was surprised by all the
planning Ziven has been doing behind my back to get this wedding ready today, and
he has been conspiring with my mother. | can’'t tell anyone how happy it makes me
feel to see them both getting along so well.

She smiles at me, touching my cheek. “I made it and it mirrors the same one | wore to
my own wedding. Admittedly, it is better. It took a long time, years, but being a
seamstress was always how | put a bit of extra money away, even back in the breeder
camp.” She touches the soft fabric, and | admire it right along with her. She spent the
last hour making adjustments to my size and fixing loose ends, and | thanked her a
million times, even when she said to stop.

It's beautiful—white, with layers and layers of delicate fabric, held together with a
bodice in the middle that pushes up my chest and is laced at the back. The dress falls
to my feet, moving with me, and my shoulders are bare. | know my mother has seen
some of the vampyre scars | have when | got changed, but she did nothing but tell me



how brave | am. It was healing; some deep part of me needed my mother to look at
me with nothing but love, no matter how broken | might be. | don’t think of myself as
broken anymore. No, I’'m healed now, but the scars are not forgotten. They are there,
like cracks smoothed over in a vase, noticeable, but no one really cares unless they
stare close. Only those | love will see | was ever broken. It's how | want that to be.

My hair is tied up in a complicated braid bun, thanks to Avaluna's expertise in
braiding, with a few strands curling around my face. “I didn't know why | started
making it,” she continues. “ Thisfabric...it'swoven from spiders’ cobwebs from deep
within the caves. It cost afortune to get even a small amount of it, as it takes days for
them to find the webs. But | worked, | did odd jobs because | wanted to make this
dress. | didn’t know you were alive, but something told me to make it, just in case. |
never thought I'd be lucky enough to be standing here on your wedding day,
watching you marry a man you are so in love with, who loves you just as much.” She
pauses with tears in her eyes. “I never told you much about your father. He
desperately wanted a better world for you. That was all he fought for—for you, for
me, for hisfamily. Being powerborn, oh, he hated his life before we met. We both did
in our own way, but he needed a reason to fight, a reason to live. He said it was me,
and then he saw you, and that was it. He had two reasons. The day you were born, the
moment | first saw you, is not something I'll ever forget, and | vowed to the deities
that | would not ever leave you. | know it was the same for him, even when he left
thisworld. | know he never...” Shetrails off, then shakes her head. “Thisis your day.
My beautiful daughter, becoming a queen, and | wanted to share something your
father used to say about us.”

| wait. “That fire lurks in our souls, shines as bright as our hair, and one day it will
burn this world anew.” Her smileis so bright. “Burn this world anew, my daughter. A
gueen. A woman who never let thisworld dull her fire.”

“1 love you, mum,” | whisper through sobs. “And | wish my father got to see this
day...l wish | knew him.”



“l love you too. No tears, though.” She wipes my cheeks. My tears have aready
fallen, and she brushes them away. “I will tell you a thousand stories about your
father. One day, stories are all we have left of those we love. We cling to them and
share them. It keeps them alive.”

“Then tell me a thousand of him. Of you both.” | hug her tightly. “Thank you for
always fighting for me. Y ou taught me how to fight, even on your worst days. | am
blessed to have you.” She criesin my arms and | cry with her, knowing we needed
this moment to connect. | hear music playing from outside, a melodic sound, and it's
loud. “I think that’s our cue.”

“May | have a moment before you go?’ Daegan is standing in the doorway alongside
Catherine. “You look very nice, Story. I'm sure you want to throw me out, but |
promise I’ [l only take a minute of today from you and Ziven.”

“Leaveus, it'sokay,” | gently tell them both.

“We'll wait outside,” Catherine suggests as Daegan steps in and Catherine holds the
door until my mum has stepped out. | wipe my wet cheeks with the back of my hands
as Daegan awkwardly stares at me.

He steps closer. “1 wanted...”

“1f you have anything bad to say, please don’'t,” | cut in. “Please don’'t, Daegan. This
IS the happiest day of my life, and | don't want it tainted with anything bad, like us
arguing. If you're here as my ex, wanting me to choose another path, then I'll
personally kick your royal ass off the nearest cliff. | choose him in this lifetime, in
every lifetime | am blessed to live.”

“Thisisfor you.” He hands me a small silver box with along breath. “Before, when
royals got married, they would accept tokens from older families. It was said that if



you got married without a token, it was a sign of bad luck against your entire
marriage and you wouldn’t be blessed with children. Ziven doesn’t have any family
to give him a token, other than Hettie, and she’'s too young to understand this.” He
continues to hold out the box. “I will never, in any of my lifetimes, make up for
anything | did. But | want to bless your marriage going forward. If you think that
means nothing, then you can leave it here. But for my parents, who would have given
Ziven something, for Ziven's parents, who definitely would have blessed him with
something too...take it. Please.”

| wordlessly take the box. | wasn't expecting any of that from him. “Why?’

“This bond between us is only afraction of what you have with Ziven, but | cherish it
because you remind me to feel. To not dip into the darkness and lose myself there. |
used the bond between you and me, and | lost anything we could have had. There
isn't aday that passes that | don’t wish | hadn’t. But | did and there will not be a day
in my life that | do not try to be better. I'm sorry, and that is why.” He exhales
slowly. “Enjoy your wedding, Story. The girl who reads, the girl who was broken and
used, is becoming afierce queen. The books you love will be written about you. They
will write your story to inspire millions long after we have all left this world. | just
don’t want to be remembered as avillain.”

“Thank you,” | tell him softly. | think thisisthe first time I’m seeing the real Daegan.
“1 wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t done what you did. | might never be able to forgive
you for al of it, but we were bound together in away I’ [l probably never understand.
But for what it’s worth, | accept your gift, your token.” He walks to the door. “Please,
do come to the wedding. Y ou are invited. You are our guest.”

He nods his head. | catch a glimpse of a smile on his face before he dlips out the door.
| open the box, finding a bracelet inside—pure diamonds al the way around in a
circle. Each one of them is shaped like a sun and amoon, side by side, asone. | clip it
onto my wrist, dliding it so it fits perfectly, before looking at my reflection in the



mirror just once. Peace. It's a token of peace and it matches my dress too. | don’t
spend another moment in my mother’s hut, because he is waiting for me. My king,
my mate and my future. Outside, the lights are everywhere, above every house,
twinkling like stars. As | get closer, | realise they’ re moons, crafted out of glowing
green fabric, but so bright they almost ook white.

Mum walks on one side of me, Catherine on the other as we go down a path marked
on the ground with petals. They sway against the bottom of my dress, and | can
barely keep from crying more when we move toward the centre of town, where a
large platform has been built with five archways forming a circle. The arches are
covered in beautiful, vibrant blue flowers, and in the centre stands Ziven. The love of
my life. So many people are gathered all around the arch, and Hettie is the only one
standing on the platform under one of the arches. She smiles at me so widely, and my
mother finally lets me go, glancing at me once before staying behind with Catherine.

| touch Hettie's hand as | walk past, squeezing her fingers for just a second before
stepping forward to Ziven, who waits in the centre of the circle.

He's wearing a white shirt tucked into his rider trousers—clean, but the best he can
do when clothes are rare here. But none of it matters when his eyes lock onto mine,
His gaze travels slowly down my dress and back up, heat spilling through my body at
the intensity of his stare. His eyes flicker to the bracelet for a second, but he says
nothing. | step into the circle of flowers on the ground with him. He leans in slightly.
“1 cannot wait to get that dress off you, but you are the most beautiful woman | have
ever seen. | thought | saw the most beautiful woman yesterday when you woke up
and smiled at me, but every day, you beat yourself in my eyes.”

“Charmer.” | blush under his stare, under the pressure of his gaze, and | know that
will never change for us. “You're going to have to tell me what to do,” | whisper,
feeling nervous in case | do something wrong, as silence settles over the crowd like a
wave coming in from the sea.



The officiant steps forward and I’ve never met him, but Ziven nods his head in
greeting. “ Greetings to you both. | heard there was a wedding, and | wished to offer
myself as officiant as my family has done every marriage here, and | am fluent in the
old rituals of dragon rider marriages and royals. Are you both ready?’

Ziven looks right at me, right into my soul. “I’ ve never been ready for anything more
than this moment.” Deities, | love this man.

The officiant waves to the circle in the centre of the platform. “Please stand facing
each other and hold hands.”

Ziven shows me how, crossing our arms over and joining them in the middle. | realise
he must remember this from the Moon Dynasty, from weddings so many years ago. |
know he wishes his family were here, his parents and his sister. His eyes turn to
Hettie for a second, and | squeeze his fingers. He has family here and, soon, | will be
his family too. A single scale, one made of glittering silver, is pressed on top of our
joined hands. Magic bursts from it, wrapping our armsin glowing red and black binds
that look like smoke.

“We join together these two under the watchful eye of all the deities in the sky. We
ask that their days be long and their nights be short. We ask that they know love,
eternal and true. We ask that they be watched over, both in their health and in the
days when they are closer to the deities than any fae would like.” | don’t look away
from Ziven. “May time stand still as these two become one—one soul, one flight to
the deities together, one entwined soul and one entwined life.” The red and black
shadows spread up my arms, but to me, there is only him and me. Timeless, endless
and everything I’ve wanted since | fell in love with him. Our relationship has always
been complicated and messy, filled with so many trials that pushed us apart, but in
the end, we fought together to win.

“Do you, Story Dehana of the Twilight Dynasty line, mark your soul to the Moon



Dynasty king to serve as a royal, as a queen of the Moon Dynasty until your last
breath?’

| don’t hesitate. “Yes.”

“Then, King Ziven Moonsilver of the Moon Dynasty, do you take Story Moonsilver
as your queen, now and forever?’ he asks Ziven.

Ziven touches my cheek. “Until my last moment in thisworld.”

“Then may the deities and every living creature bless this holy binding of souls and
royals.”

The officiant’ s voice starts to fade away, but it doesn’t matter. The second the words
are spoken, Ziven crashes his mouth onto mine, taking claim of every bit of methat is
his. Cheers erupt from the crowd, along with music and laughter and joy, but | hold
onto him. | hold onto my source of happiness like | plan to forever. | laugh as Ziven
holds me tightly, joy and happiness flooding through my body. He lifts me into his
arms and carries me through the crowd as they throw delicate flower petals into the
air, drifting down around us like falling stars.

All | can doislook at my husband. There is music playing, laughter, and celebrations
as he carries me through the town. But | can tell—he wants me alone, and | don'’t
disagree. He walks us straight back to our hut, and he closes the door behind us with
akick of hisfoot. “I could have stayed, danced, celebrated.”

“After,” he promises, dropping me onto the bed. “But first, | want to give you this
aone.”

He pulls out a box, old and weathered with time, and he clicks it open to show me a
ring—a beautiful ring. “Where did you possibly get that?’



“1 couldn’t get your crown for today, but thisis my mother’sring. | always kept it on
me, just in case you agreed to marry me. Please wear it and remember me every time
you look at it.” | offer him my hand. Remember him? It ailmost sounds like he plans
to go away somewhere, when there isn’'t achance I’m letting him go. He slides it onto
my wedding finger, and | admire it in the firelight—the stunning black diamond
surrounded by small, shimmering gemstones. Each gemstone is a different shade of
grey and white, though I’'m unsure of their exact name. Each is shaped like a moon,
circling the diamond in the centre.

“It's an heirloom of my dynasty,” he tells me as he touches it. “ There was one more
moment | wanted us to be alone for. Let me put the mark on you and finally take you
asmy mate.” My heart races. “Where do you want to put the mark?’

“Here.” | take his hand and place it directly at the centre of my chest. Closing my
eyes, | trust him completely. All | feel iswarmth, a slight sting, and then...something
else deegp within my soul as it clicks into place, like this was the irrevocable part of
me | was missing. When | look down, a moon mark now rests on my skin, right next
to my heart. It's perfect. Like it was always meant to be there. Like | was always
destined to be part of the Moon Dynasty.

He kisses me softly, gently, but the second kiss is not gentle at al as his hands find
the lace at the back of my dress. He pulls at it, loosening it until the fabric falls from
my body, pooling a my feet, leaving me bare before him. Ziven sucks in a deep
breath as he watches me, his eyes dark with hunger.

“Mating,” he murmurs. “I gather you have no idea about the technical side.”

“You're going to haveto explainit to me,” | ask, heat pooling between my legs.

“It's words said when we're intimate, and an exchange of blood before. The old fae
used to do it by biting. Even when there were no vampyres, that was our way of



mating. | don’t want to ever bite you,” he vows, and | nod in agreement. Biting would
throw me back to before, to my life | escaped, and I’'m not sure I'll ever be able to do
that. He turns slightly, reaching for something on the bedside table, and | grin as | see
it. A black and red jewelled dagger. He' s thought of everything. “A cut on our hands
will be better,” he continues. “We can join them together when you’ re ready for this.
For us.”

| reach up and take the dagger from his hands, dragging the blade lightly across my
palm—a shallow cut, but blood pricks. He does the same with a smirk only Ziven can
pull off.

“You sure?’ he asks. Like he needs to hear me say it. Hear me confirm my choices.

“Husband, there was never a moment | wasn't sure about us.” We press our hands
together at the same time, our blood mixing, and in that moment, something feral
takes over him.

He pulls me to him in away that screams mine. There is nothing short of a passionate
kiss as his lips devour me, as he digs his hands into my hair—not roughly, not enough
to hurt me, but enough to show me that I'm his, that I’ ve always been his. | couldn’t
be more certain of anything else in the world, other than | love him. If this world is
going down in flames and blood, | will be at his side. Ziven pushes me down on the
bed, kneeling between my legs as | watch him. Without saying a word, without even
touching me right now, the way he looks at my body sets me alight. He slowly
undoes the buttons of his shirt, too slowly for my liking. But there's a smirk on his
perfect lips, a smirk that tells me he knows exactly what he's doing, as he does each
and every button, my heart racing at the darkness of his eyes, the way he looks down
at me, at the outline of him that | can seein histrousers. His moon ear piercings catch
the light of the flames from the fire, but throughout the smoke, all | can smell is his
scent. The oakwood and moss, mixed with the scent of arider. Fire. It makes every
drop of my blood buzz for him. | want to touch his soft, short dark hair and the



shadow of a beard growing through, which makes him look slightly older in looks, at
least. Are the fae from the mansion aging now? | assume so, and it means we could
grow old together in this world and die in it too. As long as he is with me, death
doesn’t scare me one hit.

Watching him as he pulls off his shirt is devilish, his chest is not soft anywhere. In
fact, not much of himis. There is nothing but chiseled muscles, and his new markings
swirling around every inch of tight skin. The dragons move slowly, so slowly if |
look at them | can see it; otherwise, it just looks like he has hundreds of markings of
so many dragons. | find myself tracing him over the musculature of his forearms up
to his muscled shoulders, down his chest past his pecs to the deep V-line and the
ripples of muscles that disappear into his trousers, along with alight graze of hair that
| want to see all the way down.

He undoes his belt and makes me watch as he slowly pushes them off, standing up off
the bed to take them off completely until there’s no clothing between us, but yet he's
still so far away. | curl afinger in the air. “Come here, husband.”

“1 used to like the name Ziv,” he murmurs, kneeling back onto the bed, kneeling
before me. Deities, | like it when he kneels before me, especially now. | can see every
inch of him and | see that a brilliant, proud man who has done everything for me is
overwhelming. | love him so much. “But | think | enjoy the title husband far more,”
he murmurs, his deep voice promising pleasure only he can give me, sends shivers
down my spine. He lifts my leg onto his shoulder and his lips twitch. All amusement
is gone when he drifts his eyes down my body, past my breasts and to my core. He
kisses down to my knee and then to my inner thigh, and my heart races harder,
louder, even more as he pushes my thighs apart. Ziven looks down at me in a way
that’ s nothing short of hungry. The groan that leaves his lips as he’' s down kissing my
thigh is music to my ears. There is something about hearing his pleasure, even when
he isn’t inside me, that | need to hear. one torturous kiss at a time until he finds my
core, and he presses a kiss there that sends electric buzzing all the way through my



body. | gasp as he parts me, and slowly rolls his tongue around my clit. More torture,
more teasing and it feels like he's savoring every moment. It's a game I’m happy to
play because we both win at the end. “I’'m going to very much enjoy caling you
mate.” He swirls his tongue more. The vibration of him speaking against me is just
getting me close to—*“Or wife.” | moan as he swirls his tongue faster this time. His
hands grip my thighs tightly, locking me in place. “But perhaps, knowing that our
souls are bonded... it doesn’t matter what | call you anymore, Storm. Just that you're
mine.”

He doesn’t make me wait any longer as he glides two fingers into me, finding me
completely soaked for him and swirls his tongue faster, sucking and nibbling at the
same time, sending me into a frenzy. | grip the headboard of the flimsy bed, holding
onto it tightly as | moan, as | crash into an orgasm that feels like it burns my body
from the inside out. My back arches, and he's ferocious, pulling out every inch of
pleasure from me before he sits up, still on his knees, and picks me up to him. Ziven
sits on the bed, pulling me against him, and his hard cock runs right up against me.
His head drops back and there's something so sexy about sitting on the lap of my
mate, even when we' re not joined, and seeing him nearly loosing it.

“Ziv,” | whisper, brushing my fingers down his cheek. | lift my hips, kneeling over
him. He watches me, looking deep into my eyes as | slowly drop down an inch at a
time onto his cock until he's fully inside me, until | feel full in away that’s the best
way possible to be. His hands slide down my back slowly, while grabbing my ass and
pulling me up and slamming me back down again and again and again as he looses all
control and | enjoy every second of it. | moan as the sound of us fills the room until |
can see he's splitting with the control that he's trying so hard not to let go. “Tell me
what to say to be your mate,” | moan, unable to help myself.

Ziven, my husband, grips the back of my neck, my nipples rubbing against his chest
every time | slam up and down on his cock. “Take me as your mate, in front of the
deities. Let all that are listening entwine our souls.”



| repeat his words, breathless, moans escaping through every word that escapes me. A
connection like nothing else building within my soul, burning and binding me to him.
His eyes seem to glow with it too, as he kisses me, deeply absorbing every moan as |
ride him. Harder, faster, both of us chasing our pleasure, but | need this never to end.
Like we will never end. Our souls are one, in front of the deities, and | dare them to
try to part us now. My orgasm burns through me like a fire, touching every inch of
me until I’'m blinded by it. Gripping my hips tightly, Ziven groans as he finds his own
release. We breathlessly both come down from the moment together, his forehead
resting against mine. “You're mine.”

His soft laugh sends shivers across my skin. “You're my mate, but I’ ve always been
yours. Doesn’'t matter what titles are between us. Everything | am isyours.” He softly
brushes his lips across mine. “I’ve loved you for so long, Story. But it doesn’'t feel
like long enough. 1 want an endless future with you. One where it’s just me and you.”

“We'll have that,” | say, raising my hand to stroke his cheek. He leans into my hand.
“Tonight is ours and we face tomorrow, and the war, when the sun rises.” | whisper.

“When the sun rises.” He vows. | grin as he kisses me again, pushing me down onto
the bed and he makes every minute of the night count. Once | thought | wasn't
beautiful because | was scarred, because it wasn't just the outside scars, it was what
was rotting on the inside. | thought the vampyres tainted me, they changed who | was
deep below. But Ziven showed me that nothing can change who you are—no one can
scar your soul enough that it warps it into something unbeautiful. No. My husband
showed me that there’ s always something worth living for.
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Chapter Fourteen

Page Fourteen. He is gone, and this book...how can | show her the failures of her
father?

| toss and turn in the sheets, rolling over and over again until | realise that I'm lying
on the ground, deep within the forest, right before the mansion, and there are the
brightest yellow and silver flowers blooming right in front of my face. | turn over,
staring up at the mansion in the brightness of the moonlight shining down on it. The
glass top shimmers in the light, and it is stunning like this. It stands so tall, towering
above me—not derelict, not broken, not burnt down like | imagine it is now. No, the
towering mansion looks as if it has been freshly built. The bricks shine, the gates rise
tall behind me as | stand up. Rows of perfect flower and garden formations line the
pathway to the steps, to the door, with dragon statues perched aong the path.

My heart races as | see a woman tending to the flowers, and something about her
makes me stare, as goose bumps prickle my skin. She is pale, her skin like pureice,
and her hair matches the same, falling in wispy strands all the way to the floor, but
her hands are painted red, along with a strange red mark on her right cheek. When she
lifts her eyes, | freeze. Her eyes are white, no pupil or iris, just white and all-seeing.
She looks so familiar, and | know why. She is the deity I’ ve prayed to, begged for
help, asked to save me. | know it in my blood, and she looks like Ziven.

“1t’ s about time we saw one another,” she whispers, her voice as soft as lullabies sung
to babies in the dead of the night.

“Who are you?’ | whisper. My voice echoes, sounding odd—Iike it doesn’t belong to



me in this strange place. I'm dreaming, | have to be, but it's more than that. This
placeis alive with magic, tempting and pushing, and | simply don’t exist here.

“You pray to me. Many do, even when my sisters are locked away and my power is
not—not at my strength without them. You chose to walk away, and that was not
your choice, Story Dehana.” She looks up at the moon. “I do not have a name that fae
like you can pronounce or call me. | am simply one of the three.” Her eyes look like
the moon, so bright in the night. “I am not a being, not a thing to be named. | am a
deity. A magic bound into a form that comforts you. | have blessed your birth,
watched your life, and lent you my power. Y our magic is mine.”

“My name has changed. | am married now,” | correct her because | don’t know what
else to say to that claim of hers. Suddenly, sheisin front of me. | jump back, but her
hands grab onto my arms. She doesn’'t hurt me like 1I’d expect her to; instead, she
simply stands there, making it hard to look away from her. Her sisters would have
hurt me by now, and | learnt from them never to trust a deity.

She closes her eyes. “They were once kinder than even myself.” When she opens her
eyes, her lips are pressed into a thin line. “When you wake, do make the right
choice,” shewarns. “You're playing in agame of power that is much stronger—much
more than you can possibly understand. | set things in place when the curse was set. |
wove my power into the land to make your soul exist and be bound to the sun and
moon heirs. United. My sisters are locked away from me, and | chose you to change
it. The sun, the moon, the stars. Light, dark, and the shadowy grey between
them—it's all the same. All three. Only one can undo the errors of the past.” She
touches my hair, and a single strand turns the brightest of white. “When you wake,
make the right choice and make a future of peace for usto bless again.”

She pushes me back, and | gasp as | wake up, reaching for Ziven, for him to chase
away my nightmare and remind me what is real, but my fingers find nothing but cold
stone lined with dirt. My eyes widen as | look up to see the book—the deity



book—right in front of my face, hovering above a puddle. Next to it, a box floats in
the air with its sister held inside. The box and this room were laced with protective
spells, and this shouldn’'t be happening. My mouth is dry as | crawl backward,
shaking my head as | look for a door, but there isn’t one to be found. There's no way
out. Eventually | know | don’t have a choice but to speak to it. “How did you break
the spells and get me here? Are you the reason for the dream of the deity?”

“My sister’s power overtakes the sun and moon,” the book answers in that female
voice. “My sister cannot touch us. The one that’ s always been free and not tainted by
any of this has left you before us to make the right choice and set us free, to be with
her in the skies once more.”

“No,” | snap. That is not happening.

I’m surprised when the voice that speaks to me is different, and my eyes drift to the
box, to the book that is somehow speaking to me. “When you beg us deities for help,
does it come?’

| think of al those who have prayed, of al the horrors | have seen, a million times
over—including ones done to myself.

No, because we are not free. “She cannot alter our path, cannot change it. If she did,
she would be no better than the vampyres we want to overthrow. We deserve to be
free,” | whisper. “Every single one of us, and it'swhat | fight for, alongside my mate.
We want a world where my life isn't on repeat for thousands of blood slaves, for all
the daves. It has to stop.”

I’m not sure which one of the books speaks, their voices are similar now. | know it's
not what they sound like; they are using the voice for me. “And what isit you believe
you deserve?’



“My life with Ziven. | fought for us.” | rise to my feet, but | do not want to fight with
them anymore. Because, despite everything, | actually pity them, both of them,
because they are like this and it’s clearly sent them mad. They are trapped within the
pages of a simple book—powerful deities that we once worshipped. “Y ou once loved
us fae and helped us. | wastold about how fae loved you all.”

“We loved you once,” she tells me. “And you loved us. You built temples and
statues. You prayed to us, and we blessed you with everything you asked for. If you
could not conceive a child, we found a way to bring children who had no parents to
those. If their crops failed to grow, we wove them fresh fish in the rivers and animals
to hunt so they would not starve. When the water from the mountains was tainted
with poison, we broke a new waterfall into the mountain with clear water to fix this.
When you were sick with illnesses, no one thought you would survive. We kept you
alive. We saved your children. We granted your kind long lives of high health. And
we did so as a gift because we enjoyed the joy on your faces and in your hearts...and
then you did thisto us.”

“l didn’'t,” | remind her, my heart hurting for them. They were our deities, and we
betrayed them. “I wouldn’t ever have done that to you, and not many would. We are
not evil. | am here, still debating helping you when you hurt my friend.”

“A mistake in anger.”

“Look into my mind,” | challenge. “You've been there often enough now and see
what your mistake did and cost. She was innocent.”

“What | see in your mind is love.” She exhales sharply. “And that makes you very,
very risky to make any sort of deals with, Story Dehana.”

“Why?" | tempt fate by asking.



“Because your mateis dead.”

She shoves into my mind, forcing me to see the truth, and it kills me. | see Ziven—his
body dying, absorbing too much power until his heart stops. | scream as time stops,
and he dies right in front of me, and | can't move as | watch dragons, one by one,
tearing him apart, only to use magic like shadows to fix him. Mark him. My heart
plummets into my stomach. | reach for him, desperate—only to grasp at nothing but
thin air. | stumble back, breath hitching, before | realise—I am still in this room with
the books. | dig my feet in and stop. “That isn’t true.”

“Itis. I will not lie to you. You cannot lie to me.” | swear there is empathy in her
voice, and | hate it. Ziven can’'t be dead...l would know it. Magic, no matter what,
couldn’'t hide that from me. But | felt him go, felt the bond empty out into nothing,
and then he was back, and we can’t talk in our minds. We... Was that why? Not this
place...but what he did to save me and his people. He took too much power from the
shadow dragons, and they took his life for it. “The time is coming for the war, and
when the war is over, the dragon’s magic will fade. His body will not survive
it—neither will his soul. He has nothing tethered to this world anymore, and he took
the power and the deal, knowing he would die and only get these moments with you.”

“No.” | shake my head, wanting to step back, but | can’'t. My feet feel rooted into the
stone. And | know—I know—she's not lying. | can feel she’s not lying.

“You have a choice. A choice that has been foreseen for thousands of years.” Her
voice snaps me back from the feeling taking over my body. A desperate feeling.

“What choice?’
She continues. “Y ou have two futures. One—the war that never truly began and was

won from the start. The war stops when you make the deal to turn the vampyres back
into fae, one by one. It would drain us of our power, what is left. But we would make



it to be free. It would cost you everything.” Everything. My everything is him, and
that is too high a cost to lose. | won't lose him. “And the other future is this.” She
brushes into my mind like a storm, and | don’t fight her. | am in a warm library,
painted black with silver bookcases and glass moons, hundreds of them, hanging
from the ceiling high above me. The library is multi-levelled and rich with books,
setting my soul on fire just thinking about reading them all. It's bigger than the
mansion’slibrary, and | just want to stare and stare. A laugh from a boy jolts my head
up, and | see him, wrapped up in Ziven's arms, and they are both laughing. The boy
has red hair and bright silver eyes as he looks down with a moon marking on his
neck.

“Mum!” he cals out, waving wildly. “Mamal”

| raise my hand and wave, feeling someone else holding my other hand as Ziven's
eyes search for me. | look down and see a little girl—she' s older than the boy, maybe
ten, maybe a little older. Her hair is aso the brightest red, but black streaks run
through the front, braided back neatly in away my mum used to do for me. “Y ou said
there was a new book, something found deep in the South that you read a week ago
and thought of me. Mama, are you okay?’

“What's your name?’ | breathe out, and | barely get to touch her face with my
fingertips before she begins to fade away. | take in how she looks—the perfect
mixture of Ziven and me. She looks like the boy | saw in the other vision with Emyr
but something is different about her, strange. The name Mama rings over and over in
my head as | open my eyes, and | stare at my fingertips. “No!” The girl, my future
daughter, is gone. Not that she ever existed, but sheisn't here. | am suddenly right in
front of the book, my fingers reaching out, hovering just aboveit.

“That is the second future.” It amost warns.

“1 can’t have children, and you must lie. Thisiscruel.” | shake my head.



“You carry a child right now.” She brushes off my concern and reveals something
impossible. | can barely move, barely take in her words as my hand drifts down to my
stomach. It'sall | ever wanted—a child. A child with Ziven.

“Promise me,” | whisper. “On everything that makes you a deity, that you're not
lying to me, because | already know you can be cruel.”

“lI vow it on my power and my sisters existence. | sense the life inside you. New,
innocent and real. | want to be free, and | want my sister free.” A warm breeze blows
around me. “Make your choice. You can ask me to turn the vampyres back with my
sister or ask usto save King Ziven.”

“If | ask you to save Ziven, I'm condemning millions to death, and | am his queen
now. Their blood would be on my hands,” | whisper, staring at the book, my mouth

drying. “I can’t make this choice like this, not without something more.”

“What if | told you there' s another way?’ she coaxes me. “But...there will be a price
for power. | will give you something to win the war.”

My hand tightens over my stomach. Not me, but her. A warning of what the price
will be. “You're telling me you'll take the child from me?’

“Not take,” she corrects. “ Send on a divine path when they come of age.”

| double-check. “A path that is without danger?’

“No life will be without danger. She will be god-touched.”

| take another step closer to the book, tasting its power in the air. “ And what does that
mean?’



“You will see—if you choose Ziven.” She waits, her voice steady in my mind. One
word. One choice. Vampyre or Ziven. “What is your choice?’

As sefish asit is, as desperate as it is, | would choose him over the world a million
times. Because there isn't a world without him for me. | have tried everything.
Everything for alife with him, and if it makes me a monster to choose him, then it
does. | love him and he has already chosen me and given his life for a chance to save
me. | will always be his, and heis mine. “Ziven.”

Magic explodes around me and it’s bright, dangerous and unholy to witness. The box
opens with a click the moment | touch it. The two books slam together with a smack
that shakes the very ground beneath my feet, and then—I free fall into the magic,
knowing nothing and everything all at the same time.

The deities are free.
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Chapter Fifteen
King Ziven
Page Fifteen. | will find away to save her when her father couldn’t. | miss him.

| rip the door open with shadows, knowing this is where she was last because she is
my queen, my mate, and there is nowhere in this world she could go that | wouldn’t
be able to track. Whatever is left of my soul and existence is hers, and | know she
wouldn’t willingly leave my side. The only magic left other than the power of the
dragons is these evil books, and they have always been too interested in my mate.

Story was here. | can smell her in the air, but there is no blood in the empty room.
The books are gone, but they didn’'t hurt her. Giant cracks are split across the walls,
and the room darkens with my power, grey shadows bursting out the edges with my
fury. They took my bride on your wedding night. They took her from me, and fuck
those deities. They aren’t going to exist if they have hurt her.

Daegan rushes in to my side, half-asleep till, but he is wide awake when he sees the
books are gone. “Sheisn’t here, is she?’

The bond between them will irritate me to the end of my existence, but right now, |
don’t care. “ Story and the books are missing.” | turn. “I have to go after her and?>—"

He grabs my arm, and the urge to throw the asshole across the room is tempting me. |
can't think of anything but getting to Story, and he is lucky I'm restraining myself.
“If you leave without an army, you will lead our enemiesright to her. Don't. Just give



me an hour. We can wake everyone and be ready to fly to war. Don't damn the
people she loves to go after her when we both know your wife is more than capable
of dealing with this.” His eyes trace back to the room as he lets go. “Those books and
her, they are linked. The deities want her aive.”

| grit my teeth. “1?2—"

“You love her, but you trust her. | can sense she's still alive. Wait,” Daegan reasons.
“For your people and mine. | will beg if you need me to, Ziven. We were once
friends, and | promise you | will fight to fix this world. Let the Sun and Moon
Dynasty fly together one more time.”

When | dig, thisis al she will have left. A Sun king who she can never trust and a
bond that is an echo of what we were once. Now we are so, so much more. | need to
be with her, to explain everything, when the magic fades from me and | really die
again. | will meet the deity in the sky only when I’ ve said goodbye to her. Thisis all
for her. She wouldn’t have just left. | know that. We do everything together and she
wouldn’'t have put those books together and freed them. It doesn't make sense. My
every instinct, my love for her, wants me to tell him to fuck himself, but Hettie steps
into the light of the doorway, alongside Calix. My shoulders drop as she yawns. “I
felt like | had to wake up. The dragons are loud.”

Calix frowns, tilting his head in Hettie's direction. “She ran off, and | chased her
here. Where is Story?”’

| reach for my dragon, commanding him to get ready. | roughly grab Daegan’s arm. |
used to trust this fucker, and even when so much shit happened between us, | found it
hard to imagine killing him. | could have done it a million times over for things he
has done, the worst involving my sister and Story, but fuck, the bond makes sure |
don’t. Heis bonded to my mate, and | believe heis her friend. She wore atoken from
his dynasty on our marriage day, and I've seen that bracelet before. It was his



mother’s, and to give it to her...fuck, it got to me. “Our dynasties fly as one. Ready
them and we use the plan. The war ends this day.”

Daegan knows. He must know. Thisisthe only chance | will ever give him. “The sun
is slowly rising—it’s the best time for us to fight. It'll be at least eight hours before
nightfall. If we go now, we'll still have some daylight before they can ready their
Silkvir to fly. We can burn the vampyres.” We begin planning as we walk out, and |
tell Calix the plan and command him to leave Hettie with the other children in hiding
until we are back. She fights him as he carries her away, but | can’t focus on my niece
when Story needs me, when sheis out there and | need her more than | can breathe.

“1 will send the shadow dragons with you under your command. If you find Story in
that city, you save her.” | make sure Daegan understands. | know she isn't that far,
but magic like nothing I’ ve ever seenisat play, and | can't trust she will stay close.

“Sound the alarms. We go to war!” Daegan roars to the town, and bells ring loud. |
block out everyone rushing around me as | return to our hut, throwing on my
weapons, tightening my armoulr.

Something feels off. A strange sensation builds within my soul—like a crack, a deep
fracture, since | made that deal. | did it for her and | don’t regret it. | don’t think it's
possible to ever regret sacrificing my life for her. Every moment I’ve had up to our
marriage—Ilast night—felt like cheating death. Like | was given blessed moments,
and | cherished every one of them. How could | not? | know she will be angry when
she finds out, but the world will be free. Vampyres will be on the run and hunted
unless they bend to us. | want a new world for her, and she can live init. | promised
to keep her safe, and this is the only way | could do that now. I’ ve lost too much in
my life to expect a happy life at the end of this war. Story, my mate, being in my life,
was always a special gift that | never knew | needed to fedl alive. Not even death can
part us. | hope she knows that. | remember her under me last night, our mating. The
word mate | whispered in her ear as| felt her tighten around me. | could be hers for a



lifetime, and it still would not be enough time.

“Where is your mate?’ my dragon questions when | climb onto him.

“Gone.” | climb higher onto his back until | settle between his thorns and grip the
scales in front of me. Riding him reminds me of Brythan and, fuck, I miss him. |
already let him down, and | will not let her down too. “And we're going to find her
for one last flight, my dragon. | command you, and you will all fly to war with me.”

My dragon roars, and the ground shakes under us. A roar cry for war. For the world
the dragons want too. I’ve seen their young, understood they want peace almost as
much as the fae do. A world where neither of us are hunted for just existing.

| don’t command him to take off. Not yet. Not as other riders mount their dragons on
every inch of clear ground, but no dragon lands near mine, the scary fucker. It takes
an hour, just like Daegan predicted, and my skin is itching to find her as | see Calix
mounting his dragon next to me, and | know it hurts him to leave Avaluna behind
when she is this vulnerable. The vampyre king dies on this day, and then he can get
back to her.

Eyes turn to me, countless riders watching me, and many of them are from the Sun
Dynasty. They aren’'t looking to their king but me. | know | can’t take off yet. Not
without saying something. Many dragons roar, the sound splitting through the air
until they all go silent. The silence echoes across the cliffs, and even the other
dragons don’t dare move under the shadows moving around them. Our shadows.

| take a deep breath. “A final fight that will mark us as saviours and liberators to the
fae, who have never had anyone fight on their side,” | shout, my voice steady. “A
fight for those who have been trapped. For those who were imprisoned in the
mansion. For al those who have spent a lifetime as a slave. But today—with our
dragons—we have a chance. A chance to remake the world that was stolen from us



by the vampyres, and we will claw it out of their hands. With fire and death. We will
demand our world back and free our people.” | lift my arm. “For the dynasties! For
the fae, and for afree fucking world!”

A thunder of roars answers me. | lean down, gripping the reins, and my dragon jumps
off the edge of the cliff. He spreads his wings wide and dives straight down through a
tunnel. I'm followed by Calix and the riders from the Moon Dynasty. Then come the
shadow dragon riders, thirty in total, those I’ ve managed to pair with beasts of their
own. They’'re not great riders, but they don't need to be. Not when their dragons
breathe pure fire. All they have to do is hold on and guide. We shoot out of the tunnel
and into the bright sky. | don’t care about anything but her as | reach for Story.

| feel nothing but awall of fire between our souls. A fire that burns deep inside me.

She' swest.

| know it.

That’ s where the vampyres are. Could the vampyre prince have taken her? No, | snarl
to myself.

“Towar!” | shout at the sky. The sun rises, burning in the sky with reds and oranges
like it knows, but as | look up, | see something new. Three bright, massive stars shine
around the moon that is fading under the brightness of the sunlight, and they are
casting their red, orange and pink light in dancing waves across the sky. Like a
celebration.

If thisis my last day in this world...I will spend it fighting for her, making sure she
survives this, because nothing else matters to me. This world needs a reader like
Story Moonsilver as a queen because her story will rewrite it all. She rewrote my soul
after al, and it burns for her alone now. It always will.
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Chapter Sixteen
Page Sixteen. | failed, but deities, if you still believein love...please save her.

| wake up with my face pressed against moss—stony moss—and the wind blows
across me, carrying the scent of smoke in the air. Turning over, my head hurting like
I’ ve banged it a thousand times, | see the sky. The night sky and it is extraordinary.
Bright lights of reds, silver, yellows, and gold are dancing across the sky. I’ve never
seen anything likeit.

Screams echo in the air, just as a dragon swoops across the sky above me, blocking
out the light for a second, and then it is gone. What happened? My head hurts the
more | try to think about it, and a flash of light catches my eye. Not light. Silver. Like
moonlight. I lift my arms, blinking as | see silver marks swirling around my skin. |
know they’re everywhere, all over my body, even before | check. The marks are like
Ziven's, marking him as the King of the Dragons, but what do these make me? |
don’t just have dragon markings; | have other symbols of moons, suns and stars.
“You are our warrior, Queen Story Moonsilver, and these marks are a touch of our
power. With it, you have what you wish.”

What did | wish? Ziven. | touch my chest, knowing exactly what this means. Ziven is
going to live. Memories of everything that happened come back to me as | hear more
screams from a distance away, and | flinch. Ziven is alive and | need to get to him.
His soul ismine now. And mineis his. | can barely breathe as | reach for him through
our bond, and he is there, in the depths of my mind, like a shadow I’ ve longed to see.
“Where are you? What happened? When were you going to tell me that you were
going to die?”’



Silence for asecond. Then—*Story... Thank the deities. Where are you?’

There is so much relief in his reply, and | can feel him through the bond. He is
fighting nearby, and his relief makes my heart pound. I’ ve always been connected to
him, but this is so raw, so strong, and we are one and the same, now and forever. “I
made the deities link my soul to yours,” | speak to him, my voice shaking even in my
mind. “I woke up from our bed, and | was somehow in front of the books. We made
an agreement, a deal that | had to make to save you, and | am mad that you kept it
from me, that you took that power to save me, knowing the cost, but | only care that
you're alive right now.”

“I’d do it again.” His deep voiceis steady. “I’m not apologising for choosing the path
that was needed to win thiswar. To save you. | would save you again and again—and
never once apologise for it.” He pauses for along time and fear makes me want to run
to him, even if my body is currently reeling. | shakily try to stand and grab onto a
pillar to hold myself up. “What else did the deities take?’

Our child’'s future. | can barely think it, let alone tell Ziven yet. He will only blame
himself, and we have a war to win. | can’t get my mind wrapped around the thought
of being pregnant or how it even happened in the first place. “Ziven, we need to win
thiswar, or it isall for nothing.”

“We win or I'm flying with you and our people to safety. We won’t come back,” he
vows, even if | know he would hate himself forever for giving up on the fae and |
would, too. “Where are you? I’'m above the city, and | sense you to the north. The
city is burning, and the Silkvir are falling back. | see the vampyre king, but | am
turning?>—"

“No!” | shout. “Stay there and end this. | will come to you, and I’m fine.”

There's a stillness to the forest around me that cools my blood, and | don’t think I'm



alone. | don’'t know how |I've ended up at atemple, but it is now just broken pillars,
retaken by nature, clawed back in by ivy and thorns. The trees form a perfect circle
around the ruins, towering high, but they are trimmed back, and there is a clear
pathway to the south. To the burning city. The forest will no doubt burn too, and |
need to get moving before the smoke getsto me.

“l love you,” Ziven vows, like a vow of storms on a hot day. Vivid, strong, and
endless. Like us. “For the fae. For you. It's al for you, Storm.”

“l love you too,” | send back, and | push Ziven away in my mind, blocking him the
best | can—making sure he doesn’'t feel the sharp, cold fear that surges through me as
| see him step out of the forest.

Prince Emyr. He looks at me like he can hardly believe I'm here in front of him, and
neither can I. “l sensed you out here,” he says, voice smooth, eyes sharp. “ Smelled
you in the air, but | thought it was atrick...” There is a smile that sets my teeth on
edge. “Did you come back to me? Have you finally seen sense and remembered how
much you love me?’

| want to laugh and scream, to tell him that his hope is impossible. | am never to be
used again. Or fed on. | will be with Ziven, and only Ziven, forever. Something
breaks inside me as he looks at me with what | assume is how he thinks people in
love stare. | lift my arms as it begins to rain, slow drops at first, but the coolness of
the rain only fuels me. The silver markings on my body glow. Through my dark top
and leggings. Through the night, they glow bright enough to reflect in his eyes. |
smile as he shakes his head in disbelief. In fear. “What have they done to you?’

He moves fast—so fast. But it doesn’'t matter. He can’'t hurt me anymore. | saved a
part of my soul, through all the years of abuse and pain he caused, and that tiny piece
became a spark that burned into the woman | am now. The queen. The mate of King
Ziven of the Moon Dynasty. | became what | was always meant to be. Shadows like



Ziven's but brighter. Mine. They wrap around me in a protective shield, and Emyr is
thrown back when he gets close. The shadows swirl around my legs, turning
silver—bright like the moon. They are protecting me and it is effortless. The deities
gave me what I’ ve always wanted—a way to protect myself.

His eyes widen as he looks up from the ground where he was thrown. He looks at me
in fear, and if that isn't a blessing from the deities, then nothing ever will be. | never
had power, but | did have a deity watching over my every move. She made sure that
if 1 needed power, | could have it. | could borrow it for just a second—to protect
myself. The red light. All of it. It was her guiding me because they needed to be free.
The mistakes of my ancestors are undone, and now to truly free this world, the
vampyre king and prince, and all who stand with them, have to die.

“What have they done to you?’ He keeps ranting as he rises to his feet and steps
back. His Silkvir comes out of the forest, the stink of its rotten flesh hard to ignore as
it bares its teeth at me, and bones rattle with every thud on the forest floor. The glow
from its body, from the light somewhere within it, lights up everything in blue.

Emyr moves fast, stepping onto his dragon’s back and climbing up. “Come,” he
demands. “We can go. Fly back to my castle and forget all of this. | will forgive you
for al of it, Story.” He stares at me with the obsessive gaze I’'m used to seeing, used
to fearing, but | don’t anymore. He is one vampyre, and he is nothing. “1 knew when |
first met you that we were destined for each other and nothing would ever come
between us. | know I’ ve made mistakes, but | will change, and we can?—"

“No.” | speak the single word, a word he isn't used to hearing. “You think I'm
coming with you?’ | take a step forward, the shadows flaring higher around me. “I
am not your blood slave anymore. | am Story Moonsilver of the Moon Dynasty. | am
their queen and | am his mate. The only male | belong to is him, and he is a thousand
of what you could ever have been. | will forget you in time, and so will this world.
I’ll make sure no books speak your name. I’ll make sure you're a ghost forever, a



nameless prince who died in the war as nothing... Y ou should be terrified of me this
time, Emyr, because this world—the one | will remake with Ziven—will not include

you.

Dragons rush across the sky above, shadows streaking toward the city, and Emyr
screams my name as he leads his Silkvir towards me. My shadows make a wall
between us, and the Silkvir slams into it, but it doesn’t dent. It snarls, smashing and
attempting to crack the shadow wall, but nothing happens. Emyr is screaming and
shouting for his Silkvir to get to me, to kill me, but he can’t get close, and | smile as|
feel her.

A dragon crashes down through the rain clouds with a smack of thunder to hide her
dive—Maeve. She lands on the back of the Silkvir, with her claws cutting through the
Silkvir's back and rotten flesh, the bones collapsing under her weight. Her jaws snap
around his neck—teeth sinking deep—then she whips him into the air as Emyr leaps
off to the ground. He runs at me, samming himself into the shadow wall in a fera
rage, his eyes burning with hate as his Silkvir dies behind him. He doesn’t ook back
or care. It's my mother who lands behind him. My mother—who has never ridden a
dragon—and all | seeis her red hair as she lifts a dagger up. A familiar dagger. She
slamsit through his back, straight into his heart, and he silently gasps.

“For all the days you caused my daughter pain and for all the years you stole her from
me.” She pushes the dagger deeper, her voice steady, cold and merciless. “You stole
her and now you die for it, prince.” She twists the blade. “May the furious fires of the
deepest hell keep you company.” She rips the dagger free—then plunges it back in.
Deeper, and he screams this time, reaching for her, but my shadows snap around his
body in avise and hold him still.

| walk up to him and stare into his soul. He screams and screams and screams. “Y ou
lost.” And then—my shadows rip him apart. Into pieces. Into nothing but ash that
scatters into the wind, and he is gone. The male that caged me and abused me for so



many years of my life is gone. | never have to fear him again, and | know it will be
years until | can really accept that fact and understand it.

In onefina breath, I'm finally free.

My mother is windswept, her hair a mad mess like mine, and she wraps her arms
around me with a delightful laugh, clinging to me tightly. | laugh with her for a
second, only a second, and grin. “Y ou rode my dragon, mum.”

Maeve snorts from behind us, the Silkvir's dead body thrown into the forest in bones.
“1 knew we need the blood of fire and revenge to save you, my rider. Your mother is
very similar to you and demanded | bring her.”

“Thank you for letting her ride you,” | tell Maeve in my mind.

“Hettie woke me up and told me the dragons were going to war and you were
missing. | knew, other than that mate of yours, there was one being who would be
able to find you. My heart nearly stopped when she flew,” my mother says. “Hettie
knew the deities had something to do with your disappearance, but she wasn't sure
what. Tell me what happened,” she says, shivering, “while | warm up asecond, asit’s
cold on a dragon. You never mentioned the cold you feel to your bones, even in a
coat.”

| let out a breathless laugh, shaking my head. “1 know, but you get used to it.” | tell
my mum everything, leaving out the part about the baby because when | first say it
out loud to someone, it will be to Ziven. | want to see his smile, see hisjoy and livein
it for a while before we inform anyone else, even my mother. | want her advice, her
guidance, and then maybe | will find a way through this new adventure. | exhale,
steadying myself from my mother. “1 have to go to Ziven.”

“I'll be fine” My mother nods. “The town is that way. I’'m going to go into it—to



help the fae who will be fleeing from this war.”

| squeeze her hand. “Be careful, please.”

Maeve lowers herself to the ground for me, and | rush over, wasting no more time
here. | see my mother running into the forest, down the winding path, and | silently
send a prayer up to the deities to watch over her as they celebrate above. | hope my
mother is quick enough to lead others away from the fires. If anyone can lead
survivorsto safety, it’'s her.

The moment | settle, Maeve takes off—soaring straight into the sky—slamming into
a Silkvir who was coming right for us. Red scales and blood flash before me as she
spins around, and | barely hold on, my stomach twisting as she comes around with
the Silkvir in her mouth. The Silkvir screeches, and my ears sting from the noise,
which is dampened by the wind, along with the crunching of bones in Maeve's
mouth. Another comes at us, and this Silkvir is much smaller than her, making it easy
for her to knock into it. The force sends it crashing down into the forest below.

The bright light of the dancing colours in the sky makes it easy to see everything in
the night, and my heart clenches as | take in the devastation of the city. I've never
been to this city, not once, and it is grand. Or it was. The city is athousand pillars of
all different levels, with homes built around them, and most of them are burning like
torches in the night. Dragons and Silkvir fill the night, and with the storms, the heavy
rain that has soaked me to my bones, it looks like a nightmare. A war. Maeve' s voice
cutsinto my head. “Focus.”

Sheisright. Ziven. He was with the king, and if the king falls, the war is nearly won.
| sense Ziven near, and | search for him, looking around the sky to the left, away from
the main part of the burning city. Maeve follows my line of sight, and within a few
minutes, we find them. Ziven. His dragon is breathing unholy silver fire, trying to
catch a Silkvir that is just as massive as him. The Silkvir is burnt everywhere and



bleeding black into the air, but the shadow dragon Ziven rides is no better off. | lean
down. “Let’s go and finish this!”

Maeve shoots across the sky, straight for my mate. Ziven's shadows burn in the air,
writhing around them as the city below burns. Burns with dragon fire. Maeve lurches
up and we dive, spiralling toward them—toward the king's Silkvir.

Ziven and the king are locked in afight in the air, their dragons climbing higher and
higher with each beat of their wings. Shadows flare around me, falling like silver ink
through the air as we slam into the other side of the Silkvir, hitting the king’s Silkvir
with as much force as possible. | lurch, nearly falling backwards, but my fingertips
grab her scales, and | hold on with everything | have, even as the fear of falling this
high up makes me fedl sick. Maeve's claws rip down its back, but she can’t reach its
wings as Ziven's dragon turns around and comes back closer. The Silkvir pushes off
Maeve, dragging its teeth down her neck, and dragon blood pours down my arms. |
scream as sheroarsin pain. “Maevel”

The Silkvir gets free in her shock, but she doesn’'t give in, ignoring the pain, and she
shoots up after him in the sky.

More Silkvir flood around us, chasing us as we climb higher, and | ook down, seeing
Ziven's dragon fighting twenty of them off on his own. My mouth parts as | feel his
worry, his desperation for my safety like it's my own. “Don’'t chase him. It's what he
wants!”

The king fights them off, but Maeve is not going to stop. | know she won't. Ziven's
eyes meet mine through the chaos, and he roars as the Silkvir pile onto his dragon,
pulling him down in the sky, and soon we are higher than the clouds, we are in the
dancing lights, and they are blinding. Both our dragons swirl around each other,
flying higher and higher, so high we might touch the heavens themselves to join the
deities. The king is clinging to hisrotting beast like it's alifeline, like it can save him



from me, but it can’t. “Don’'t leave me, Mageve.”

It's the only warning | give her before | jump off her back, the air whistling in my
ears as | land straight onto the back of the king’'s dragon, my hands digging into its
bones, and | hold on tight as it snarls into the air, but it doesn’t stop climbing. | can’t
breathe as | look up at the king, who hasn’t noticed me. He is panting, holding onto
the saddle his Silkvir wears as the air literally runs out around us. | don’t have long.
My silver shadows coil around me as | climb, step by step, higher and higher, up the
rotting flesh and bones to the king. Every step, every stretch of my body hurts, and
I’m covered in sweat by thetime | get close.

The king turns at the last second, grabs my arm, yanking me in front of him and onto
the saddle. He flashes his teeth, his fangs, and snaps at me to bite, but my shadows
protect me first. They hit him like a thousand arrows, cutting through his body one by
one. His eyes widen in shock, and | punch him hard, just the way Ziven taught me.
His head snaps to the side, his grip loosening on the saddle. Maeve is there, latching
herself to the Silkvir and biting its belly below me. Going for its heart.

The king stops fighting me, and he just stares, like he's seen a ghost. Like that ghost
has finally come for him after all these years. | shout over the wind, over the crying
wail of the Silkvir. “I’'m sure you'll see her,” | whisper. “I'm sure she'll take you
straight to wherever the most rotten of souls go to burn for eternity. Y our son will be
there already.”

Magic—red magic—deity magic—explodes out of me. It burns through the king and
through what is left of the Silkvir below me, through everything, and red flames
consume the world, burning like a star in the dancing lights until there is nothing left
around.

And | fall.



The wind whips around me, the world flickering past in a blur, and | know, | just
know, I’'m going to die. Maeve is faling too, and she is too far, way too far, to get to
me. “I’m coming!” she screams in my mind, but we both know, just know, it will be
too late.

| think of him as | fall, as | can’'t breathe, and the pressure of the air feels like it's
tearing my body apart, destroying me from within. “Ziven, | will always love you. |
didn’t want us to end like this.”

“I will save you!” he growls. “Open your eyes, Storm.” | do and | see his dragon is
diving for me, far closer than Maeve. But they’re not close enough. “Nothing will
take you from me again.” His dragon moves with impossible speed, like the moon
itself is powering him, and seconds before the treeline, he catches me in its sharp
claws, but my head smacks into something hard, and darkness crashes over me like a
storm.

Init, | only seetheman | love.
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Chapter Seventeen
Page Seventeen. Thisisatrue account of the life of Pagen Dehana.

E verything's foggy when | open my eyes, but | can make out dark green
trees—towering familiar trees high above me. The leaves are turning brilliant shades
of red and orange, some of them even falling from the branches into the wind as |
watch. Theair isn't warm, but it isn’t cold either, and | am fine under what must be at
least three blankets. The blankets are wrapped tightly around my back, and | search
around for the source of the noise of many people talking and whispering to
themselves. | also hear the sound of fire crackling nearby and something flapping in
the breeze, maybe clothes on aline. High in the trees is a cover of fabric, blocking out
the heavy rays of sunlight. | stretch out my body, like testing it for injuries, but |
don’t feel anything but a deep ache everywhere. Until | move my head and wince at
the non-physical pain that slamsinto my mind.

Hair strokes my arm, and | look over to see blonde hair and a curious, innocent face
watching me as she lieson my arm. “Hettie,” | whisper.

Her returning grin could light up the world. “You're awake! Uncle Ziven said you'd
wake up soon, but | was getting really worried. It's been three weeks!” She hugs me
under the quilt, and | hug her right back, breathing in her scent. We lie like that for a
long moment, a moment of comfort | needed.

“Three weeks?’ My voice cracks. Did she say I've been asleep for three weeks?
That’s along time after the fight with the king and the war. Did we win? | assume so
if I'm lying here, happy and alive.



“Yeah, three entire weeks.” She nods against my chest. “But uncle Ziven was so sure
you'’ d be okay. Anyway, my uncle’ s never wrong. At least, that’s what he says.”

“It's best not to tell him that, or he might never stop mentioning his all-knowing
knowledge,” | tease, and she giggles. | sense him nearby, coming closer, and | can't
wait to see him. Her giggle stops, and she looks up at me. “I don’t remember having a
mother, but | think you're the closest I've ever got. | want to honour my mother’s
memory, but | want you as more than my aunt and Ziven, my uncle. I’ve been really
thinking we are one family, and I’'m yours.” She looks so nervous, and it breaks my
heart that sheisworried at al. “I mean, you can tell me no. But | love you and you're
like amum to me.”

“You can call me whatever name you like, and | will be your family forever, Hettie.
I’ ve looked at you like a daughter for along time, too.” | stroke her hair. “And you're
so much more than just a niece to Ziven, too. We will always be together, and | want
to raise you as mine.”

She burstsinto tears, and | hold her, crying too. Both of us are a mess within seconds,
and | let myself be, let myself enjoy this little girl whose life | have been blessed to
be part of. When we have calmed down, she lies back and looks up. “One question.
Why are we outside?’ | ask.

“Well, the mountain place...it changed.” She shrugs a shoulder. “The dragons made
it clear that they didn’t want us there anymore—not now that the war’s over. We had
to come out to the forest to be safe.” She lowers her voice. “I secretly love it outside
because | can see the sky and feel the wind again. | don't want to spend another
second trapped again. | like running free.”

“1 like that too,” |1 whisper, yawning. | don’t know how, but | fall back asleep. When |
wake again, Hettie is gone. Instead, thick arms are wrapped around my waist, holding
me from behind, and it is night again. | must have slept another day and night away. |



glance ahead, seeing Hettie sleeping in a smaller bed next to this one, and | sigh,
sinking back into him, and he hums, pressing a kiss to the side of my neck.

“I'm glad you're awake,” he speaks directly into my mind. “I was getting worried,
even when | felt you were fine.” | turn over to look up at him, stroking his face. “The
war’s over, Story. The king's dead—you know that. Everything’s over. We won.”

“Tell me everything,” | whisper. “What happened after | passed out?’

“1 caught you just before the treeline. | think you’ ve changed.” He runs a line down
my arm, tracing the silvered marks there. “The power—it was a lot for you to use, to
wield, and it knocked you out. This connection we have now, us together...l was sure
that you would wake. | kept you with me, close by, along with all our family and
friends.” | listen in silence as he continues. “The city fell, not without dragon and fae
deaths, though. Daegan won and took over, executing the vampyres that were left
alive. He's called for the other vampyres in the south to bend to him or die. Niko
came up with a better solution to those who did not want to join the dynasties. He and
Catherine are going to rule in the islands to the south sea, where no one has lived in
centuries, and welcome vampyres who will feed off animals there and fae who wish
to join, not as slaves, but as free people. But Niko is loyal to Daegan, and we both
agreed through letters that this is safe—at least for now. That's all that matters as we
rebuild, Story.”

“That's true.” | touch his chest, looking at him, enjoying every second of the
slowness of the time we get together right now. His gaze flickers over me.
“You...you ve taken vampyres into your dynasty?’

“A good four hundred of them now and many more fae who clearly love their
vampyre masters and don't want to be apart from them. I’ve claimed my parents
lands, and this is our home now.”



“These lands are our home,” | murmur.

“1 want to rebuild with you,” he softly suggests.

It isn’'t hard to tell him what | imagined for us, what I’ ve always wished to call home.
I’ve dreamt of us, of any future we could have, a million times, and it seems almost
unreal to imagine we could haveit al. “1 want to live by the sea. | want to hear waves
crash in the morning as we wake up together, and | want a library with moons
hanging from the ceiling.”

Hislipstwitch into asmile. “A library?’

| nod. “Many levels. Many books. Even if | have to write them all myself.”

He smiles at me—smiles so bright, so pure. “I will design and build it.”

“I'm still mad at you.” | glower at him. “No more secrets and self-sacrificing bullshit.
It makes having a future with you alittle difficult.”

“We can do the mad, burning, passionate sex where you forgive me later.” He grips
my hips, and heat pours through me for a second. His lips are soft as they brush mine.
“But right now, | just want to stare at you. Just see you. Alive. Happy.” He exhales.
“We' ve got along road ahead of us, but with you, | know it’s possible. Anything is.”
The future. It was once a fleeting dream of something unreal, and now it's not. “To
make something...to build you a home by the sea. For Hettie too. She can have it one
day when we are gone together, when she is queen.”

“Not just Hettie,” | murmur, my heart pounding.

| take his hand and press it against my stomach. He frowns in confusion. “What?’



“The deities told me that I’'m pregnant.” His entire body stills. “And | believe them
because it’s true. Unbelievable and magical, but true. A miracle.” | take a breath, still
trying to process it myself, and his shock is mirroring mine. “I don’t know or
understand how this miracle has happened. I'm still in shock, but...it's true. | know
it'strue.”

He stares at me for so long | wonder if he is even breathing. “Y ou’re pregnant.” A
slow exhale fills the space between our bodies. “I thought you smelled dlightly
different, but...” His fingers press gently against my stomach, reverent. “You're
carrying my child.”

If 1 thought he was happy before, it's nothing compared to the smile he gives me
now. He pulls me to him and kisses me deeply. “ Storm.” He groans. “Y ou have given
me everything | could have ever wanted.”

| smile as brightly as | can at him, just so | don’t cry al over him in bliss. We lie
together for hours, not talking. We don’t need to talk—just holding each other until
sleep pulls us under, is enough. When morning comes, | wake to find Calix standing
over us, and he is grinning at us. He winks at me before putting on a pretend mad
expression. “My mate isinjured, and she said there is no excuse for lying in bed.” He
crosses hisarms. “Y ou might be the king, but you don’t get the same excuse. Get up.”

Ziven groans and shifts beside me. “Remind me to kick his ass later for being adick.”
Calix kicks his foot. Hard. Ziven glares at his best friend. “Your majesty, get your
royal ass up, because there's a fuck-ton of fae who want to swear alegiance to your
pretty face, and you'relying in bed.”

Ziven snarls. It's playful though, and | chuckle low. “Did you just kick your king?’

Calix kicks him again, and | can just tell he enjoyed doing it. “We can train first. If



you want to try to teach me why kicking you is bad?’

| roll my eyes as Ziven grins and stretches before sitting up. “I’'m going to enjoy
handing you your ass for breakfast.” Ziven kisses me and climbs up to his feet.

My mother walks past them, shaking her head as she watches the two of them with
me while they are wrestling.

“That’s not very king-like either,” she murmurs, amused.

“They’'reso big ontraining,” | muse. | love to see Ziven so laid back.

“Do they do that alot?” my mum questions. “The fighting?’

“Yeah.” | grin. “It’ s better when they are shirtless.”

She laughs and gestures for me to move up so she can sit next to me.

“Have you seen Avaluna? Is she recovering well?’ Ziven didn’t know when | asked
him earlier.

“Sheis not far from you and asks about you, too. I'll take you to see her if you wish.
But first, | have something for you.” | watch as she reaches into a satchel, pulling out
a green book. It's old—extremely weathered. “I went to the breeding camps with
some of the others,” she explains. “I wanted to look for survivors, but also...| went
back to our old home. There was something there—something really important that |
wanted to give you.”

She presses the book into my hands, and | run my fingers over the cracked leather,
feeling the weight of it. “What isit about?’



“This is your father’'s family diary.” Her voice is thick. “It holds generations of
dedication to the deities. It's how | knew about them, about everything—including
you. About the rebellion he started.” | swalow hard, my fingers curling over the
edges of the book. “There are a lot of empty pages after it.” She clears her throat.
“You should write in it if you want to. Your story would be interesting—worth

adding.”

| blink, looking up at her. “Thank you, | will treasure this. Why did you call me
Story?’ | ask. “I mean, of al the namesin the world...why that?’

She takes a slow breath. “My mother...” she starts, and her voice wavers. She looks
away for a moment before continuing. “My mother was never in my life for more
than a minute. She died in childbirth, giving birth to me. | was her sixth child. | don’t
know if | ever told you that, but | was. She was from the breeding camps too, and
there wasn't a day that went by that | didn’t wish | knew what she was like—what
she looked like.” Her eyes grow distant. “My siblings and | lived together,” she
murmurs. “My eldest sister looked after all of us, but she was only twelve—twelve
years old, looking after all those children, including a baby, when my mother died. It
changed her.” Sadness lingers in her every word. | don't move. | barely breathe.
“When she was eighteen, she was sent to a new breeding camp with us, and it was the
one you and | lived in,” she explains. “She got sick—not from pregnancy, just...so
sick. She'd spent so many years taking care of al of us. We al got sick and there was
no help. No medicine to help the fevers.” Her sharp inhale echoesin the air. “They all
died, and | remember it. It is my first memory. A part of me went with them, too.”

My heart clenches. “I’'m sorry.”

She carries on like she can’'t stop or she might never be able to tell me it all. “I
became a breeder, just like my mother, like my sibling...what they probably all
would have turned out to be.” | shake my head in disgust of those camps. “I had no
life. Nothing. Nothing good anyway. Nothing worth living for. No family. | was



empty of anything. Empty of astory that could live on beyond my mortal years.” She
lifts her head, and for the first time, | see the light in her eyes—the warmth of
something more. “Then | met your father,” she whispers, and she smiles like she is
seeing him in my face. “It felt like everything began with him—Iike the first page of
a book was turned.” She swallows. “And then, when we had you...it wasn’t just like
turning a book page. It was like exploding straight into a story that grabbed my heart.
Made my blood flow. Made my soul feel aive.” Tears burn my eyes. “And | knew,”
shefinishes. “That first moment | held you, | knew you were a special beginning of a
story.”

“I redly love you for telling me this, even when | can seeit hurts,” | admit.

She presses my hands around the book | have. “That’s why you have this name,” she
finishes. | exhale shakily, looking down at the worn leather. “Read the book,” she
says. “Recover. And I'll get you some food.” She winks. “In your condition, you
definitely need to eat.”

| blink up at her. “How did you?—"

She laughs. “1 was in a breeding camp for nearly all of my life. Pregnancy was a
common thing, and | know all the signs. I’ ve known for weeks.” | gape at her. “1 was
just waiting for you to catch up, find out, and tell me.” Then her face softens. “And
then...my grandbaby will need food.”

| watch her go, warmth filling my chest. Of course she would know. The joy in her
eyes—the future she sees with usisworth every fight | had. Ziven, my mother, Hettie
and our dynasty. My family.

| sit back, exhaling, and turn the first page of the book my father wrote in. The book
my grandfather wrote in, and my great-grandmother before him.



A story of fae who were brought into a world forgotten.

And as | begin to read about arebellion, | seethat it didn’t fail like my father thought.
It just began and lived through me.
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Chapter Eighteen
Page Eighteen. The power of books should be feared as much as deities.

| t's days before | can get out of bed without nearly falling back or everything
spinning. The healers are constant and soon begin to get on my nerves as they check
on me and the baby, which Ziven has agreed we should keep to ourselves until we
want to share the baby news with the world. There is so much going on, so many
unfamiliar faces, and we don’'t have anything other than half-built huts to live in right
now as the cities and towns are burnt, or raided, and destroyed. Ziven doesn’'t want us
to move into remains of places that were vampyre-controlled; he wants us to rebuild
something new, so the huts in the forest are our homes for the considerable future. |
don’t mind where | live when I’'m free and with Ziven and my family. | already have
everything | could ever want.

| don’t know whether it’s the magic, like Ziven suggested, or whether the pregnancy
Is exhausting me, but everything aches, and it’s near impossible for me to get up until
today. | feel better today and I’ ve been finally walking around the camp town, and |
got to see Avaluna. She is nearly healed herself, and she hugged me and asked us to
not speak about the books for along time. | completely agree with her.

Unfortunately, all the time I’ ve spent in bed, Ziven hasn't been with me for a good
chunk of it. There are thousands of refugees from the city who want to rebuild, who
have bent a knee to him and are working with him. He is on crowd control nearly
constantly, and any time | found him today, he has been surrounded. Several groups
of fae bow to me too when | walk past without even knowing who | am.



| miss Catherine again—I haven’'t seen her since the war—but she is with her mate,
and he will keep her safe. There' s a strange quietness to the world, like the humming
of injustice is just...gone. At least, most of it, and we will make laws, rules and
protect people. It's the honour and responsibility of any ruler. Ziven looks back at
me, while hundreds of fae and vampyres are staring a him with their new moon
marks. I've learnt from Calix, he can use his shadow magic to mark hundreds of fae
at atime and bind them to his command.

“Excuse me,” he says to the crowd, who begin asking for him, and he ignores them to
head straight to me. My cheeks are burning as he wraps his arms around my waist
and kisses me like no one else is here. “Wife, are you healed enough for a flight on
Maeve, if | canjoin you?’

| reach for her and find her waiting, like she knew somehow. “Will you let Ziven join
me for aflight?’

“You risked the world for him. | can allow aflight.” She accepts with her usual snark.
“One last flight.” Ziven kisses my forehead. We walk south, through the forest, for a
good mile before we reach a clearing where Maeve is waiting for me. Every time |
see her, I'm impressed, and | smile at her beautiful scales. It’s good to stretch my legs
and be beside Ziven in the quietness, away from the camps and people.

“Why onelast time?’ | eventually ask when we head through the field to her.

“The dragons have all left.” Ziven squeezes our joint hands. “Maeve is the only one
who stayed.”

My heart leaps. “Why did they leave?’

“The shadow dragons...they have gone, too. The riders have al lost their connection,



and it was because it was right. They are free too. | wondered why Maeve stayed, but
| know it's because you haven't said goodbye.” His voice softens. “I didn’t think
Maeve would go without it. Brave and stubborn enough to hold out against her own
kind for a moment with you.”

“The dragons don’'t want riders anymore?’ | whisper. | look at Maeve. Does this
mean | have to say goodbye? | can barely think about it, let alone ask her if sheis
really going to leave me behind. | cling to the denial, let it keep me going. “Where are
we going?’ | ask instead.

Ziven doesn’t push me further, and he just accepts my silence on this and answers me
instead. “To the mansion. | want to show you something.”

“I'm not sure if | want to see it al burnt down,” | admit. “Those books. Mazzis.
Those people that are gone.”

His eyes sparkle with something. “ Trust me. Y ou want to seeit.”

| do trust him. With everything. With every inch and part of my heart, and | ask
Maeve to take us there. | climb onto Maeve' s back with Ziven, feeling the heat of her
below me. As she lifts into the sky, Ziven protectively wraps his arms around my
waist, holding me to him, his hand flat against my stomach—the same way he's held
it every time we've dept together at night. As he talks to me about what our child
could be like, he's adamant it’s a boy, but | know it’sagirl. One day, before the baby
arrives, I'll tell him about the visions of our children, of him, of the future I know that
we're going to have. Of the little girl that we're carrying with red and black hair, but
how she looks like Ziven. The cost of winning this war, of setting her future down a
path I’'m not sure of, will be a harder discussion. I'll be there with her wherever life
takes my child. She won't be left alone.

It doesn’t take long to get to the mansion before we're landing outside, in the ruins of



the gardens, right before the gates.

“I"ll wait for you,” Maeve speaks to me, and she sounds sad. | know why but it’'s
unspoken, but I know now. | know it’s time for her to be with her family.

How do you claw out a part of your heart and give it back? That’swhat it will be like
to lose her, even to lose her to her own happiness with her own kind. She gave
everything to win the war with me, fought with me, chose me in the first place—I
push the worry out of my mind for a second. Just long enough to really look at the
ruins of the mansion.

Half of it is burnt down. A goring space in the middle of the building is horrid to see.
This is where | first found a reason to live. It's where | fell in love with Ziven,
claiming to hate him, but deities, | did not. Not for one moment. The building is
brushed with ash and black soot, and the bricks are broken everywhere. But
thankfully, there are no bodies. “Where are the dead?’ | question. | mean, | thought
there would be some. That's why | didn’'t really want to come back here and see it
like this.

“We buried them. Well, | had people come and bury them and find what they could
here.” Ziven pauses. “ And they found something unexpected. Look.”

| follow Ziven as he points at the side of the building, and | have to blink twice to
believe what I’'m seeing. Mazzis. He smiles at me, grins so brightly that for a second,
he reminds me of the light of the dawn. | laugh—a laugh of pure joyousness—as |
run to him. His embrace is soft, like a brush of cotton wrapped around me, and | burst
into tears. Mazzisis alive! “Darling Story, I’'m so glad to see you are well. | am sorry
| could not fight in the war with you.” His voice is warm, steady. “But there was a
war here too. | stayed to protect the books, binding myself to this very mansion,
giving it my magic to protect them, as| always said | would.”



“The books are unharmed?’ | whisper in shock.

“Yes. As are the fae inside the library that stayed with me.” He cups my face. “Oh
child, how you glow.”

“How?’ | whisper.

He lowers his hands as Ziven glares at him from my side, and | elbow to stop the
possessive, jealous thing. “We people of the Dawn Dynasty had our own secrets. We
were always very good at hiding things. Protecting ourselves.” He gives me a
knowing look. “I hid the entire floor and protected it from the fire. The vampyres
didn’t even know we were here. We had enough food and water to keep ourselves
alive. Congratulations,” he says, looking down at my stomach. “Your scent is very
strong, as must the baby be! A delight!” He bows his head to us. “I will prepare the
books on fae royal pregnancies and birth customs of the Moon Dynasty.”

“l just can't believe you're aive.” | can't fully process he is here. I'm absolutely
shocked and in awe. “Oh, and we are lucky. So lucky to be blessed. | would like to
have abook on how I’'m pregnant at al,” | admit. “Itis...aconfusion for us.”

“Well, | might have an answer. The fae who were sent here to clean up explained
everything that happened to you, my dear. Y ou’ ve become alegend.” He touches my
arm. “And | believe you were given vampyre venom to turn you when you died, and
it didn’t work. Correct?’ | nod. “Now you're pregnant. My theory is confirmed.” He
tilts his head. “ The vampyre Dawn king was always looking for a cure, not a power,
but a way to fix the princess's infertility—to have heirs. Perhaps he found it, but it
did not work in the way he expected. Not on anyone except for the princess because
of the blood of the Twilight being pure fire. She could have been cured of infertility
when she was given the venom and just...not known about it. That was the cure for
al.” He exhaes. “You being pregnant is rare for royas like Ziven, but this is a
miracle.” He rubs his chin. “I would enjoy writing a book on this phenomenon.



Come, Story. | know you must want to see the library for yourself.”

“I"ll join you both,” Ziven suggests.

“Wait.” | stop. “I need to speak with Maeve aone. Go ahead.”

Mazzis doesn’t question my desire, and Ziven doesn’'t either. They know I’ m about to
break my own heart in two, but if anyone can put it together like it's new, it's my
husband. “1 love you,” he murmurs, kissing my cheek. “I’ll be just in here.”

| breathe in his scent for just a second to strengthen myself before | walk to my
dragon. Maeve turns her eyes onto me, and | hesitate. If | just run away, nothing will
change, and I'll still have her. But as easy as that sounds, | know | can’'t do that.

“Y ou should be with the others,” | tell her softly. “With those eggs that will hatch and
be your family. Maybe you can even have eggs of your own. | want that for you.” |
pause, my throat tight. “But most of all...most of all, | want to thank you. For
fighting with me. For choosing me when you knew | was broken. For never giving up
on me, even when | chose Ziven over the entire world.”

Her voice is softer than ever with me. “Y ou never gave up, and | was honoured to be
yoursfor atime.”

“You'remy dragon.” | sob. “I never want you to leave.”

“This is not forever, my rider,” she vows. “But it is a time of peace for us. The
dragons are now free. We will live independently from you, like it always should be.”
She exhales softly, wings shifting. “But you will see us in the skies, training our

young, | imagine, in years to come.”

My heart warms as tears fall down my face. | walk up to her and | rest my head



against hers, feeling the heat of her breath against my body. “I have been very blessed
to be your rider,” 1 whisper out loud. “And make sure thisisn’t forever. | want to see
you again, Maeve. One day. Fly with you one more time.”

“We will fly once more, Story Moonsilver. Queen of the legendary Moon Dynasty.”
A sharp beat of wings cuts through the air as she spreads them wide, her brilliant,
massive wings glinting in the light. She takes off into the sky, shaking the ground at
my feet, and | watch her fly into the sun. | remember her words to me when we first
bonded, and | cling to them as sheflies.

“We are bonded through time and generations, through birth and rebirth. There is no
space, no world, that will ever part arider and their dragon. Y ou are my rider, Story
Dehana and the deities above us.”

She doesn’'t look back.

My eyes lower to the mansion, and | wipe my tears away because I’'m not sad. No.
Thisisahappy moment. We are al free in our own ways.

| walk toward the mansion, to the library of books that has always felt like home.

Being a dragon rider saved me, set me free, and now, sheisfree, too.
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Chapter Nineteen
Months later...

Page Nineteen. | wish | could tell the writers of this book that the world they fought
for has come to be, but instead, | will write for my children to read of our history. Of
the dynasties that returned.

“ By thelight of the dawn, you are wed.” | clap again, wanting to jump with joy, but
my giant pregnant belly makes that nearly impossible. The glowing light of the dawn
casts over my mother and Mazzis as they embrace, like a kiss of true love, haloed
forever. | can't take my eyes off them, off how they glow like deities for just a
second. | find my eyes turning to my husband, who is clapping for them, and he is
glowing too with alightness to his soul | enjoy seeing every day.

It's been over six months since the war, and yet, six months feels like a lifetime
because we can live in peace. Ziven's eyes drop down to me, those beautiful silver
eyes, and | reach up to brush alock of his dark hair to the side. My husband. My
king. He holds his arm around my waist as the crowd still cheers for them, and his
smile is bright—bright enough that he can warm every inch of me. His stunning
crown is nestled in his hair, and | like him wearing it. “My king,” | murmur. It
matches my crown, which is the same colour as the night black dress I'm wearing.
Everyone from the Moon Dynasty is in silver or black, mixed in with the Dawn
Dynasty oranges throughout the crowd.

His grin iswicked as he leans down to kiss the tip of my ear. “Y es, my queen?’



“I loveyou,” | send to his mind.

“And | you,” he effortlessy replies. | lean on him for support as my mother laughs
and Mazzis spins her around in a circle. It makes me think about the moment they
first met. It took me weeks to find time to take my mother to the mansion. She fell in
love with Mazzis from the moment she met him, and he told me that she might be the
most stunning thing he has ever seen, even more than any book he has read. He might
aswell have proposed to her right there and then.

| didn’t think my mother would ever love again after my father, but with them, it is
easy to see they were meant to be together in this lifetime. The two of them might not
be entwined mates, but they didn’t need a bond, nothing, because it was just them
aways. Mazzis asked for my permission to marry her, which | thought was sweet,
and he proposed a month ago. Neither of them wanted to wait long; they waited a
long time to meet each other already.

Cheers echo all around us as everyone claps so loud | feel the vibrations in the air.
Our people begin to throw petals as my mother and Mazzis walk hand in hand, her
beautiful orange dress—the colour of sunsets—brushing against the ground. She
stops near us and she comes right up to me, kisses my cheek, touches my bump, and
nods her head to Ziven. “A blessing.”

| know exactly what she means. Mazzis waits for her as she heads back to him, and
they continue down the pathway between the groups of people who came to see. We
watch them go before they walk off straight into the centre of the courtyard, where
we're staying while the Moon Dynasty castle is being built. So much is being built
that it's hard to keep track, but | know Calix is in charge or managing the
construction, and Avalunais organising the homes for everyone.

Ziven has been working every hour of every day to ensure peace, and | help wherever
| can. Shadows make a good job of lifting up the thousands of bricks that will form



the towering, beautiful white castle that sits right on the edge of the coast to the west.
The new town spreads around it, being built by everyone who wants to be close, and
it makes the shape of a crescent moon.

It will be beautiful when it’s done, and it’s our home. Our city. A city of peace.

Hettie rushes up to me, a beautiful little tiara sitting in her hair, one that has a sun
symbol and a moon circled around each other—a sign of who she is now. Her dress
matches that, a yellow dress with a black moon stitched into the skirt and vest.
Daegan marked her as his heir, his sole living heir, from the moment that he claimed
his city. Ziven did the same, along with my blessing. No matter what children we
have, Hettie will rule, because it's meant to be that way. The Sun and Moon
Dynasties have always been apart, and being apart was the reason everything went
wrong in the first place. With Hettie on the throne for both, guided by us al, the
world will know unity.

“Uncle Daegan’'s sent a gift along with the wedding present.” She holds it up—the
brightest yellow flower encased in a glass box. “Isn’t it beautiful? He says it’s from
his new friend who works with plants.”

“Oh?’ | raise abrow. “Did he say anything else about this new friend of his?’

“No, but I'm sure I'll meet her when | go to visit in two months' time.” She grins.
“Mama, will you dance?’

My heart leaps every time she calls me mama, and she has been doing so since the
war. “I’m sure you will, but no to the dancing. My feet may fall off.”

“Will you dance with me instead?’ Ziven offers her. “ Story will need to rest.”

Hettie giggles as | roll my eyes. “And as we've talked about before, your uncle is



right on only this one occasion.”

Ziven takes her onto the dance floor, where people are already dancing, the soft
sound of piano and violinsfilling the air.

Avaluna comes to my side, looping her arm through mine just as Catherine sees us
and comes over. “I’'m surprised Calix hasn’t got you on the dance floor immediately,”
Catherine teases.

“1 escaped by saying Story needed some support with that giant baby bump of hers.”
She touches my bump. | haven’'t got used to that yet. The touching, the bump, and
I’m not sure | will. | know it’s a nice gesture, but it’s till strange to me. “When is
thislovely darling child arriving?’

“Our daughter will arrive when she wants to, | imagine.” | stroke the bump. “If she's
as stubborn as her father, that will be when | can barely walk from the weight of

carrying her.”

Catherine looks down with a laugh, then back up at me. “Pregnancy suits you, my
friend. | missyou.”

“1t’ s good to see you, Catherine. It's been weeks, and | miss you too. Stay longer this
time.” | rest my head on her shoulder.

She sighs. “I miss you too. It's not as easy to travel between us now that we don't
have dragons.”

There' salonging in her voice—alonging | understand completely.

“I miss Maeve too,” | say softly, “but | know she’s happy.”



“I wonder if any of the dragon eggs have hatched,” Avaluna muses.

“1 think they have. When | think about it, | always think they have. They have their
young, and they’re happy—Iike us,” Catherine says decidedly, and | want to believe
that too. Maeve was aways so lonely, and those eggs, the last of her family, meant
she would not always be alone. | love that for her.

Thinking of happiness and family, | glance over at my mother, who is deliriously
happy in wedding bliss with Mazzis and his very dark orange suit. “ So...my mother
told me that pregnancy was in the air for my friends this morning.” | glance between
them. “Now, Catherine—she’s not seen you for more than a day, so my only other
friend that’sfemale...well, I’'m looking right at her.”

| stare at Avaluna expectantly. “Oh, look at that. There's my nephew and my sister
coming thisway. | think | need to go over and see them.” She escapes, and she knows
that | can’t move faster than awaddle after her. | shake my head with alaugh.

Catherine’'s mate grins as he steps in front of me. “I’'m going to steal your last friend
away from you to dance.” Catherine is nothing but smiling as she is swirled around
and pulled straight onto the dance floor.

| watch them for a long moment and hold that memory in my mind, keeping it there
for the nightmares and dark moments that might haunt me for the rest of my life.
Moments like this, they chase them away. | don’t think | ever imagined a future like
this, or even thought it could have been possible, but it is. And it's worth it. All the
timesthat | nearly gave up, | have held out for this—because it’ s worth it.

“1 promised to dance with you softly,” Ziven murmurs as he comes to me, and Hettie
is now dancing with Calix. “My mate, | want to hold you.” | can never say no to him.
He swirls me around, leaning my back to him, and wraps me in his arms as we sway
gently to the soft music.



“There isn't a day that goes past that | don’'t love you,” he whispers. “Do you know
that, my queen?’

| look up at the sky.

The deitiesthat | know | prayed to, begged, and freed in the end.

They gave methis. A story that will never end in anything but love.
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The last page. Thisis Queen Story Moonsilver, and | will write the ending.

| t's been five days since | gave birth and my body still feels like it's fallen off a
dragon, been dragged through a sea, and then | ran ahundred milesin aforest.

I’m told it's normal, at least what my mother and the healers have said, but I'm still
wincing as | barely manage to walk to the balcony where Ziven is.

| could find him anywhere.

Our bond has only deepened in the months after the war and | love it, as much as |
love him.

He is there to wake me when the nightmares drag me from sleep, when | can’t tell if
Emyr is till aive and hurting me, or if it isadream.

Ziven is there when I'm happy to see me smile, when I'm sad or sick, despite the
intense pressure of the throne.

When | went into labour early in the morning, Ziven never left my side and told me
repeatedly that this pain is good, and | needed to hear it.

It will bring our child into the world, and he was right.

| never liked pain, never could stand my own blood, but none of it mattered when she
burst into the world and changed everything for the better.



This blood loss was good, and it had nothing to do with the horrors of my past.

My daughter came into the world screaming, as the moon hung high in the sky and
the night was still outside.

There wasn’t acloud in the sky, even in the dead of winter.

The weeks before her arrival had been filled with storms, storms that threatened to
bring down the new castle, but they never did.

Ziven thought the storms were a sign from the deities that our child was coming soon.

Florentine Kyrell Moonsilver of the Moon Dynasty. Second to the throne. Born on a
silent night.

It's the middle of the night, but time seems like nothing when you’ ve just had a baby.
Our beautiful little daughter slegps sometimes—not often.

She likes to be feeding or held, and luckily for her, there’s a million people in this
castle that would do anything to hold her, including my husband.

| watch him in ablack oak chair that he made himself, touching her lovely onyx locks
of hair that curl into her forehead. “ Sleep, Wren. My night dragon.”

| smile at his nickname for her.

When she was born, he was the only one that wasn’'t worried at all.

Wren was born with so much dark hair that reminds me of Ziv's, but it's her
eyes—they’re purple, like glowing purple, nothing like I’ ve seen before.



When | saw avision of her, she had Ziven's eyes, but something changed.

There's a mark in the middle of her chest: a sun and moon with four stars pointed
around them.

Ziven has a army of people searching every book for this marking because no one
knowsit.

Ziven even let Daegan come and see Wren, to see the mark, and he didn't know
either.

Mazzis has made it his mission in life to find an answer, and I'm grateful so many
people are trying to find answers.

Being both her parents were heavily marked with dragons, the healer said it must be a
gift, but Ziv claimed sheis god-touched in private.

He and | know what that means, but we won't tell anyone else.

| told him about everything, about the deal | made, but we both know the Deities can
be cruel, and whatever fate she has, she will not fight it alone.

We will love Wren, cherish her, through every part of her future. “Come mate,”

Ziven whispers so quietly, not daring to wake Wren up. When | lift my eyes from our
daughter, | find him smiling at me. “Y ou should still be resting.”

“All I’'vedoneisrest, and it'sjust—I need to start walking around alittle.”

| speak back into his mind. | know he can feel how tired | am, how my body still
hurts. He pats his knee. | roll my eyes and walk over. It hurts to sit down, but he pulls



me against him and continues rocking the chair as | stretch my legs out and touch our
little daughter’ s tiny hands under the blanket of stars that watch over us. The moon is
shining light down on us, as we don’t say aword for along time.

“Hettie’ sin love with her new sister.”

Ziven murmurs into my mind. “ She wants another sibling.”

| struggle to not laugh and shake my head. Ever since | told him about the vision, he
wants to meet both our children one day. “One day and | will miss Hettie. I'm sure
Wren will too.”

Hettie' s traveling with Daegan back to the castle tomorrow. “It’ s good that the people
of the Sun Dynasty see their princess as often as they do on the moon. But a part of
me will never fully trust him. Is that wrong?’

“No. Part of me thinks that it’s his redemption by bringing her up alongside us. | trust
that Hettie is smart enough to know better. Plus, her new royal guard is going with
her.”

Ziven's voice is smug. The new guard is a massive fae male, with fire bending
powers and a mean right hook. Ziven was sparing with him from the moment he
showed up with his young nephew and asked to join the moon dynasty. Ziven asked
him to be Hettie’' s guard only afew weeks later, and he hasfell into the job like it was
born for him.

“Yes, heisactualy quite terrifying until his little nephew is around.”

| say back.

Ziven hums. “It will be strange to have the house full of children, with Calix’s baby



coming in only afew months. The healer said she thinksit’ s twins.”

“Deities help them.”

| smile, imaging the twins. They will be stunning with Avaluna and Calix’s genes.
Ziven gives me asmile, and it's so relaxed. Not a smile that | think I’ll ever get used
to. But | loveit. | love every inch of thislife we fought for and won. At some point |
must have fallen asleep because when | wake up, I’'m in the bed, and Ziv and Wren
are missing. There' s a note on the pillow:

Gone to the sea for awalk. Come join usif you're well enough. If not, we'll be back
soon. Z.

| smile at the note and decide this is the morning I’'m getting up and leaving this
room. There’s aknock at the door the second | push the blanket back. “Come in!”

My mum looks in. “Morning. | saw Ziven down the beach with the baby, so |
assumed you might want some breakfast before you go after them. | was never good
at resting after birth and | suspected you’ d be the same, Story.”

“You know we do have people for that,”

| tell her.

We've hired people to work in the castle and I'm never going to get used to letting
them do things for us.

Ziven paysthem alot, and it’s become a very desired job to work for us.

Ziven's family hid gold everywhere and protected it too, so it was all there when
Ziven went hunting.



The Sun Dynasty didn't have the same, but after the war, we don’'t have slaves
anymore and that is the law everywhere.

Fae are hired, they are paid, and they can leave whenever they wish.

Including the people that Ziv hand-picked himself with me to work in this castle. The
Moon Dynasty, the people that are left, al live here aswell.

“Yes, but...”

She holds the breakfast tray out.

“1 took the breakfast from them this morning and ran away before they could catch
me. They were actually pretty mad about it. | think they were desperate to see the
royal baby, unaware that the baby’s not in here.”

“She’s aprincess of the Moon Dynasty, and she' s alittle different.”

| shrug a shoulder. “And no onein this castle isn’t trusted. Ziven made sure of it.”
“Different but perfect. I’ll have no one say any different.”

She comes over and Sits in a dark orange dress that brings out the red of her hair,
even with the grey strands sneaking it. She looks happy, happier than | ever saw her.
The dawn dynasty, Mazzis, is good for my mother. Sometimes | look at her and don’t
know how | managed to get so lucky. “I wanted to ask you something. For Wren.”
She sighs. “Mazzis and | do not have heirs, and one day, we will leave thisworld. We

would like to name Wren our heir. Hettie will rule the sun and moon, and the Dawn
will be left somewhere in the middle.”



She touches my hand. “You do not have to answer now, only know it is our wish.
Whatever our future is, Wren will shall have us supporting her, too.”

It's not something | had considered until now. I'll have to speak to Ziven about it
before anyone else. “Thank you for the breakfast and I'll think about it.”

“Loveyou,”

she kisses my cheek before leaving the room.

| quickly eat the delicious fruit and pancakes that have been made for me before
going to have a shower.

My body still hurts, but | know that | can walk to the beach.

It's only a short walk through the castle and down fifty odd steps that are going to
hurt.

The castle is still being built.

Half of it is still amess, but the half that we live inis completely done.

We have several lounge rooms, an enormous kitchen and many bedrooms.

We have training rooms that are still being built, and formal rooms, but the living
quarters are done.

| head down the dark blue stairs, decorated with silver stars, saying hello to
everybody on the way before getting out straight onto the path to the beach.

It'sonly athree-minute walk before | find them.



Ziven is sitting in the sea, which surprises me allittle, but he's holding our daughter in
his arms.

Sheisn’t in the water and I’ m thankful for that because it’s too cold this time of year.
When | get closer, | pause because the water is rising out of the sea in small little
bubbles and they’ re hovering around Ziven in the air.

“Are you doing that?’

| whisper, not wanting to wake Wren up. When | get there, | see her eyes are open
and she's smiling. | didn’'t even know babies could smile this early. | can't help but
grin back at her, but as | look at the bubbles of water that start floating around me and
touch one—"Thisis her, isn't it?"

“Yes. Apparently, she has control over water.”

Ziven proudly murmurs. “She will be able to drown anyone who looks at her wrong. |
couldn’t be happier.”

“She’'s a baby!”

| hiss and Ziven winks at me. “But it is interesting, because | don’'t believe anybody
has had control over water. Shadows, yes, light from the sun that could manifest as
fire, yes, but | didn’t read about water.”

| kneel in the sea at his side, and he hands her to me. | breathe in her scent and hold
her close to me as waves lap around my body. Ziven kisses the side of my head. “God
touched.”

A dragon roar makes both our heads snap up when we look to the distance, to the
edge of the sea where the sun is setting in shades of dark orange.



| can just make out a red dragon flying high in the clouds, with small little dragons
behind her, al their scales red and glittering.

My smile widens and | feel Maeve inside my heart, my chest.

She doesn’'t speak to me, not now, but she doesn’t need to.

| just know. Wherever we are in thisworld, we'll never be far apart.

Because sheis my dragon, and | am forever her rider.
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YEARSLATER...

“Sometimes breaking an arm is considered building resilience and strength. Other
times, one might call it reckless when the princess broke said arm jumping off a

tower into the sea.”



