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Prologue
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At first, there was just darkness. The tunnels weren’t well lit, and their eyes took a moment to adjust. The creature took a step forward and then another and another. 

Eventually, when they were far enough into the darkness that they couldn’t be seen, they pushed back from their animalistic ways, and into their human forms. 

“How many damn tunnels are under this place?” one growled. “I’m not even sure this one leads to the palace.” 

“It may not,” the other said. “But they have to lead somewhere and eventually, we will find the palace.” 

“And then what? We don’t have a plan, we aren’t ready.” 

“We will be ready,” said another figure, shrouded in darkness. He had mostly kept his face hidden from the others, but they all knew who it was. “When it’s time.” 

“When will it be time, though? We’ve been preparing for this for...” 

“It’ll be time when I say it’s time,” snapped the figure. “And not before. Trust me, when we finally move, the dragons won’t know what hit them.” 

“And if we fail?”

“We die,” he said simply. 

“You don’t think the dragons would show us mercy? They...”  

The argument had been made half a hundred times before. It almost seemed that those who were fighting for the cause didn’t believe in it themselves. Or maybe they were just too afraid, after hundreds of years of dragon rule, to finally inspire change. 

It certainly wasn’t easy to look for a way to defeat them. Dragons were stronger, faster, and more agile. They were larger, and they had fire to use as a weapon at their disposal. The dragons ruled the other shifters because they could so with little effort. Those in previous rebellions did not often live to tell the tale of their attempts. 

“I hope they don’t,” said the wolf, in human form. “There is no fail. We will not accept failure. We will die before they belittle us with mercy.” 

“Aye aye, my lord,” said one, slipping up with his title. 

“What did you call me?” the man stepped forward. “What did you just call me?” 

“I—I... I’m sorry. I forgot.” 

“You will not forget again,” said the man, and then turned back into the darkness. “Kill him.”

That settled the others and there was silence.

“But—” 

“Kill him, now. Do you really think he will be the only casualty of this? He should be grateful to think that he’s first.” 

“Please,” the offender said. “Please, please do not...” 

“We cannot have those who are sloppy in this,” he said. “Because never before has anyone ever succeeded in bringing the dragons down. We will be the first and we will succeed. Kill him now.” 

The man then turned and walked farther down the tunnel. The ones who remained knew that they had absolutely no choice. They had to listen to him.

‘Yes, sir,” they said, and then turned to the offender. His screams echoed down the tunnels, but there was no one who would hear them. These tunnels didn’t lead to the palace, but they crossed between the wolf territory and the dragon territory. Eventually, they would find what they were looking for. And when they did, the dragons would be finished. 
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“Well, this is interesting,” Nathan muttered as the two of them pored over all the documents. “Apparently the longest-serving Alpha shifter ruled for 56 years and 3 days. So I was right.” 

“So Father is at...” 

“He’s about a month short,” Nathan said as he quickly scribbled some numbers for his older brother. John pulled his knee up as he shifted in his chair, looking down at the documents. 

“I wonder if he’ll make it,” John said, and Nathan looked up in alarm. Neither of them had said anything about the fact that their father, the current Dragon King, Michael, was getting on in years. They also didn’t acknowledge the fact that since the recent rebellions with the wolf shifters, Michael was looking even more fragile as the days went on. 

“What a thing to say,” Nathan mentioned, quietly, to John, although they were both thinking it. John shrugged one strong shoulder, saying nothing. 

As the Crown Prince of Knorpp, John had been taught since birth to prepare for the day when he would take over the throne from his father. With three younger brothers, John had spent his days a bit differently from them. He had been taken away most afternoons for lessons that had to do with inheriting the crown, while his brothers continued with their general education. As they got older, they started to specialize in their courses. Nathan was going to be John’s assistant when he took the throne, and his crown prince until John had a son. Joshua, their middle brother, moved from general education into physical training, as he planned to take over as captain of the guards, protecting his brothers. The last brother, Cory, was the youngest and considered, in terms of the crown, the last hope. Cory seemed to be left to his own devices as far as John was concerned. Cory did a lot of publicity meetings, and tended to travel the most whenever they needed a representative of the royal family at a ribbon-cutting or other official business. 

“Well, it’ll be a reality one day, won’t it?” John asked. Their father dying was more of a reality for him than it was for the rest of them, as he had been taught about it from a young age. It wasn’t that he wasn’t bothered by it. It was just that he knew that one day, he would be king, and the only way to do that was through Michael dying. 

“It will,” Nathan said. “I think we should plan something for it, though, as I’m sure he will reach that mark.” 

“If you have the time, brother,” John said to him. “Father has asked me to sit in with the next generation of shifter Alphas this afternoon, to talk through some issues we foresee in the long term.” 

“Well, we can talk about it later, then,” Nathan said, shutting off the tablet. “I think we’ve gotten through most of our work.” 

“I believe so,” John said, and then changed topics.  “How are you making out with the Tamarack dragon girl?” 

“Oh, pfft,” Nathan shook his head. “That wasn’t anything serious.” 

“No?” John asked. “It seemed like it could have been something.” 

“Perhaps, if she had a title,” Nathan said. “But she was so far diluted that I didn’t even attempt to consider it something that was serious.” 

“The lack of title would be a problem,” John allowed. The Dragon Princes had always been taught that they needed to marry a female dragon with a title. The further down the line they were, the less important a high-ranking title was. Cory would not be expected to marry anyone above a baroness. He might even get away with just the daughter of a baron who wasn’t going to inherit any title. Further up the line, they would be expected to find a mate of a title more equal to them, if their parents didn’t find one for them. “But we could have made it work.” 

“How progressive of you,” Nathan said with a smile. “Are you telling me, when you are Alpha, that I could marry some human plebeian?” 

John smirked, teasing him. 

“Maybe—if she was your mate,” he said and Nathan rolled his eyes. 

“Yes, I’m sure that is going to happen,” Nathan replied.

The concept of dragon mates was one that they accepted, although it seemed impossible some days to find one. A dragon mate was something that one couldn’t deny if they met. There was no guarantee one would meet their mate, but if they did,  they wouldn’t be able to avoid them ever again. They would be fated to spend the rest of their life with that person, and unable to part from them once they locked eyes. Their parents were fated mates, and despite the fact that they were very different, they couldn’t be apart and had raised a successful family and governed the kingdom effectively. 

“You never know,” John said, although he had rarely heard of fated mates being of different races. 

“Why all the talk of mates?” Nathan asked. John sighed. 

“Oh, Father was talking about it recently,” he replied. “He was talking about how important it was to have sons and heirs to secure the throne. And of course, I know that, but...” 

“But you haven’t found yours yet,” Nathan said. “And that is no concern. Until you do, I will stand strong as your heir.” 

“Appreciate it, brother,” John said as he stood up. “I’ll see you at supper?” 

“There is one more thing...” Nathan said, and John paused. 

“What could it be? We’ve gone over everything.” 

“We have, mostly,” Nathan said. “Except for the subject of the werewolves.” 

“Oh, Creator,” John muttered. “That topic has been beaten half to death. The werewolves are rebelling; they have always been rebelling and they always will be. Always. I don’t know what anyone would expect to do about it.” 

“Joshua has expressed that the situation has been getting critical,” Nathan said with a sigh. “I know we’ve talked about it half a hundred times... I just sometimes don’t know how to approach it anymore.” 

“Look,” John said. “I am not Father, so obviously I am not going to call the final shots. But, from all that I have learned about rebellions and history, it is their leader that they are unhappy with. Stanley is a horrible Alpha, we all know that. They will continue to have small mutinies until eventually they’ll eat him alive and put Devon on the throne. After that, nothing will matter.” 

“You think?” Nathan asked hopefully. 

“I’m sure of it,” John said. “It’s happened a hundred times through history, and it’ll happen again.”  

He stared off into the distance for a moment, and Nathan recognized the clouding of his brother’s vision. 

“John?” he asked carefully. 

“I suppose that’s what we are all fated to be,” John turned to his brother. “Doomed to repeat whatever history was before us.” 

“Not necessarily,” Nathan said, quietly and calmly. John gazed at him a moment and then shook his head, the cloudiness leaving his vision. 

“Right,” Nathan said, and John clapped him on the shoulder. 

“It’ll be fine,” his older brother said. “Now, I’ll see you at supper.” 

“See you at supper,” Nathan echoed as John picked up the tablet and strolled down the hall. 

John was older than the average marrying age of most heirs, and the idea of finding a mate was as much on his mind as it was on his father’s. He wasn’t willing to settle for anyone less than the perfect queen to run his kingdom with, and he had a very strong idea of what that looked like. 

The perfect queen was regal and strong, and one who shared every tidbit of his morals and values. She would have an unshakable constitution and work ethic, and she would prefer to be by his side rather than anywhere else in the world. 

He didn’t think it was a particularly long list, but so far, based on the women he had been introduced to, it seemed absolutely impossible. 

His parents were kind, preferring to let him choose his queen rather than forcing him into a marriage he didn’t want. However, he wondered how long that generosity was going to last, given his age. If he didn’t marry soon, especially with his father growing older, he had a feeling he wouldn't be able to avoid a forced marriage. 

The meeting with the other Alpha heirs almost put him to sleep. He had been meeting with them every few months with them since he was half-grown, and he knew the faces well. There had been a few changes over the years, as civil wars took over the thrones and a few titles changed hands. Currently, the meetings were tense, since the wolf shifters were in revolt. The wolf shifter Alpha seemed to encourage the revolts, especially when they were against other shifters. John was surprised that meetings didn’t end in fistfights these days or all-out interspecies wars. He knew that it wasn’t his place to declare war, but by the time he made it to supper, his blood was boiling. 

“You have to never let them see you blink,” Michael said to John, as soon as he walked into the room. “If they see that they are breaking you, they will go after every weakness until there is nothing left of you.” 

“I don’t think it’s that dramatic,” John said. “But the wolf shifter heir, Devon, seems to think that peace is easy to achieve. As if we are not trying hard enough, or choose not to. I almost burned him down.” 

“That may be so,” Michael said. “But we don’t need to show our hand.” 

“I... didn’t,” John said through gritted teeth as he sat down. 

“John has always been good at controlling his emotions,” Nathan boomed to placate his father. “We are family, he feels he can vent to us with no consequences.” 

“Thank you, Nathan, but I can speak for myself,” John replied tersely as Cory and Joshua came in.  

“What happened?” Cory looked at everyone’s solemn faces. “You all look like someone died.” 

“Humor died,” Joshua said, which made John roll his eyes. 

“I’m glad to hear you finished the meeting with no blows,” Michael said as the other two joined them at the large dining room table. “Because I need you to go up north tomorrow, and that won’t work if there were complications with the other heirs.”  

“Up north?” John answered in surprise. “What’s up north?” 

“I need you to visit Fairtrade University,” Michael said. “To give a speech on battle tactics. Since you have been taught the old ways of battle since birth, you will be able to speak with accuracy.” 

“Hey,” Cory interjected. “Isn’t that my job?” 

“This seems like actual business, Cory,” John said. “Not just a place to party afterward.” 

In response, Cory threatened to launch his food at John. John was above food fights, but it didn’t mean he didn’t consider attaching Cory to the ceiling. 

“Yeah, but the Beckwiths send their girls there, and they are smoking,” Cory winked at Joshua, who snickered. 

“The Beckwiths have three noble titles, don’t they?” Nathan said. He had always been valuable in providing John with the finer details of each meeting. Nathan could memorize numbers, names, and dates, whereas John excelled at negotiation. “They have an old dukedom that has been inactive for three generations, the parents are currently earls, and then I think the daughters are all ladies, aren’t they?” 

“No male heirs?” John asked and Nathan shook his head as he ate some food off his steaming hot plate. A dragon’s appetite never seemed to be satisfied, no matter how much they ate. 

“Not as far as I know,” Nathan answered. “So the titles will eventually die out because they are older ones, and they don’t have the female equality clause in them.” 

“Interesting,” John said. 

“Why can’t I go?” Cory asked, and John was tempted to throw something at him. 

“Because this requires actual intelligence and not just standing there,” John repeated to him for the second time. 

“Boys, you are not giving me confidence for the future of my kingdom right now,”  Michael growled and all of them quieted down. 

“I’m not opposed to a trip,” John said. “It’ll give me time to think before the next heirs’ meeting. Obviously, Father, you have taught me that problems like this need to be squashed before they arise.” 

“Exactly,” Michael said. “So making peace with the heirs is the best thing you could do.” 

“Let us know if we can support you in any way,” Nathan offered, and John nodded.  If anything, this trip would give the crown prince a chance to clear his mind and think without his father giving him constant advice. 

Besides, the fact that Cory had told him there were noble dragon ladies made him at least mildly interested in meeting them. If anything, maybe he’d have a few pleasant encounters, and get back to the palace in a much better mood. 

“I’ll get you all the paperwork,” Michael said. “And I’ll expect your full report each day.” 

“Of course, My King,” John said as he finished the food on his plate and reached to get more. “It would be my honor.” 

He watched his father push his own plate away, with only half the food eaten. John briefly wondered what times would be like when he sat in his father’s place, and whom he would be surrounded by when he was Michael’s age. Only time would tell, and John felt like he had been waiting for time to move forward forever. 
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“They are sending the crown prince for the speech at your university, ladies,” Earl Henry said at breakfast that morning.  Sarah and her sisters, Mary and Edith, looked up from their breakfasts. 

“John?” Countess Arillia responded, in shock. “That is quite interesting. He doesn’t normally give such speeches, does he?” 

“Well, perhaps, with King Michael growing older, he wants John to practice. Should be an interesting day at classes for all of you, regardless,” Henry said. 

“But what power does he really have?” Lady Sarah, the youngest daughter of the Beckwith family, asked. Of all of her sisters, Sarah was the one who was the most interested in politics and also the most outspoken. “If he’s just the crown prince? And if he isn’t a proper negotiator?” 

“Sarah,” her mother chided. “He will be our Alpha dragon someday.” 

“I understand that,” Sarah answered. “I was speaking to his skills.” 

“You’re so rude,” Lady Mary, her older sister, said as she sipped her tea. 

“I was just asking a question,” Sarah muttered. 

Edith, the middle sister, shook her head. 

“I agree with Sarah,” she chimed in. “Although I never would ask him. But I would not feel confident, Father, in negotiating in the unlikely event that I would be asked to represent you. Would you, Mary?” 

“No, that’s not what I’m saying,” Sarah retorted. 

“Sarah, I’m not sure what is happening with your attitude today,” her mother said. “But if you expose such words in front of the prince, you will find many other privileges revoked.” 

“I’m not trying to be rude,” Sarah protested, but she knew that she wasn’t going to get a proper answer out of her parents. She finished her breakfast and stood up. As the youngest daughter, she knew that she got away with quite a bit more than her sisters, but she still didn’t feel like she got fair and equal treatment. “May I be excused?” 

“We will expect you to be properly dressed for that lecture,” Arillia said and Sara gave her a fake smile. 

“Of course,” she presented pleasurably. “Did you have a specific outfit in mind?” 

“Just something appropriate, please, Sarah,” her father said and Sarah sighed. 

“When is he coming?” 

“Tomorrow morning,” he answered briskly. 

“Of course,” she said, and left the breakfast room. 

Sarah hated that they didn’t even watch her go. She knew that her family thought the easiest thing in the world was just to ignore her and hope that she went away. 

She had always had opinions that differed from the rest of the world. She knew that throughout history, it would have been accepted to just send the crown prince for any business the king didn’t want to handle. However, she was of the mindset that things should be handled by those who were best trained to do so. As the youngest child, her education was not controlled, and Sarah was left to study whatever she wanted. While her sisters studied topics related to traditional female roles, Sarah was not as confined. She sometimes felt like her parents had completely given up on her. She took some classes just to test their patience, and it seemed they didn’t even notice. Battle tactics were actually something she was interested in, but they didn’t bat an eye when she talked about it. The speech was open for the whole university to attend, although she was sure that her classmates would be front row and center. 

Did you hear?  one of her friends, Judd, texted her. Most of her classmates were male, and she was used to texts without the usual polite salutations. She did enjoy that they didn’t seem to mind that she had a title, even if it was a minor one. To them, she was just another student. Judd, in particular, had a special place in her heart, given that they’d had an on-and-off relationship for the past few years. They are sending the crown prince to talk to us about battle tactics. 

And how many battles, specifically, has he been in?  Sarah texted back as she chose an outfit for the day. Because I think his count is none. 

Dare you to ask him that, Judd texted and she grinned. 

Maybe I will, she replied.  See you in class today? 

See you then, he said. 

Sarah hadn’t told anyone that she had feelings for Judd beyond being just friends. They weren’t intense, and she wasn’t lying awake at night hoping that he would message her or anything. But she found herself staring at him in class, or wondering whom he was messaging when she saw him texting. Their relationship was strange. Sometimes, they were holding hands and making out, and sometimes they were nothing but friends. 

She didn’t fancy herself in love with him, and she didn’t think he was her mate or anything. However, she did think that perhaps they could have something together if the feelings continued to progress. 

“Who are you always messaging?” Edith asked her as she stuck her head in her youngest sister’s room. “You look like a doe.” 

“What?” Sarah asked. “Are you saying I’m small and fuzzy?” 

“One of those Earth creatures with those big eyes,” Edith answered. “Am I using the right word?” 

“Yes,” Sarah said, grateful that Edith was referring to her. After all, she had taken an Earth specialty course. “Are you going to school today?” 

“Yes,” Edith said. “We can fly there together.” 

“Um...” Sarah hesitated. If she traveled with Edith, then she would have no chance to stay after class to talk to Judd. Edith liked to leave as soon as class was done, more of a homebody than Sarah was. “I think I’ll go by myself.” 

Edith gave her a look. 

“Are you sure you’re alright to go by yourself?” 

“I’m fine,” Sarah said, half growling at her.  

“But...” 

“I’m fine,” Sarah insisted and Edith sighed. 

“Alright,” she said. “But Mother will not be happy that we are taking two separate ships.” 

“Well, I don’t like to be on your schedule,” Sarah said and Edith rolled her eyes. 

“Yes, Sarah, we all know that you don’t like being on anyone’s schedule,” she said and left the room. 

On that annoying cue, Sarah felt the familiar round of dizziness that sometimes struck her at random. 

She sat on the bed, hoping that it would pass quickly. 

For the past few months, Sarah had been having random bouts of dizziness that no doctors seemed to be able to understand. Her blood tests were fine, and she never had any issues with her health before then. Twice, she had fallen and injured herself, both times in front of her family, and it made them even more overprotective than they usually were. It frustrated her, partly because no one could find anything wrong with her. Sarah liked to identify problems and then solve them, and she was frustrated that they could not figure out this health concern. 

The doctors had just said that they were random and unlikely to occur again. Yet, here she was, wondering if she was going to hit the floor. 

Luckily, it passed. Sarah took a sip of water from her bedside table and stood up, testing her balance. It seemed like she was fine, and she hoped that it wouldn’t happen on the way to school. 

Hey, Judd texted. Do you think that you’d be up for going out to eat after class today? A bunch of us are going. 

Yes! Sarah responded right away. 

Great, Judd said. I’ll set it up. 

Now she was even more glad that she resisted Edith’s offer to head to school together. 

“Sarah?” It wasn’t Edith this time, but her father who was at her door, holding a sheet of paper. “The university just sent this over for you.” 

“For me?” she asked. “What is it?” 

“Seems like a pretty high honor,” he said. “To send it on official paper rather than just by electronic mail.” 

Sarah raised an eyebrow, scanning the document. 

Lady Sarah Beckwith, 

As the current most likely candidate for valedictorian of your class, we would like you to present the official welcome to our special guest, Prince John, at tomorrow's visit. Please see below a list of requirements that we have for this speech. We hope you will accept this high honor. 

Dean’s Office. 

FairTrade University

Knorpp

“What?” Sarah read it again. “Are they jesting?” 

“Official welcome?” her father answered. “That is the highest...” 

“They are giving me twenty-four hours to make a speech,” she said. “With a  whole list of requirements, and I have to go to class. What do they expect, that I will just drop everything and do this?” 

“You are not considering rejecting this offer?”  he said. 

“I don’t have...” 

“Sarah, you will not reject this offer,” her father ordered. “I have tolerated you taking double the course load at university, and working your way through two degrees. You have to consider doing more, or I will...” 

“Or you’ll what?” she asked him. “What will you do, Father?” 

Her father fixed her with a stare. 

“Or I will pull you from the courses,” he said. “You have been taking education with absolutely no direction.” 

“Oh, now you notice,” Sarah taunted. “How kind of you. What direction would you like me to take, Father? An obedient wife? A quiet, uneducated lady? Or perhaps I will just accept that our claim to the titles is practically over, with no son, and our lands are...” 

“Do not speak of such things,” her father thundered. 

“Then don’t threaten me because I have thought about what kind of future I want,” she retorted. “And because I won’t accept the one I was born into.” 

“What do you want, Sarah?” he asked. 

“To change the universe,” she replied. 

“Oh, I see,” he said and pointed at the letter. “You better make that speech. Or else.” 

“Of course, Father,” she said sarcastically. Once he was gone, she threw the letter on the bed and slammed the door, so that no one else could interrupt her. 

She considered rejecting it just based on the fact that her father was being so miserable to her. However, the reason she didn’t instantly contact the university and tell them was off was because it was a new opportunity, and Sarah thrived on new opportunities.  She told herself that she wanted every new experience, or else how would she know exactly what direction she wanted to take in her life? 

Besides, perhaps she could use this as an opportunity to show the crown that there were more ways than one to rule a kingdom. She could write a speech based on all the groundbreaking techniques she had just studied in the last course. 

She called the extension that was listed, her mind completely changed from when she first got the letter. Once someone answered, she accepted the offer. 

“I was just wondering, though,” she added. “Aside from the requirements that you have, can I say whatever I’d like in the speech?” 

‘Yes,” said the woman who answered. “In either official language.” 

“Well, thank you,” Sarah said. “I have a lot of ideas already.” 

“That sounds wonderful, dear. I look forward to it,” she responded and then the phone call ended. 

Hey, guess what I just got asked to do? Sarah texted Judd as soon as she was done the phone call.  She explained the situation and he wrote back right away. 

Something tells me that you have a devious plan already, Judd said. 

I do, she said. Want to help me? 

Anything my fair lady wishes, he said, and she bristled. Even though he was just teasing, it was the first time he had used her title, and it bothered her. You say the word and I’ll do the rest. 

I’ll let you know, she answered and put her phone away to get ready to leave. This was her one chance to influence the crown, and she wanted everything to be perfect.  

She got dressed, her mind a million miles away as she picked out a ship to take to school. She wanted to see the room where John was going to speak so that she could plan out what areas she wanted to use. The crown prince had no idea what he was getting into. 
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“This is the university?” John inquired when the ship finally arrived. It wasn’t exactly what he thought it would be. For such a well-respected university, it wasn’t as glamorous as he’d anticipated. He’d expected shiny new buildings and beautiful pathways. Instead, it looked like a relic of the past. 

“Yes, sir,” said the driver. “Very restricted. For every 100 applications, they take one student.” 

“Wow,” John said as the ship stopped. “I’m glad that I did not have to go through such a process.” 

The driver chuckled. 

“One would say that the weight of the crown is more stressful than a university admission,” he said.  “This is your escort, in the brown shirt.” 

“Thank you,” John said as he stepped outside of the ship. It had only been a journey of a few hours but it felt like so long since he had breathed fresh air. He had spent most of yesterday inside the palace and then he got straight into the ship. He was grateful that the university was at least within a wooded area, and it seemed that the students on campus were very relaxed, walking and laughing with each other as they went to class. John watched them for a moment and then put on what he called his public face, tightening his jaw and smiling as he shook hands with his escort, who then bowed to him. 

“Your Majesty,” he said. “It’s an honor to have you join us.”  

“I’m happy to join you,” John tipped his head. “Is attendance for my lecture going well?” 

“There is a student in every seat and some in the aisles,” the escort answered. “One of our top students will give an introduction and then you are welcome to speak for the majority of the two hours. We ask that you leave at least 20 minutes at the end for questions.” 

“No problem,” John said. “I have prepared some of the oldest battle victories in the universe and their strengths.” 

“I’m sure the students will love that,” the escort enthused, leading John to the largest building. 

John was brought into a large, empty classroom, where the seats seemed to go on for miles. It was a very simple setup, and the podium was ready for him upfront, with a screen behind him. He was familiar with the technology, and he put his bag on the floor and began to set up for the speech. He was used to people standing around and staring at him while he set up, so he didn’t say a word, focusing instead on his own notes. He saw, as he looked down, feet coming and going, as different people came into the room to set up other parts of the presentation. 

“My Prince,” said the voice of his escort. “This is Lady Sarah. She will be giving the introduction to your speech.” 

“Alright,” John said. “If you could just...” 

He looked up and felt like he had been hit with a lightning bolt. 

She had piercing eyes and a strong jawline. Her cheekbones were sharp and her hair was pulled back onto her head, although he could see that it was curly. Her figure was hidden in a dress made of rich material, and he knew that she was one of the Beckwith daughters that Cory had been talking about. 

She was standing in front of him with an expression that he had never seen before. Most people who met him were impressed, or doe-eyed, or clearly willing to do whatever he wanted. Her expression was different; it wasn’t quite rude, but it was unimpressed and it was defiant. She didn’t seem to care that she was in the presence of the next Alpha; she just seemed annoyed that he was standing at the podium where she wanted to be. 

He was intoxicated, starstruck, and dumb all at the same time. She was beautiful and unique, and he felt like wrapping his arms around her and never letting her go. 

The longer he stared at her, the longer she stared back. Then her expression dropped, turned neutral and then to one of confusion. 

“Hello,” he said, starting over from his first impression.  

“Hello,” she managed and then all her items fell from her arms. John moved forward and managed to catch them before they hit the floor. “Oh my goodness, I’m an idiot.” 

“No, no,” he said, handing them back to her. “It could happen to any of us.” 

They continued to stare at each other for another long moment until a young man came up from behind them. 

“Sarah?” he asked, interrupting their magical look. “Is everything alright?” 

“Everything is fine,” Lady Sarah said, and finally broke her gaze. “Everything is fine. I’m just going to make the speech, Judd.” 

“Are you involved in the speech too?” John asked, turning around. He was a good few inches taller than the young man, as well as broader in the chest and a few years older. 

As John towered over him, Judd took a step back. 

“No,” Judd said and bowed. “My Lord. I’m just helping Lady Sarah with the preparations.” 

“Are they complicated preparations?” John asked. “Because otherwise, I am done with my setup and I can assist with hers.” 

“No,” Sarah blurted out. “They are not complicated preparations at all. You could assist me if you like.” 

“Of course,” John said, and turned back to the young man. “I’m sure I’ll see you at the lecture, though.” 

“Sarah, what about—?” Judd started to ask, but Lady Sarah glared at him. 

“Just the speech, Judd,” she said, and he sighed. 

“Whatever you say,” he said and headed for the door. As soon as he was gone, John turned back to her. He had never met anyone like this at all. He was used to meeting people briefly and quickly, and then walking away and never thinking about them. This girl was like a tattoo on his heart. 

He knew exactly what this could mean, but he didn’t want to admit it. If he admitted it, his whole life could change. 

“What can I help you with ?” he asked, and she seemed to have trouble finding words. 

“I just am... going to use my notes,” she said. “I had a video and some other things... but I think it’s better to just use my notes.” 

“Are you sure?” he asked. “Something innovative could spice up the words that everyone is obligated to listen to.” 

“No one is obligated to be here,” she said. “This is an optional lecture.” 

“Oh,” he said. “I would have thought that everything was mandatory when...” 

“You’ve clearly never been to university,” she observed. 

“Well, no,” he admitted. 

“So how can you give a speech here?” she asked. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful. But I don’t see how we can sit here and listen. Our professors have worked in the field and we are here because they present innovative ideas based on their expertise.” 

“Because I have been trained since birth to run a kingdom?” he responded pointedly, raising an eyebrow. Everyone was staring at them, and normally, he’d shake his head and order her out. Very few people talked to him that way and those who did didn’t talk to him that way for long. 

“In the old ways,” she said. “In the ways of your ancestors.” 

“Show me how the new ways are better and I will surely take them back to the throne. Our history is written by the winners, and those winners are whom I want to learn from. Not the brand-new ideas that didn’t make it to the battlefield. Or worse, they did and they are from the side that didn’t win.” 

“So you want to rule the kingdom exactly how your father does it?” 

“What’s wrong with the way my father does it?” he narrowed his eyes at her. 

“You’re not your father,” she answered and he felt his breath catch in his throat. 

More people began pouring in the room then, and he took a step back. He rarely had a chance to argue with someone like this. Arguing with a prince was reserved for other princes and the king. He was an expert at arguing with his brothers, but they couldn’t exactly win, given that he was the oldest.

He took a step to the podium and then stepped away. 

“Sorry, you’re the one who's going first,” he said. “Just to make a speech, unless you have some devious master plan?” 

“I don’t,” she rolled her eyes. “Do people often plot against you when you barely know them?” 

“Often,” he said, and she looked away. He knew that she had plotted something, although he wasn’t sure on what scale. Was it just a speech to make him look bad? Or was it a full-on attack on his life? Had she plotted with other students to overthrow the crown, or was it just a simple attack with words? 

And why wasn’t he angry? Why couldn’t he just walk away from her, or order her removed? Why did he suddenly feel like his soul was whole again? 

“Well,” she said, “that sounds stressful.” 

“It’s just daily life,” he answered and her eyes flickered upwards to his. 

“Well, that sounds horrible,” she said. 

“It’s not all bad,” he said in a low voice, but she made a face and raised her eyebrows. She didn’t believe him, and it was clear from the look in her eyes. 

“But some of it is?” she asked. 

“Is everything in your life perfect?” he countered. 

“No,” she said. “But people don’t try to kill me on a daily basis, so there is that.” 

Eventually, the lecture hall was full, and she encouraged him to take a seat beside the podium so that she could introduce him. He wasn’t used to feeling so comfortable within the first four seconds of meeting someone that he could reveal dark thoughts such as what he had shared. 

He had to know more about this girl and find out why his heart felt more whole than it had since his father had gotten sick. He had to know why she was so brave and why he felt so odd around her. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Lady Sarah said, addressing her fellow students. “Today we have an honored guest. Our next Alpha, the Crown Prince John, will be addressing us today, to speak about battle tactics. As dragons, we...” 

Sarah droned on, and John was so focused on her that he didn’t even notice when she ended her speech and stepped aside in order to let him stand up. 

“Thank you, Lady Sarah Beckwith,” he said. “As the daughter of one of the oldest titles in my kingdom, I thank you for your loyal service to the crown, even today.” 

Sarah crossed her legs and opened her notebook, looking him right in the eye. It was clear that she was waiting for him to impress her. Normally, John was the one waiting for others to impress him. Her intense gaze made him sweat, and he turned to his notes, taking a deep breath. 

“I want to start with the beginnings of our kingdom,” he said. “As you know, dragons have ruled over the other shifters for years. Over the years, however, there have been both civil wars and shifter rebellions, especially with the wolves. The first conflict...” 

John continued with his speech, but he found himself glancing at Lady Sarah every few moments, to see what she was thinking. She was taking notes, but he could see from her face that she wasn’t exactly riveted. When he reached the last page and took questions, he begged her with his eyes to ask something, but she didn’t say a word, sitting back. 

He had to know what she was thinking. He had to know why his heart felt like it was going to explode if he didn’t hear another word from her. 
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“Sarah, what about everything we planned?” Judd made his way to her as what felt like half the student population came up to talk to John or take a photo with him.

“Don’t you think it’s interesting that he doesn’t have guards with him?” Sarah asked Judd as she watched him. 

“What?” Judd asked. 

“In the old ways, the Dragon Princes would always have guards with them at every opportunity. They wouldn’t leave the house without guards watching their every move. But he doesn’t have a single other person with him. That’s very progressive, given the rest of his speech.” 

“I don’t know, maybe he forgot them,” Judd said dismissively. “What about all the things we had prepared?” 

“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” Sarah said absently, and Judd almost exploded. 

“Doesn’t matter? We were up half the night working on that, and now...” 

“But don’t you think it’s interesting?” Sarah asked him again. “That he would be so set in the old ways and then...” 

“Sarah, what’s wrong with you?” Judd demanded. “Have you forgotten everything we’ve stood for?” 

“That’s a bit dramatic, don’t you think?” Sarah asked him. The group around John was starting to diminish, and he turned to her at what felt like the first available opportunity. 

“What did you think?” he asked her. Immediately, it was like no one else in the room was there. 

“I think there are some things I would have added,” she said bluntly. “And some things I would have taken out.” 

“Oh, really?” he said. “About how much?” 

“About 80 percent,” she said with a shrug. “A small percentage.” 

The people around her gasped and then turned to John, watching his expression. 

“Oh, really?” he repeated with a grin. “I’ll turn the same question on you, then, m’lady. What qualifies you to speak on such a topic?” 

“Two degrees in battle strategy and policy-making, working on my third in modern-day warfare,” she said without even blinking an eye. 

“Is that so?” he answered. “You look very young.” 

“I work very hard,” she countered. 

“Prince John,” one of the professors swept in then. “Thank you so much for coming in.” 

Sarah reached to gather her bag, and Judd tried to talk to her again. 

“Are you mad?” he asked. “Or trying to get yourself beheaded?” 

“I’m just trying to help him,” she said defensively and Judd smirked. 

“He’s a prince, Sarah,” Judd said. “He doesn’t want your advice.” 

“Doesn’t mean he doesn’t need it,” Sarah pointed out. She didn’t want to walk away from the prince. She felt words tumbling out of her mouth, and she wanted to say all of them to him. But instead, she picked up her bag and forced herself to take a step, and then two, and then three. 

She couldn’t believe the relief that came when Prince John caught up with her and Judd. 

“Lady Sarah,” he said, halfway up the stairs. “I would appreciate hearing your opinion on what went terribly wrong, according to you. If you’re not busy.” 

“I’m always busy,” she answered. “When would you like to do this?” 

“Now,” he said. “I have not allocated much time to be here, and the throne needs me. But I would like to speak to you.” 

She met his eyes again and felt that familiar lightning bolt go through her. It had happened four times already, and they had only been in the same room for a little over two hours. 

“We can share a meal,” she said. “Everyone needs to eat, don’t they? Even princes.” 

“Indeed they do,” he said. Judd was staring at her like she had grown a third head, but she really didn’t care.  She felt like she could breathe again now that he was standing beside her. “I’m not from the area, but I could find...” 

“I know a place,” she said, and he shrugged. 

“Whatever you like, my lady,” he said. 

“I’ll see you later,” she said to Judd, who was still staring at her open-mouthed. She knew he was shocked, but she couldn’t exactly explain how she was feeling at the moment. If she told Judd that every time John looked at her it caused her to feel like she was struck by lightning, he would think that she was crazy. In addition, if she told him that she couldn’t breathe without the prince, it would end her relationship with Judd, or whatever it was that she was doing with him. 

She didn’t even really know how to explain it to herself, aside from the terrifying thought that she was trying to ignore. Sarah was a realist, and she tended to have a plan for everything. 

At the moment, she had made four different plans based on the feelings she had. The last one was the most terrifying, and she also thought the most likely. 

She thought that perhaps John was her fated mate, but of course, they would never be together because that was a horrible idea. On top of being incredibly mismatched in terms of titles, they clearly disagreed on everything. So, on the off chance that they were mates, they would never be married and be apart forever. 

She also considered the fact that she was the only one who was feeling this way, and she would wither and suffer when he left her after this meal, which was possible. 

If someone had told her today that she was going to have lunch with the prince rather than trying to sabotage his speech, she would have said that they were crazy. Now, it seemed like the easiest thing in the world. 

“I’ll see you later, Judd,” she repeated when he tried to protest again. John took her back down the steps to where a man in a palace uniform was waiting. She had only ever seen a palace representative once before, and it was when a man had come to their door to call their father to the palace.  

“Can you tell him where you want to go?” John asked. “As I have no idea about the area.” 

“Can you take us to the Skybar?” she asked the man.  “I can give you directions.” 

“Skybar,” he said. “I’m sure I can put it in the satnav. My lord, you have an appointment back at...” 

“I can delay it for a few hours,” John cut in. “I’m sure it will be fine. Would you like me to send a message, or will you?” 

“Of course, I can do it, my lord,” he said. “It’s just...” 

“Yes?” John cocked his eyebrow and the man realized that he shouldn’t argue. John escorted Lady Sarah out the door, offering to carry her bag. She didn’t let him, walking steadily while casting her eyes on the waiting ship. 

“Is this yours?” she asked. “Or does the palace just have a fleet of them?” 

“We have a fleet of them, of course,” he said. “And they are at my disposal whenever I need one.” 

“It’s better to have one of your own, that no one else uses. It’s safer, even.” 

“What do you mean?” he asked. 

“Well,” she said, “if you have a ship that is just yours, you not only know the ins and outs of it, but you also can make sure that no one tampers with it, in the event of an emergency. You can make any modifications you want, and have passwords only you know, to protect yourself if someone is trying to break in or leave you a nasty present.” 

“But if they know it’s yours?” he said. “Then it’s easier to target you.” 

“Perhaps,” she said with a glint in her eye. “But there’s technology to know if something has changed. And it’s a lot harder to break in. Statistically, where this method has been tested in other parts of the universe, the riders of the ships are safer than if they have access to any mass fleet.” 

“Hmm,” he said as he escorted her onto the ship. “That’s not something I have considered before. It would be difficult to convince my father that he only needs one ship as opposed to sixty.” 

“Sixty is an easy invitation for harm,” she said. “And without additional security or security that many people have access to, it’s a lot easier than several layers of personal security.” 

The ship began to cruise through the air, and both of them buckled themselves into the seats in the back.

“Do you know how to fly?” she asked him and he smirked. 

“Yes,” he responded. “I do know how to fly.” 

“I’m just asking,” she said. “Because knowing how to fly yourself would be additional security than having an extra person around. You came without guards today, why is that?” 

“Why, is someone planning to harm me?” he asked with a wry smile. 

“Not that I know of,” she said. “But princes traveling without guards is a modern thing, to be more in touch with the people, especially in low-risk areas.” 

“Don’t give me too much credit,” he said dryly.  “My brother, Joshua, is aware of my every movement today. He has made a plan for several different outcomes, in case I find myself in danger.” 

“Well, he didn’t plan our outing, did he?” Sarah asked. 

“No,” John said, and caught her gaze again. “He didn’t.” 

They eventually landed in the city district, which Sarah knew was remarkably higher risk than the university. However, because the stop was unplanned, she did know that statistically, he was probably in less danger than if the visit was part of the royal agenda. 

“You should probably tell your brother,” she said as they took off their seatbelts. “Just in case. It’s safer that way.” 

“Oh, should I?” he teased her. “Are we not just going for a quick drink?” 

“Well, that’s up to you,” she said as she grabbed her bag and sauntered off the ship. 

Sarah had been to Skybar many times before, and she chose it because it was the type of place that only cared if you caused trouble. If they kept a low profile and didn’t start table dancing, she knew the people inside wouldn’t care that the Alpha heir was with her. There were several private rooms in the back that remained fairly quiet. In addition, they served her favorite salad, so she was eager to get lunch away from the rigid confines of her family home. 

“Oh my,” he said as they walked in. She knew that Skybar could be overwhelming at first, with three different floors of music, and what felt like a thousand people milling about. However, the moment they walked in, there was someone to greet them. 

“Lady Sarah,” greeted the maître d’. “How can I help you?” 

“A private room in the back, please,” she said. “And please start a house salad.” 

“Of course,” he said, and escorted them back through the crowds. Sarah appreciated that he didn’t flicker an eye at John, who stayed at her side. He did bow to the prince, but Sarah knew that he had to in order to not be rude. Aside from that, he acted like they were normal customers. 

Judd had first found the place when they were wandering through town, looking for a late-night drink. She had fallen in love with the atmosphere and the fact that she wasn’t a titled noble inside. It was one of the first times in her life that she had just been a normal patron of a bar, a university student out for a drink and nothing more. She had a feeling that John would find the anonymity relaxing as well. 

“You’re a regular here?” John asked, as soon as they were inside. 

“As often as I want to be a student and not wear a tiara,” she said. 

“How often is that?” 

“I don’t know,” she mused. “Some months it’s every day, and some months not at all.” 

“It must be nice to choose,” he said as their eyes met again. She swallowed hard. 

“It can be,” she said. “But it must be nice to also know your place in the world.” 

“It can be,” he echoed. 
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Neither of them wanted to stay in the crowded bar very long. Sarah usually didn’t enjoy playing tourist in the crowded streets, but she wanted to show John everything about the territory that he had never explored. After a single drink, she rose, going to cover the tab. 

“What are you doing?” he asked, confused. 

“Let’s go to the square,” she suggested. “There’s a carnival and I’ve always wanted to go there.” 

“A carnival?” he asked. Although he had seen such things, and done a ribbon cutting for one or two of them, he had never actually been inside of one. “Now?” 

“Come on,” she urged. “Surely you can get away just a bit longer.” 

He knew that he really should go back, but he could not refuse her invitation. Allowing her to pull him by the hand, they exited the bar and walked right past the waiting ship. 

“Wait, did you pay?” he realized. “You shouldn’t have done that.” 

“Why not?” she asked. “Did you want me to steal it?” 

“No,” he cleared his throat. “It’s just... you’re a lady. You shouldn’t have to pay for anything.” 

She rolled her eyes. 

“Please,” she said. “You’re so old-fashioned.” 

“Am I?” he asked. “I thought I was just a gentleman.” 

Sarah couldn’t resist smiling at that.

“I mean, it’s very kind of you to offer,” she said placatingly. “But I am capable of taking care of myself. I take it you don’t meet many women like that?” 

“On the contrary,” he said. “The palace is full of strong women.” 

“Ah,” she said. “I have heard tales of your mother. She is a queen in her own right, isn’t she? She handles half the kingdom.” 

“She does,” John said with a shrug. “But only under the rule of my father. It’s not... it should be equal, but I think each king and queen make their own choices.” 

“Maybe,” Sarah said as they walked. “Or maybe they just don’t know how to do things the new way.” 

“Mmm.” He didn’t even care that what she was saying was scandalous. He could listen to her read a shopping list, for all he cared. She had a melodious voice and a golden lilt that only existed in those who lived in the northern parts of the kingdom. “Have you studied much of my parents’ rule, then?” 

“I’ve had to study a lot about rulers and tactics in general,” she replied. “My thesis is focused on the changes each new generation made to the armies they had. Sometimes, there was nothing for generations, and then every once in a while, a game-changer comes along.” 

“Like who?” he asked, genuinely curious as to what her outside eyes saw about his ancestors. 

“Like... Anna and Aaron,” she said, naming dragon rulers that reigned over 200 years ago. 

He smiled, shaking his head. 

“Queen Anna and Alpha Aaron are not... known for their good behavior.” 

“But that’s just the thing,” she insisted. “In previous generations, the morale of armies was left to their spare time and own initiative. These two flew up and made sure to party with them, amongst them. And never were there more loyal armies than theirs.” 

“That is true,” he allowed. “Even if most of the parties ended up in debauchery.” 

She snorted at that. 

“Well, we all need a little departure from our lives,” she said with a shrug. 

“Who else?” He could see the carnival in the distance and took her hand as they walked. She did not protest in the slightest, falling into step beside him. 

“Edward and Eleanor,” she said. “They practically had an entire campaign about getting things done.” 

“They...” he tried to choose the right words. “They overhauled everything. The kingdom is still reeling from them.” 

“Yes,” she said. “I know they changed everything. And they were 400 years ago. But that’s just it, we are still talking about them, and not all the ones that came after them. There was one other that I thought had potential.” 

“Oh?” he asked, curious. 

“Yes, Alpha Troy,” she said. “He seemed, from his letters, that he had some good ideas. However, he died very early, and was very overworked.” 

“When was he?” John felt embarrassed that he did not know his own history well enough to recognize the name. 

“About 650?” she said. John whistled. 

“Ancient history,” he said. “Who was his queen?” 

“He didn’t have one,” Sarah said. “Which is part of the reason why I think he didn’t succeed. No one is an island and he had so many ideas and no one to help him.” 

“Is that what you think?” John asked. “Every king needs a queen?” 

“Well, yes,” she answered with a shrug. They came upon the carnival then, and he whistled in appreciation. There were hundreds of rides, games, people, and flashing lights. He knew that his guards would probably have a coronary if they saw him there. However, he wasn’t about to just leave Sarah. 

Going to be late, he texted his brother quickly, and then followed her to the entrance. He hoped to Creator that no one recognized either of them, because he just wanted this anonymous moment alone with her. 

There was a price list at the front of the carnival, including unlimited electronic bracelets that let them do whatever they wanted. 

“Please,” he said, brushing her wallet aside. “Let me. You paid for the drinks.” 

“I’m pretty sure those bracelets are five times the drinks,” she protested. However, he had already swiped his credits across the screen. He grinned with childlike abandon as they shot out of a machine. He reached down to grab the two of them and handed one to Sarah. 

Instead of taking it, she held out her wrist. He had to touch her arm briefly in order to put it around her thin wrist, and he felt electricity run up and down his spine as he did so. 

Who was this girl, and why did he feel this way? 

“Will you return the favor?” he asked, desperately wanting to feel her touch on his skin. She agreed, strapping it on his arm with a grin. 

“I hope they come off easily,” she said. “Oh, you’ll have a great story to tell when you go home.” 

“Oh,” he said with a shrug, “I’m not too concerned. After all, one day I will be Alpha and I will have to answer to no one. They should get in the habit now.” 

“You’ll have to answer to your queen,” she said as they walked into the carnival. “You must have one decided on already?” 

“No,” he said and she raised an eyebrow in surprise. 

“No?” she asked. “But you’re far past the age...” 

He chuckled at that. 

“Are you implying that I’m old?” 

“You are not,” she said. “You would have just been graduating school if you were a regular person. Just that most royal princes are engaged since birth.” 

“My parents were a little more progressive than that,” he replied. “There have been suggestions, and of late... more forceful suggestions. But nothing is decided.” 

“And your brothers?” she asked. He shook his head. 

“Even less so for them,” he said. “There was a woman Nathan was considering for a while, but that is all over now.” 

“I had no idea I was living in such a liberal age.” Sarah stopped at a carnival game, watching as participants in front of her threw axes at a target. The idea was to hit the bullseye. Despite the fact that it was a ridiculously old-fashioned game, with no technology involved, it seemed incredibly difficult. “Do you want to play?” 

“I....” He watched the game progress. “We could try. This was something they taught us to do at the palace when we were young.” 

“I have a bit of experience too,” she answered as they stepped forward and swiped their bracelets. They each got four axes, and the objective was to hit three bullseyes in order to win a prize. 

“I’ll race you,” Sarah said with a smile. John raised an eyebrow. 

“Are you sure?” he said. “I don’t want you to get hurt.” 

He said it ironically, and she chuckled. 

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” she echoed and then picked up an axe. “Ready, set, go!” 

Their throws were suddenly completely in sync. As the participants around them watched, they threw one, two, three, and then four axes at the targets. Each one of them hit the bullseye perfectly, with no margin of error. 

Both of them were slightly surprised by the other one. However, no one was more surprised than the game attendant. 

“Wow!” he said. “I’ve never seen anyone do that before, let alone two people. Who are you? You look familiar?” 

“Just people who have practice,” Sarah said. “Do we get a prize?” 

“Indeed you do,” he pointed to a row of stuffed animals, ranging from dragons to bears. There was also a large bouquet of candy, as well as a warming oven full of meat on a stick. The stuffed animals were far more appealing, but Sarah could practically hear John’s stomach growling. 

“I think we’ll take the snacks,” she said with a smile. The attendant handed over two kabobs, and John took a sniff. 

“Do you know what this is?” he asked Sarah as they walked away. 

“No idea,” she said with a grin as she bit into it. “Who cares?” 

He laughed and took a bite into it. Despite being slightly sketchy, it was delicious, and he finished it quickly. 

They finished another two games before his phone went off. Glancing at it quickly, he sighed. It was just a report that had also been forwarded to his father, but it detailed more werewolf rebellions. He mentioned it briefly to Sarah, who stopped as he read a few more details. 

“They’ve never really rebelled like this before,” she said and he shook his head as he sent a quick reply back. 

“They have,” he said. “About 400 years ago, they assassinated their own Alpha. The problem is, there are civilians in their lines of fire this time. Whether or not they are unhappy with their own Alpha doesn’t matter. And every time we seem to stomp out a mini-mutiny, another one pops up.” 

“Have you talked to the werewolf Alpha?” Sarah asked as if she were sitting on his privy council. 

“I have,” John said. “And I have discussed things with his crown prince. They say they have no idea about what is causing them, and they can’t seem to get their intelligence to predict the next attack.” 

“That doesn’t sound promising,” Sarah said and John shrugged. 

“We’ll stop it,” he said. “It looks bad for Stanley, not us.” 

“So confident,” she observed with a smile. “That’s the type of man I like.” 

He felt shivers go down his spine as he took a step closer. 

“Oh?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she said. “Make choices with strength and confidence and you can never go wrong.” 

He chuckled. 

“I’m sure you know from your classes that you absolutely can, no matter how strong and confident you.” 

“That’s true,” she said. “But I’ll admire you for it, at least.” 

Their faces were now inches apart, and John couldn’t resist. He knew that he shouldn’t, but he reached up to touch her soft cheek. Under the carnival lights, he kissed her gently. 

At first, she didn’t resist, because she couldn’t. But then, all her feelings, all her thoughts, came crashing into each other. What about Judd? What about everything she stood for? What about the fact that several hours ago, she was prepared to ruin his day with pranks and embarrassing statistics he and his kingdom couldn’t deny? 

She stepped back, saying nothing, and reality came rushing back to him. 

“I should go,” he said. “Really.” 

“Of course,” she said, but neither of them moved. 

“Will I... can we talk again?” he asked. 

“Of course,” she said, even though she wasn’t sure why she gave him a positive answer. All she knew was that she was going to feel her soul cave in if they didn’t talk again. “Let me give you my details.” 

Once the proper contact details were exchanged, he hesitated. 

“Please don’t... give out those details to anyone else,” he pleaded. “It’s my personal line.” 

She made a face. 

“What do you take me for?” she asked, slightly indignant. “Of course I won’t.” 

“I’m just checking,” he said. “There aren’t many people who I give those out to. Just in case.” 

“Look, I know you don’t know me very well,” she said. “But I assure you, you can trust me.” 

“I know,” he murmured, gazing into her eyes. “I’ve had a feeling I could since the first moment I met you.” 

“Well, thank you,” she blushed, looking at her feet. “I’ll see you later, then?” 

“See you,” he said. It took everything he had to walk away. He had no idea what the coming days would bring, but he knew that he had to see her again. 
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“Hello? Sarah? Are you with us?” 

Sarah looked up from her communication device in shock. Judd was standing in front of her, waving in her face. She had simply bent her head to communicate with John for a moment, but she was shocked to see the classroom was empty. 

“Oh,” she said. “Yeah, sure.” 

He gave her a funny look. 

“Are we still going to get dinner?” 

“Uh...” she paused. She and John were in the middle of what they tended to call a discussion. Usually, they were arguments about the proper way to handle things. To her surprise, he opened up about his day with her every time, even though she rolled her eyes at most of it. 

There were some conversations that caught her attention more than others. Often, late at night, John’s thoughts would turn to whether or not he felt capable of running the kingdom when his father passed on. She would assure him that he could, but it seemed as if he was lost to the darkness during those times. When morning came, however, it was as if nothing had happened. Sarah knew the burden of the crown was heavy, and she wished she could help more. Currently, they were discussing the need for the royal family to do balcony duty every day outside the palace, for the morale of the kingdom. “We can, if you’re hungry.” 

“What’s been going on with you lately?” Judd asked. “Who are you constantly talking to?” 

“No one,” she said quickly, shoving her phone in her pocket and grabbing her things. “Let’s go.” 

“Seriously,” he gave her a look. “If I didn't know better, I would say that you were sleeping with someone else.” 

“Oh,” Sarah answered crisply. “I didn’t know we were exclusive.” 

Judd sputtered at that. 

“We’re not, but... don’t you think I have a right to know?” 

“I’m not sleeping with anyone else,” she stated as they walked. They were just planning to grab dinner at the cafeteria before they went to their evening class. However, before they rounded the final corner, Judd reached out and grabbed her arm. 

“Let’s go to the Queen Mary restaurant.” 

“What?” she asked, picturing it in her head. It was a five-star establishment with candlelight and white table cloths. “Why? I thought we were just grabbing a quick dinner.” 

“I’m in the mood for something fancier,” he said. “Come on.” 

“Uh, alright,” she agreed, even though she certainly wasn’t hungry enough for a five-star dinner. “Is anyone else coming?” 

“Sarah,” he said, annoyed. “Can I not take you out for a proper date?” 

“A... proper date?” she asked. They didn’t really do that with each other, especially not lately. However, Judd had certainly been acting odd as of late. He had brought her flowers and offered to do her homework several times when she had been feeling unwell. She thought he was making overly grandiose gestures for someone who was only half her boyfriend. And lately, she wasn’t sure what he was. Especially given that she felt things for John that she had never felt for Judd, even when she tried not to. 

“Don’t we need a reservation?” she asked, and Judd whipped out his phone to make one as they walked over. 

Sarah often dined at fancy establishments with her family, so this was no different than what she was used to. The only thing that felt out of place was the fact that she wasn’t in a full ball gown with a tiara on her head. The restaurant, however, did not blink an eye when she and Judd arrived. They were seated at a table by the window, overlooking the river. The waiter lit the candles at their table. 

“Oh boy,” she said, looking at the menu. “I’ve forgotten how much this place serves. Maybe we should split something?” 

“You order whatever you want,” he said to her. “It’s on me.” 

“Judd,” she said in surprise. His family did not have anywhere near as much money as hers, and she knew it would be a strain on him. It was part of the reason she had never been serious about him; she knew her family would never approve. Sarah was headstrong, and if she truly wanted to fight their disapproval, she could. However, she wasn’t sure she wanted to. 

“Please,” he said. “Anything to get your attention away from your phone.” 

“Sure,” she relented, only because she was tired. Once they ordered, she stood up, leaving her bag at the table. “I’m just going to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.” 

“Are you alright?” he asked in a panic, knowing that she was often unwell. 

“I’m fine,” she assured him. “I really just have to go to the bathroom. Be right back.” 

She didn’t think anything of leaving her bag at the table. She trusted Judd to not just run off with her things, and it was a high-class restaurant. However, when she returned, she instantly realized her mistake. 

Her phone was lying on the table, face up. She was positive she had left it deep in the folds of her bag, partly because she wanted to keep the messaging on it secret. 

Judd’s face was bright red. 

“You’re messaging him,” he accused, and Sarah knew exactly what he had read. “How could you? How dare you?” 

“You went through my phone?” she sputtered in disbelief. “I had it at the bottom of my bag. How could you? How dare YOU?” 

“Sarah,” Judd said, “you are going against everything we stand for. Everything we are.” 

“What is this we?” she cried. “First of all, WE are not the same person. We are allowed to have separate thoughts and opinions.” 

“What kind of magic spell has he put over you?” 

“None,” she cried. “And nothing is going on. He’s just... not the person that I thought he was. He’s interesting to talk to.” 

“If someone is interesting to talk to, you have a conversation or two,” Judd said. “You don’t send them a metric ton of messages every hour. I forbid you to do this.” 

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he knew that he had said completely the wrong thing. 

“You forbid me?” Sarah repeated, her voice tremulous with outrage. “You forbid me? What right do you have to say that to me?” 

“You...” he knew he had made a fatal mistake, but he couldn’t backpedal from it. In a scramble, Sarah gathered her things. She could see the waiter coming with their supper, but she didn’t care. 

“You have absolutely no right,” she told him. “Don’t you ever say anything like that to me again. I can say whatever I want. I can do whatever I want. And you can’t stop me.” 

“But I can accuse you of cheating on me,” he cried, loud enough for the entire restaurant to hear. 

Sarah took a step closer so she was right in his face. 

“First of all,” she said, “we’re not even properly dating, so none of that matters. Second of all, I am merely having a conversation with John, who happens to have more decorum than you will ever have. Have a good supper.” 

She turned on her heel and left before he could stop her. She was seeing red as she walked, and her breath was coming in gasps. 

The tears started as soon as she hit the street. 

Despite the fact that they weren’t a couple in her mind, Judd was her best friend and she hated leaving things like that. She didn’t want to stay and explain what was happening between her and John because she couldn’t explain it. Sarah was used to being logical and explaining things in simple, concise sentences. But this was unlike anything she had ever experienced. 

“Sarah, is that you?” her mother called when she finally made it in the door. “Don’t you have another class tonight?” 

“I don’t feel well,” Sarah said, heading straight for the stairs. Her mother immediately came to the stairway in alarm. 

“Anything I can do, dear?” she asked. Sarah shook her head. 

“No,” she said. “I’ll make up the class later. I think I’m just going to go upstairs and rest.” 

“Alright,” she said. “Call if you need anything.”  Given Sarah’s history, it worried both her parents when she was feeling unwell. Their youngest daughter was stubborn and unwilling to admit to any weakness unless it was particularly troublesome. 

“Will do,” Sarah said, although she had no intention of calling for her. If she thought anyone could explain what was happening in her heart and in her mind, she would call for them at once. She fell onto her bed, closing her eyes and hugging her pillow. There was no one she could talk to, no one who would understand. 

She felt completely alone as the sun set, her mind drifting back to memories of the carnival. She hoped that John would call soon so that she could at least distract herself with battle talk or an argument. As the hours ticked by, she realized that all she hoped for was to hear his voice—for always. 

This wasn’t logical. This wasn’t rational. But, she realized with a shiver, this just might be love. 
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Chapter 7
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John couldn’t focus on what he was reading. He had purposely come to his rooms in the royal palace early so that he could focus on the council meeting tomorrow. His father was feeling unwell, and John had promised to represent him. However, the only thing he could think of right now was what Lady Sarah was doing. 

Since their drink in Skybar, they had remained in constant contact. However, it wasn’t as if they were falling in love and sending messages back and forth with hearts attached. John felt like more like he was fighting with the werewolves than talking to someone who made his heart rate rise.  He couldn’t stop, though, not even if he tried. 

Giving up on the paperwork in front of him, he reached out and pressed the video monitor, finding her contact in recent calls and then pressing the connect button. 

“You know,” she said, as soon as she answered. His shoulders visibly relaxed, and he saw his expression change on the screen showing his image. His brow had been furrowed before, but now it was smooth. “There is a four-hour difference between the palace and the university. Could you think about that before you call?” 

“I could,” he said. “But in case you haven’t noticed, free time is something that is at a premium. So I don’t always do mathematics first.” 

“You’re excused,” she looked around as she spoke. She looked like she was walking, and he tried to make sense of her background. “Where are you?” 

“In the tunnels,” she said. “I’m heading down to the simulator to test something.” 

“Is it a battle simulation?” he asked. “Or a flight simulator?” 

“I don’t think being a pilot is in my future,” she gave him a funny look. 

“I’m just surprised a place that size has a battle simulator,” he answered. 

“Sure,” she said. “We have three. The world is changing, you know. They aren’t as expensive or as high tech as you think they are.” 

“How do you know what I think?” he asked her and she smiled. 

“Because I can read your mind,” she replied and he acknowledged that was true. For the past few weeks, whenever they talked, they seemed to be finishing each other’s sentences. They didn't necessarily agree on much at all, but they could at least predict what the other one was thinking. It seemed to happen an alarming amount of times for people who didn’t agree on many things in life. 

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said. “I was just thinking about you.” 

“It’s fine,” she said as she stepped into another room. “I was thinking about you too.” 

“Why?” he asked, secretly pleased. 

“I was going to run a simulation of the third bear rebellion,” she said. “And I know your father was there.” 

“He was,” John confirmed. “I remember it, although I was very small.” 

“Right,” she said. “So I was going to run it once, and then put the Karian method into it and see if that changes the outcome.” 

John bit his lip at that. He didn’t want to say anything rude, because he wasn’t interested in fighting with her tonight. However, the third bear shifter rebellion wasn’t exactly considered a massive victory for the dragons. 

“Putting a new method into a simulator does not mean we could have won if we just...” 

“Of course it doesn’t,” she answered. “There are a hundred variables that I don’t know. But I would like to be able to see the difference it would have made.” 

“You can’t change history,” he reminded her. 

“No,” she said. “Unless the simulator says I can no matter what variable I put in.” 

“Sarah,” he groaned. “I’m going to hang up.” 

“Don’t,” she blurted suddenly and he realized that he didn’t actually want to. This was a continuous pattern that they had. They would argue and want to stop talking to each other, but they couldn’t seem to hang up. No matter how snippy they got with each other, they didn’t want to stop staring at each other. 

“Alright,” he said. “I won’t.” 

Both of them fell into silence, and she seemed to actually be keying things into the battle simulator, setting her phone up to look down on her. 

“So,” she said. “What are we doing?” 

“At the moment?” he asked. “Pretending to work.” 

‘No,” she brushed her hair out of her eyes. “What are we doing, you and I?” 

“I...” He knew he had to answer carefully. There were many people who could take advantage of the honesty he seemed to be developing with Lady Sarah, and while he didn’t think she was one of those people, his instinct was to guard himself nonetheless. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know what...” 

“I’ve done some reading,” she cut in. “And I’ve asked some people, hypothetically.” 

“Asked them what?” 

“Why we can’t stop talking,” she said. “I haven’t said who you are... but... I’ve described what I feel. And I’m going to assume that it’s the exact same thing you feel, given the fact that you haven’t stop calling me. And if you did, I’d have to call you.” 

“I...” he said. 

“And,” she continued, “we haven’t slept together, so I doubt you are after that, given how many people are in the palace and available to your bed.” 

He couldn’t resist chuckling at that. 

“Is that what you think?” he asked. 

“Please,” she said. “You’re a prince. You’re THE prince. It makes a difference.” 

“Does it?” he teased. 

“John, don’t play games with me,” she said. “I think you should come here again. Or I should come there and we can clear this up.” 

“Whatever you like,” he said, as he watched her work. She was intoxicating—fascinating and brilliant all at the same time. 

“I would like to come there,” she said. “You’ve already been here, and while I don’t need to see the palace, I would like to see the capital.” 

“You’ve never seen it?” he asked and she shook her head. 

“No,” she said.

“I just thought...” 

“I study a lot,” she explained. “I read a lot. That’s all. I haven’t actually been anywhere.” 

“I can send transport,” he offered. “If your family will approve.” 

“I don’t want them knowing that it’s you,” she said and he cocked an eyebrow. 

“Oh?” 

“Don’t take it personally,” she said. “But knowing I was going to visit the crown prince would make my family act like lunatics. They would be planning our marriage before the night was out.” 

“I see,” he said. “I can arrange somewhere private where we can explore why we want to repeatedly argue with each other until our last breath.” 

“That sounds fine,” she said. “Send me the details.” 

“When can you come?” he asked. “I assume there are classes you have to attend?” 

“Next week, there’s a break,” she said. “However long you want is fine. However long you can get away, I should say.” 

“Alright, “Good. I really should get back to things,” he added, and she sighed. 

“Yes,” she said. “Me too.” 

Both of them resisted hanging up until they absolutely had to. When her image had disappeared from the screen, he sighed, putting his head in his hands. 

This girl was impossible and yet he knew he was in deep with her. Whatever was happening, he knew she was right and they had to see it through to the end, whatever that end was. 

“John?” He looked up to see his mother standing in the doorway. Out of respect, he got up and waited until she waved her hand and indicated that he should sit. He didn’t always do it, but he felt like his mother had just caught him doing something wrong. 

“Yes, Mother?” he asked. “How can I be of assistance?” 

“Next week, the Duchess of Moon is coming with her father,” she said. “Hailey is now a young woman, and I think you two would benefit from an introduction.” 

“What? Why?” he asked.

She looked at him like he was mad. 

“Your father and I feel that the introduction, now that you are both adults, would create a good potential future for you.” 

“A future?” he echoed. 

“John, have you been drinking?” his mother asked. 

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, you want me to marry her?” 

“It is on my mind,” his mother said. “As a duchess, she...” 

“Hailey is a child,” he said flatly. “And don’t you think we should deal with the wolf shifters first and not the...” 

“I am not suggesting an introduction,” she said. “I am telling you that it will happen.” 

John growled, low in his throat.

“Our attention should be on the wolves right now,” he stated. 

“I’m sure that you and your father have that under control.” 

“Not if I am not able to focus on the relations between us,” he said. “And if I am thinking about marriage...” 

He felt guilty speaking in such a way to his mother because it wasn’t her fault at all that he wasn’t focusing. However, the last thing he wanted to think about at the moment was an arranged marriage. 

“The wolves are not at our door, John,” she pointed out. “And if they are, the throne is not secure when you do not have an heir.” 

“I will have an heir,” he said. “And the throne will be secure. It has been my life’s mission to make it so.” 

“Then you will meet with the duchess next week,” she said. 

“When?” he asked at last. 

“Mid-week, “ she said. “Does it matter, given that you are so opposed to it?” 

“No,” he said. “Given that I am so opposed. But I would like perhaps a ball thrown in her honor, and I would like to be able to choose the guest list.” 

His mother raised her eyebrows in surprise. 

“Really?” 

“If I am to sit on the throne one day, Mother,” he said, “then I should be well versed in all areas of it. We are currently at a difficult time in our rule, and choosing the guest list for a luxury ball is as much a political move as a council meeting.” 

“I’ll ask your father,” she answered and then her expression softened. “But I’m sure that he will agree. Thank you for coming around.” 

“Not a problem,” he said, waiting until she left before he sat back down. 

If he was simply in a political state of mind, then the duchess was a good match for him. He knew how matchmaking went in the Dragon Kingdom. If it wasn’t the duchess, it would be someone else, and soon. And he didn’t want there to be someone else—at least, not at the moment. 

I’m going to throw a ball mid-week, he wrote to Lady Sarah. And I want you to attend. I’ll fly you in at the start of the week and we can spend a night or two away, and then you can attend the ball with the other guests. You may leave whenever you like. 

Her answer did not come for quite a while, and he was worried that she would dislike the idea. However, just before he fell asleep for the night, the familiar bleep of a message alerted him. 

Sure, she replied. I’ve attended enough balls in my life to know what to do. I’d like to see your battle simulator, though. 

I’m sure you would, he responded, before laying his head on the pillow. He didn’t know what next week would bring, but at the very least, she would be by his side and this empty feeling in his chest would disappear. The wolves could break down the door for all he cared, as long as he didn’t feel like he was missing half his soul any longer. 
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Lady Sarah tried to contain her excitement as the ship landed in the capital. She had been dying to visit, and this was the perfect opportunity. But more than the perfect opportunity was the fact that she was going to spend the next two nights in a country cottage, with only John’s attention. He had promised her no servants, no distractions, no work. For the next forty-eight hours, they were going to focus on what exactly was forcing them together, despite the fact that they shared nothing in common. 

She knew that he wasn’t going to be able to meet her at the airfield, and so she took the small shuttle he had arranged to one of the country cottages on the outskirts of the palace grounds. Sarah had never really been one to fuss over her looks, but today she had made sure that every detail of her appearance was perfect. Her hair flowed down her back, and her dress was form-fitting, making use of what small curves she did have.

One of the things that she was trying not to think about was Judd’s constant texts. He hadn’t stopped trying to talk to her since she left. It wasn’t that she was particularly mad at him, or even upset. It was simply that she didn’t want to focus on her old life. John was her new life and she was excited about that. 

I just can’t believe you, Judd texted her. Everything about him was what you hated. Everything he did was what you were against. And now you are going to spend time with him? 

I told you that we couldn’t talk about the fact that I’m here, she texted back. And I also told you I’m just exploring my options. I need you to calm down. 

I’m sorry that I’m not as exciting as a prince, Judd said. I’m sorry I’m just a modern-day warrior. 

Please do not do this again, Sarah said. I’m just trying to have a good day. 

Whatever, Judd said and finally stopped texting her. Sarah then turned to the driver, trying to smile. She wanted to tell Judd so much because he was her best friend as well as her casual lover. However, he clearly wasn’t in a place to understand anything right now.  She wished she could explain to him what it felt like to be pulled towards someone who she was sure was her mate. 

She was reasonably sure that their friendship couldn’t be repaired, which made her upset, especially because she wasn’t sure what was going to happen with her and John. For all she knew, he could be bringing her here to make her some harem girl.

“This is your key,” her driver said, handing her a small card. “It has been set to access all the rooms for the next 48 hours.” 

“Thank you,” Sarah replied, pocketing it. “And do you know when my... guest will be arriving?” 

She wasn’t sure how much the driver knew, although she was sure John sent only his most trusted staff. If it was her inviting someone to the palace, she would have been sure to give them a full briefing about what to expect, and who was safe and who was not. She made a mental note to mention it to John, as well as several other ideas she had already written down. 

“I don’t know for sure, my Lady,” he said. “But I think he is scheduled to arrive at...” 

Just as he was about to finish his sentence, there was a noise from the distance. Sarah turned her head, expecting John’s motorcade to be there. Instead, it was a sight she had never expected. There was a pack of wolves, fully shifted into their animal forms, running toward her and the driver. They had no escorts, and no weapons on hand. Sarah quickly calculated that there were about 35 seconds before the pack of six were fully upon them. 

She pushed a transformation quickly. It had been a while since she was in full dragon form, and she didn’t like the feeling it gave her when she did. She knew some dragons that preferred their animal form to their human one, but she preferred her human form, especially over a quick transformation. Beside her, her driver seemed to be able to push a bit faster than her. It was about twenty seconds before her armor of scales came out, and her eyes turned yellow as her wings spread. 

Sarah sucked air into her lungs and then blasted fire just as the wolves jumped on her.  

They clearly had not expected her to transform so fast. Their teeth bounced off her scales rather than sinking into her human flesh. There was a collective howl of pain as the fire singed their skin. 

Sarah immediately flapped her wings, so that she was hovering several feet above them. There was no fight at that moment because wolves had no power over the sky. The driver, however, was more intent on battle than she was. Sarah thought that were was no point in senseless killing when the battle was clearly won. If these wolves died, she knew it would further complicate things for the palace. 

One of them jumped up and she flipped twice, wincing as her dragon fire flooded her veins. She hated the burn and she preferred to breathe it out rather than keep it inside, but she didn’t want them dead. They were a scouting party, and they would have more information alive than lying singed on the ground. 

She had to make a decision quickly with her fire, and she turned it on her driver. It wasn’t enough to burn him, but it was enough to singe him. He turned quickly in alarm to her and she shook her head, trying to discourage the attack. The wolves leaped again and she butted against the bigger dragon, trying to pull him away from stomping on them. 

There was another roar from off in the distance and she recognized a convoy of palace guards approaching. Sarah butted the bigger dragon again, and then the palace guards descended. 

To her absolute dismay, the guards, in perfect unison with each other, breathed a long blast of fire. The wolves, in seconds, were incinerated. 

Sarah lifted her neck up to roar in annoyance. Despite the fact that the dragon form didn’t use words, it was clear enough that she was unimpressed. 

With the bodies smoking, she landed a few feet away, forcing her transformation back quickly. It made her feel like she was going to throw up, but she walked forward, seething with anger as the others transformed back. 

“How could you?” she snarled at the guards. “You don’t know what information they were carrying.” 

One of them looked shocked, stepping forward. 

“My lady, they would have killed you.” 

“They wouldn’t have,” Sarah insisted. “Six wolves against two fully transformed dragons? They had no chance.” 

“My lady, they were on our lands. There was...” 

“Yes, yes, it’s policy,” Sarah rolled her eyes. “Your policy could have lost you key information.” 

She knew standing outside arguing was pointless and so she headed towards the cottage, picking up her own bag. 

“I am not to be disturbed,” she said and slammed the door in their faces. 

She could hear them reacting in shock outside the door, but she didn’t care. 

The first thing Sarah did was find the washroom and immediately lean over the sink, throwing up what was left of her breakfast. She knew it was going to happen when she transformed that fast, and it annoyed her more than alarmed her. It seemed to be connected with the dizziness that she had been having issues with. 

She glanced at her watch as she wiped her mouth, trying to remember what John had said about his timeline. The earliest he could get there was likely an hour from now. 

She decided to find one of the bedrooms, laying her head on the softest pillow she had ever felt in her life. She looked a mess, and the effort she had put into her appearance was wasted. 

This was not the way things were supposed to go. 

Sarah hadn’t meant to fall asleep, and certainly not for long. However, she had slept fitfully the night before, and the conflict had drained her. Before she knew it, she was awoken by what she thought was a dream. 

John’s soft hands brushed her cheek, speaking gently. 

“My lady,” he murmured and she opened her eyes.  He was sitting on the bed beside her, still fully dressed in regal attire. His crown was on his head, and he looked tired, although he was smiling. “I’m sorry I’m late. There were some issues. But I came as soon as I heard that there was a conflict out here. I’m so...” 

“It’s fine,” Sarah sat up, brushing her hair out of her eyes. “It’s fine. Except your idiot guard unit killed them before anyone could ask questions. They weren’t even a real threat.” 

“They should not have been on our lands,” John explained. “It’s our policy...” 

“Well, unless you can read the minds of the dead, it wasn’t the smartest move,” Sarah glanced at the clock. “Oh my goodness, it’s been two hours. I must look like a mess.” 

“You look fine,” he assured her, sitting back. 

She rubbed her eyes and sat up properly. Neither of them said anything for a long moment. She had gone to sleep frustrated and feeling terrible, but having him this close to her was euphoric. After staring into each other’s eyes for a ridiculously long period of time, she shook her head. 

“Oh, Creator,” she said. “What the heck are we going to do?” 

“I don’t know,” he said and took one of her hands. She didn’t pull back, squeezing gently. 

“I think we both know what this is,” she said softly. “It matches every textbook I’ve ever read on the subject.” 

“Yes,” he agreed, although neither of them dared to say it. 

“But... there are so many issues,” she said. “We don’t agree on anything. We are a terrible match. I’d probably murder you in your sleep by night one.” 

“Probably,” he said, drawing closer to her. “But whatever choice do we have?” 

“This is not the life I wanted for myself,” she managed, as he leaned in to kiss her. 

Whatever the words coming out of her mouth were saying, they did not match her body’s reaction. She felt electricity run down her spine as he kissed her. His hand went to the back of her head, tangling up in her hair as he kissed her harder. When he finally drew back, both of them were panting. 

“What did you want?” he asked, their foreheads together. 

“I wanted... I wanted a career,” she said. 

“I can give you anything you want,” he promised her. “We can work together.” 

“What kind of queen did you want?”  she asked and he chuckled softly. 

“A submissive one,” he replied. “And one that I loved.” 

“I can give you half of that,” she said carefully. “And it’s not the first half.” 

“I know,” he dropped his voice, and then kissed her again. “But the universe has decided for us, so I don’t think what we want matters.” 

“Not at all?” she asked, her voice low. “What do you want right now?” 

“I want...” he took a deep breath. “I want to be one with you.” 

“I think that can be arranged,” she whispered, as they kissed again. This time, he pushed her body down, against the pillows. She relaxed under him, and his hand found her smooth legs, running his fingers up and down her long limbs. 

“You have...” he stopped, although he didn’t want to. “You have done this before, haven’t you?” 

“What in the world do you take me for?” she asked him playfully. “Of course I have. Have you?” 

“Oh yes,” he said as his fingers found their place on her inner thighs. “But I have a feeling it was not as good as how it will be between us.” 

They kissed for another long moment, and Sarah felt like she would never be at ease again apart from him. As their bodies continued to grind against each other, she grasped at his arms, desperate with need. She knew that there was no walking away from this now. They needed to become one, and this foreplay was too tantalizing to survive. 

He felt like he couldn’t look away from her. Every moment they were together, he needed to be touching her, connected to her. From the gaze in her eyes, he could tell that she felt the same way. It was as if their dragon magic was bound together, and there was nothing they could do to break it apart. 

John had heard of such things, but he never believed it until he felt it, deep in his heart. He loved her, and he wasn’t going to ever love anyone else. This was his soulmate. 

Pulling down her underwear, John’s fingers found her wet and willing under her dress. Sarah forced his gaze onto her, and he watched as the pleasure flooded her eyes. He touched her wet folds and then slipped one finger inside, and then another. 

“Oh, Creator,” Sarah moaned, arching her hips. “Oh, Creator. Yes, just like that. Thrust slowly.”  Their eyes locked and he leaned down to kiss her. This was perfection. 

“Yes, my lady,” he said as he stroked her inside. She was growing wetter with every touch, and he wanted her dripping before he entered her. He wanted to feel her wetness on all sides of his quickly hardening cock. 

He groaned as she arched her hips, imagining what it would feel like inside her. Sarah broke her gaze to roll her eyes back, moaning as her pleasure increased. It was always her gaze that did it for him. He couldn’t believe that there was someone in the universe who could make him feel this way just by looking at him, but Sarah had power over him that no other woman ever had. It was as if she was meant to be with him, and they would wither if they parted. This was love; this was lust; this was the connection that bards sang about. He knew that he could never be with anyone else, now that he had known her touch, known her very soul. 

“Oh, Creator,” she said, squirming. “You are going to make me come.” 

“Come for me,” he said. “There is no one around. Let yourself go, come hard. I want to be able to hear you.” 

With his free hand, he undid his pants, springing his large erection free. Sarah looked at it and reached her hand up to encircle it. He moaned at the touch of her fingers, and she began to match his rhythm, stroking as he thrust his fingers inside of her. 

“Yes, just like that, just a little more,” she screamed, as her walls clenched. “Just a little more. Just—oh, Creator!” 

He felt her walls spasm against his fingers, and her hand dropped from his cock as she came, soaking his hand. It was the most sensual thing he had ever seen, and the knowledge that he had caused it made his cock tremble with need. 

“May I...” he swallowed. He had never asked for permission before in such a case,  but this lady reduced him to a quivering mess of need. “Can I be inside you?” 

“Mmm,” she didn’t exactly answer, but she spread her legs, which was answer enough for him. He dropped his hand from her folds and immediately entered her, positioning himself so he could thrust into her easily. 

“Oh, Creator,” he moaned as he entered her. “I’m not going to last long. You feel so good. You feel...” 

“Like we were made for each other,” she said huskily as he thrust. 

“Yes,” he managed, and then exploded inside of her. It was such an intense orgasm that he saw spots, his face hitting the pillow beside her as he shuddered with the aftershocks. “We were made for each other.” 

“Unfortunately,” she teased him, as she caressed his cheek softly and gazed into her eyes. 

“Unfortunately,” he breathed, squeezing her hand gently. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 9


[image: image]


“Hey,” she said to him, several hours later. He was sitting in bed, and despite his promises, he was looking at his phone. “You were supposed to not be working.” 

“I’m sorry,” he said, putting it down as she snuggled beside him. “I didn’t expect there to be a werewolf attack, and I certainly didn’t expect it to be on you. Someone either found out you were here or just saw a noble and attacked.” 

“You would know that if the policy wasn’t just to have them killed,” Sarah answered, matter-of-factly. “And there was no way they could have been a match for a transformed dragon.” 

“It’s lucky that you saw them and transformed,” he said, turning to her. “Otherwise...” 

“Well, you can speculate until the end of time, or you can just not kill them next time,” Sarah said. 

“Hmm,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head. “Well, at least we’re not killing each other right now.” 

“No,” she said. “But let’s be realistic about the situation. If we are really mates, we can’t be apart. If we are mates, we need to be together, even if we argue for the rest of our lives. That's the facts side. What about logistics?  What do you have to do to be with me?” 

“Well, ask your father’s permission, I imagine,” he said. 

“Yes,” she said. “But I meant on your side. You can’t just choose your own marriage, at least not without a fight.” 

“Well, that’s why I wanted you here,” he explained. “The ball mid-week is to meet a potential match, a duchess that my parents think would be perfect. However, with you there, I will prove to them that you are my mate.” 

“And what does that mean to you?” she asked. “Because I’m not going to be a submissive queen. You’re not ruling alone.” 

“I know,” he said. “I don’t think I could keep you quiet if I tried.” 

“I’m going to finish my degree,” she continued. “Whether I do it from a distance or from the campus doesn’t matter to me. And I’m going to use what I have learned when I rule beside you.” 

“What did you want for your life?” he asked softly. “Because I never had a choice for what I wanted for my life.” 

“I wanted to study and use my areas of expertise to work,” she said. “I’m a third daughter; it doesn’t matter to my parents whether I work or be a housewife. So I decided to work, and they were fine with that, as long as I eventually made a good match. If working means doing good for the kingdom, so be it.” 

“It’s so easy for you, isn’t it?” he observed. “Black and white.” 

“Always has been,” she said. “There’s no point in dwelling on a situation when you don’t have all the information.” 

“Mmm,” he nodded, and heard his phone buzz. He resisted the urge to pick it up again but she poked at him. 

“Go ahead,” she urged, and he furrowed his brow, confused. 

“Why?” he asked. “You just said...” 

“That was before we figured everything out,” she said. “Now we have, so go ahead.” 

“Oh,” he said. “We’ve known each other just a week or so and we’ve figured everything out?” 

“Well, yes,” she said with a shrug. He didn’t know whether to kiss her or laugh. At least he didn’t have to wonder where he stood with Sarah. 

“Alright, then,” he concurred and reached for his phone. 

He did eventually have to go on the morning of the third day. She already knew that he had stayed away as long as he could. Even though he was working, he needed to physically be in the palace for a few things. 

“I’m going to post some guards outside your door,” he told her. “To escort you to the palace for tonight.” 

“Why?” she asked. “If another pack of wolves show up, I’ll just fly.” 

“Sarah,” he said in a solemn tone, “please just make me feel better and accept them.” 

“Fine,” she replied. “What’s the plan? Just march in and tell your parents that you aren’t marrying this duchess? Would you like me to do it or will you?” 

“Can we just give them a chance to know you first?” he asked. “Otherwise, it will be the most talked about ball for the next 20 years.” 

“What’s wrong with that?” she inquired and he kissed the top of her head. 

“I’ll see you soon,” he promised her. “And I’ll die every moment that we aren’t together.” 

“That’s what happens when you are mates,” she said, without a hint of emotion. It made him laugh and he hugged her before he finally left. 

Once he was gone, Sarah dropped her head to her knees. This was all happening so fast, and while she knew it was what she had to do, it was a lot to take in. 

She felt remarkably better, considering they had been sleeping odd hours and eating bits and pieces of whatever the kitchen was stocked with. She was worried that she would feel worse than when she’d first gotten there, but she felt full of energy as she took a hot shower and then began to prepare for the ball.  

She had chosen her fanciest dress for it, a swirling blue and purple gown that fit well, and yet was comfortable. She was prepared for the fact that she was just a minor noble, and everyone was likely going to be dressed better than she was. If there was a duchess there, she likely had more money in her wardrobe than Sarah’s family's entire annual budget. However, Sarah was confident in her personality and her mind. She had been to balls before, usually as the host with her parents, so she wasn’t intimidated. 

At least, she wasn’t intimidated until she walked into the ballroom, her name announced through a footman. 

“Lady Sarah Beckwith, third daughter of the Earl of Beckwith.” 

No-one turned her way. Normally, when she entered a room, everyone dipped low. After her parents and sisters, she was the highest ranking in their northern estate balls. However, that clearly wasn’t the case here. 

“Hello.” She was so grateful when someone said hello to her nearly 10 minutes later that she almost dropped her drink. 

“Hello,” she said, turning around, and then automatically dropped low. It was Joshua, the second youngest prince. From what she had heard, Joshua was also the most volatile and unpredictable of the brothers. “My prince.” 

“I wanted to come and see you,” he said, “as I heard you were the subject of an unfortunate attack in the past two days.” 

“Yes,” she said. “Except it was hardly an attack. If that’s what the wolves call an attack...” 

“They were a scouting party,” he informed her. “If that area of the property was empty, they no doubt would have advanced an army on us.” 

“How do you know that?”  she asked and he furrowed his brow. 

“I will be the captain of the...” 

“I mean, how do you know that, given that they were killed?” she asked. 

“Well, we researched backwards, basically, and...” 

“Could have found that out in the beginning,” she finished, and Joshua raised an eyebrow. 

“I am happy to have saved your life, my lady,” he said, very carefully. “And sent a guard unit when our alarms went off. However...” 

“No, I understand,” Sarah said. “I’m grateful to be alive. Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome,” he responded at last. He clearly wasn’t used to being talked back to. Given how John had reacted, though, she was familiar with this by now. 

“Are you the only prince here?” she asked, looking around. “Your brothers have not arrived yet?” 

“No,” he said. “They have not yet. But they will soon.” 

“Prince John is in that encourage?” she asked. Joshua looked confused. 

“Prince John will escort the duchess in,” he said. “So I imagine he is waiting for her.” 

“Oh, I see,” she mumbled, trying not to bristle. She took a sip of her drink and waited as patiently as she could. There were a few people she found entertaining to talk to, but she felt her heart rate rise when she heard the trumpets blare. 

“The Alpha and queen!” came the announcement and everyone turned. King Michael had his queen on his arm, making a slow descent down the stairs. Sarah dipped low, as did everyone else. However, her eyes flickered upwards, waiting for the next announcement. 

“Prince Nathan and Prince Cory, Betas to the Dragon Kingdom,” said the footman next, and then announced what Sarah had been waiting for. 

“Prince John, Crown Prince of the Dragon Kingdom, and the Duchess of Armoon, Lady Hailey.” 

Sarah knew that the duchess was going to be on John’s arm, but what she didn’t expect was to be intimidated by her. The duchess was tall and regal, with supple curves and beautiful eyes. She looked upon the sea of heads bowing to her as if she were more comfortable than in her own living room. 

John’s eyes searched the crowd and met Sarah’s. She took a step towards him with a warm smile, but then, to her surprise, John went in the other direction with Hailey. 

Sarah had no idea what to make of the situation at first. Was she supposed to follow him? Was she supposed to interrupt? Was she supposed to dance with him? Or was he going to torture her and parade this duchess around all night after they had just spent two days in bed together? 

“Lady Sarah,” Prince Nathan approached her and she dipped quickly, surprised that he had sought her out. “My brother has a message for you.” 

“A message?” she asked. She wasn’t sure what Nathan knew and what part she was supposed to be playing at the moment. She hadn’t expected the duchess to be beautiful and John to walk away from her. Her carefully crafted plan was falling to pieces in front of her eyes. She hoped that John was alright. It seemed that there was no one else he felt comfortable confiding his darkest thoughts to. He certainly wouldn’t talk to the duchess if one of his moods came on. 

“The second dance of the night, he has reserved for you,” Nathan told her. “Please make sure to be nearby when he changes partners.” 

“The second dance?” she asked. “But...” 

“He must dance the first one with the duchess,” Nathan said calmly. “He hopes you understand.” 

“I don’t,” Sarah said through clenched teeth. “But I will obey his wishes. Please tell him that this is a one-time occasion.” 

Nathan’s eyebrows shot up. 

“I...” 

“Please tell him,” Sarah repeated and he nodded. 

“I will pass the message along, my lady,” he said, and then disappeared back into the crowd. Sarah took another sip of her drink, leaving the half-empty cup on a table beside her. 

Was everything she felt just a moment in time to John or did he still intend to go through with his plan? 

Doubt crept into her vision and she turned her head, intending to head to the balcony to get some fresh air. However, she had taken only a step or two when she heard a commotion behind her. She turned around just in time to see the Alpha king stumble and then fall to the ground. The queen screamed and dropped to her knees beside him. The crowd immediately rushed forward, circling him. Sarah felt her breath catch in her throat as she tried to fight her way through. Was this another attack by the werewolves? Were they all in more danger than she had calculated? 
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John couldn’t believe the moment he saw his father fall. It was like all the life drained out of his face. He watched his strong, regal Alpha father reduced to a pale statue and then hit the ground with no awareness of who or what was around him. 

John was certain that his father was dead. Michael would never fall like that if he was anything but passed from this world. But as John stood, frozen, he saw that his father’s chest continued to rise and fall, and his mother was talking to him. 

“John!” Joshua grabbed his brother around the waist, pulling him back. “Cory! Come with me.” 

“What?” John turned around to look at his brother, dumbfounded. 

“If father has been wounded or poisoned, it has happened here in this crowd. You are the heir, and Cory, you are the last hope. Come with me.” 

“John!” Hailey pulled on his arm but John broke the grip at once, pulling away. 

“Nathan!” he called to his brother, who was at the front of the crowd, trying to kneel down despite the fact that there was no space. He managed to make eye contact with his brother before finally being yanked away. Nathan only nodded briefly, to acknowledge that he understood what was happening, and then John was pulled out of the side door. 

“How could this happen?” Cory asked as they ran to what they knew was designated as the safe room. It was a secret passage, never spoken about except to identify it to each member of the family once. “How could this happen? He was fine. He was...” 

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Joshua sounded incredibly doubtful. “I’m sure he’s fine. He’s just...” 

“He’s not fine,” John said as they made their way inside the room. “He’s not fine. He never would have fallen if...” 

“So he’s ill,” Joshua said. “It doesn’t mean he won’t be fine. It doesn’t mean he won’t still get to celebrate being the longest-standing Alpha in...” 

“Find out,” John grabbed his brother by the collar. “Find out and bring me back news. Right away.” 

“I need to keep you safe,” Joshua protested. 

“No,” John said. “If it is just us left after today, then I will not operate without information. And if this is an attack, Joshua, then you find Lady Sarah Beckwith and you bring her to me, immediately.” 

“I’ll find... who?” Joshua looked at him like he was mad. “Do you mean Duchess Hailey?” 

“Did I stutter?” John growled at him. “You find Lady Sarah and you keep her safe or you bring her to me.” 

“But... why?” Joshua asked. 

“Because she will be my wife,” John stated, the first time he had said it out loud. Both brothers stopped moving, staring at their oldest brother. 

“Did you hit your head too?” Cory asked at last.  “I mean, I knew that...” 

“I said it and I meant it,” John said. “Go. Now.” 

Joshua did not hesitate any longer. He tore out of the room, leaving John alone with Cory. The crown prince paced the small space, trying to piece together everything he had observed. If it was an attack, he wasn’t going to stay in here. His father could be dead for all he knew, and he could be Alpha at this current moment. 

“Mother is not going to be happy,” Cory said at last. “If you marry Lady Sarah.” 

“At the moment, I don’t really care,” John answered. Cory shrugged. 

“Is she your mate?” he asked. 

“Yes,” John turned to his youngest brother, not expecting him to understand. But Cory just smiled. 

“Alright,” he said. “Then congratulations.” 

John sputtered. 

“That’s it?” he asked. “No ridicule? No judgment? You always have something smart to say, Cory.” 

“I do,” Cory replied. “But I don’t have a word to say if you have truly found your mate. And you are practical, big brother. You know that’s a horrible match. But if she is yours, then that’s what it is, you can’t avoid it.” 

“I know,” John sighed. “Although I have tried to avoid it.” 

The door opened nearly three minutes later. John turned to it, expecting news. His heart sank as he saw that it was Sarah, being roughly thrown in by Joshua, who looked panicked. 

“It’s an attack?” John asked, although he already knew the answer. 

“It looks like poison,” Joshua said. “Possibly werewolf venom.” 

John went to Sarah, in case she needed comfort. However, she seemed far more interested in getting information than relaxing in his arms. 

“He would have been injected with it,” Sarah guessed. “Otherwise, he’d be vomiting it up everywhere. If it is werewolf venom, that is.” 

“I’m going to lock down the palace,” Joshua said. “No one will leave until we find the culprit.” 

“I need..” 

“John,” Sarah grabbed him, stopping him from rushing out the door. “Stop. Calculate. Think.” 

She met his gaze, and his rage and panic seemed to disappear. He took a deep breath as she did, and his next words came out calmer and more measured. 

“If injection is what it is,” John said, “then I am in no danger unless someone comes at me with a needle. Cory, you stay here. Sarah...” 

“If you think I’m staying here too, you have lost your mind,” Sarah said. He knew there was no point in fighting with her, so he took her hand. Together, the two of them, with Joshua, moved out of the room quickly. 

The palace was in a state of chaos. John knew that there would be no way to keep this from the airways. Technology was too fast, and everyone would be reaching out to their contacts, trying to figure out what was happening. 

“We need to show them that the kingdom is safe,” Sarah said. “Even if the Alpha is not.” 

“I need to see my father,” John said, but she gripped his wrist. 

“John,” she said. “Your father will not be here forever. But the kingdom will be, and they will remember the panic of this moment.” 

He knew she was right, but he hated that she was. 

“Come with me,” he said and she agreed, following him down the hallway.  

“Where is Nathan?” John asked as they stormed down the long hallway. 

“He is with father,” Joshua said. “In the medical bay. He promised to call me with any news.” 

John set his jaw. He knew that if he couldn’t be with Michael, then Nathan was the next best person to do so. He felt his strength waver slightly, without his brother by his side. It was restored by the look on Sarah’s face, as they opened the doors to the ballroom. Just a few minutes ago, it had been a place of happiness and laughter. Now, it was absolute chaos. 

“Announce me,” John said to Joshua, under his breath, and Joshua sucked in air. 

“The Crown Prince John,” he said, his voice booming through the room. The crowd fell silent immediately, turning to the head of the room. 

“I want to assure you,” John said, “that whatever is happening to my father right now, we will get to the bottom of this. And if it is an attack, we will find the culprit. If he is among you, I urge him to come forward and face me, one man to another. The rest of you, I promise your safety in this matter. No one leaves until we have answers.” 

No one dared question the crown prince, even though murmurs went through the crowd. John looked out among the sea of faces, hoping that someone would come forward and challenge him. He needed a fight right now, something to get his blood circulating and not just building up in his temples. However, no one moved and so eventually, John waved his hand. 

“As you were,” he said, knowing there was no way that anyone could act normally while they waited for news. 

It seemed like hours had passed, but according to the clock, it was just an hour. When the ballroom door opened, everyone turned. Nathan stood there, and John sized him up immediately. Nathan looked pale and in shock, but he did not look devastated.  Michael, as far as John could tell, was still alive. 

“It’s not poison,” Nathan said quietly, drawing closer to his brother so that no one could overhear them. 

“What?” John asked. “But... I thought we were sure...” 

“Initially,” Nathan said. “But now that tests have been run, we have the answers. It’s his heart, John.” 

“His heart?” John repeated. “His heart has always been strong.” 

“Apparently, it hasn’t,” Nathan said. “It’s always been weak. Mother and Father have kept it from us, and kept it under control. But now...” 

“I will find him a new heart,” John declared. “I will...” 

Nathan shook his head. 

“It won’t take,” he said and John clenched his teeth. 

“How long does he have left?” he asked. 

“A month, maybe two,” Nathan said. “The doctors said that there is nothing they can do. It was stress that caused it, in the end.” 

“Stress?” John said in disbelief. 

“The werewolf rebellion has weighed heavily on him, and they said it was the straw that broke the camel’s back.” 

“Then they will be stopped,” John vowed. “Mark my words, we will never be bothered by the werewolves again.” 

“John,” Sarah said quietly beside him. She had remained silent up until now, but she couldn’t any longer. “Don’t tell him. Tell them.” 

She indicated the people behind them, straining to listen for news about their Alpha. John took a deep breath. 

“You’re right,” he said. “Nathan, is there any other news that I need?” 

“For now, he’s stable,” Nathan said. “And he may even return to sit on the throne for another little bit. But...” 

“But not for long,” John said.  

“He was speaking of you,” Nathan said quietly. “He hoped that you were alright. He was talking about making the throne secure.” 

John met Sarah’s eyes. 

“Yes, I know exactly what he is talking about,” he said. “And I will. His last days will not be spent in agony or stress.” 

“Tell them,” Sarah urged him again and John turned around to a thousand pairs of waiting eyes. 

He had spoken to a large group before, and he had done so as the crown prince. It didn’t bother him to be watched by so many eager faces. However, at this moment, as he promised their safety and updated them about his father, he realized that this was his future. It wasn’t just about reassuring the kingdom and making a plan under a time of great stress. It was Nathan standing on one side of him, and Sarah on the other, supporting him as he found the words to be a great leader when all hope seemed lost. This was his future; this was the life the universe had planned out for him. 

“I would like to see him,” John said at last, after he had spoken to the crowd. They had a thousand questions, but John didn’t want to answer them. 

“Yes, of course,” Nathan said. “He’ll want to see you too.” 

“Nathan,” John said, before they tore out the door. “Lady Sarah is coming with us.” 

“Oh,” Nathan paused. “Alright, if you wish.” 

“As my fiancée,” John said, turning to Sarah. “If you agree with that.” 

“Yes, I agree,” Sarah said, her heart hammering. This was not how she imagined a proposal, but it wasn’t exactly a surprise. “We should go.” 

“The shock of that may...” Nathan started, as they hustled down the hall. 

“I know,” John said. “But I’d rather he know the next queen of his kingdom, in case...” 

“Of your kingdom,” Nathan corrected him, the words feeling foreign on his lips. 

“Of my kingdom,” John said, looking between the two of them. “Of our kingdom.” 
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Sarah was supposed to return home by the end of the week. She needed to return to school, and her parents were expecting that she would be back soon, especially considering that they had no idea where she was. She had said that she was just with friends, and left it vague, which was probably why they hadn’t called her in a panic when the news broke about the king. She kept in regular contact, pretending all was well, instead of revealing the fact that she was about to change her life. 

“How is he?” she asked when John met her in the library the next day. 

“He’s... alright,” John said with a sigh. “Although it won’t be very long, I’m sure of it. He looks weaker by the day, and he’s making himself weaker still by continually stressing about the kingdom.” 

“Have you told him about your... plans for the future?” she asked, and John shook his head. 

“I haven’t had the time,” he admitted. “It seems there is much to discuss. But Father has... brought it up. And if you haven’t noticed, Duchess Hailey is still here.” 

“What do they expect?” she asked. “You to have a quick wedding before he dies?” 

John swallowed hard and she realized that was exactly what the Alpha wanted. 

“Oh,” she said. “Crap.” 

He smiled warmly at her reaction to that. 

“What are we going to do?” 

“If I tell him,” John said, “I’ll need a good argument.” 

“A good argument?” Sarah spluttered. “How good of an argument do you need? I’m your mate, I am trained in all the areas you need to run a kingdom. And if he’s concerned about securing his kingdom in the next few days, considering the werewolves have been on your land already...” 

“I—” John rubbed his face. “Is this really what you want, Sarah?” 

“Yes,” she said, looking him right in the eyes. “This is what I want. It’s just unfortunate timing.” 

“There is perhaps not a good time for my father to perish,” he replied and she sighed. 

“I’m sorry, my love. That’s not what I meant.” 

“I know,” he said. “I know. It’s just... not that I want to marry Hailey. But many would say she is very much like me. You and I are very different. It’s going to be more of a fight.” 

“Yes,” she answered. “I know. But nothing worth doing is easy.” 

“Alright, then,” he conceded. “Would you like to come with me?” 

“Where?” she asked. “I was thinking about packing, since—” 

“Sarah, if you’re going to live here and marry me, you can’t pack!” he cried and she realized how silly she had sounded. 

“Right,” she said. “Well, I still have to finish the courses, don’t I? Otherwise, my argument about being qualified doesn’t exactly hold water.” 

“We will sort that,” he said, holding out his hand. “I’m sorry that this will be your introduction to my father, the Alpha. He is currently a shadow of himself.” 

“I will remember him through you,” she said as she took his hand. Sarah pushed her hair back, steeling herself as they walked down the hallway to the medical bay. Her heart was pounding as they neared the room where the Alpha was being held. 

She had seen him so many times in photos and videos, and she had that image in her head as she rounded the corner. But nothing prepared her for what she saw when she got there. Even the brief glimpse she had of the Alpha in the ballroom did not prepare her for the image in front of her. He was pale, and hooked up to countless machines, struggling for breath. His eyes looked cloudy when he did open them and his body was almost listless against the pillow. 

“Father,” John said, when he could see that he at least had some of his father’s attention.  

“My son,” Michael breathed. “Have you—Stanley, the—” 

“I have spoken to Stanley,” John said, naming the current Alpha of the werewolves. “And he is denying any involvement in the attacks.” 

“That bugger,” Michael swore, his eyes widening. The extra effort caused him to wheeze and a few alarms went off. John, practiced at this by now, reached to press some buttons and deliver a few more ounces of medication to his father’s struggling body. 

“Father, I promise that I will get this under control,” he said. “Or rather, I promise we will get it under control.” 

Michael’s eyes cast to Sarah. She curtseyed low to him and introduced herself before John got the chance to take over. 

“My king,” she said. “My name is Lady Sarah Beckwith. Your son, John, has asked me to marry him, on the basis that I am his fated match.” 

Michael froze for so long that John was afraid something had gone wrong. But instead of responding calmly, the Alpha then snapped at both of them.

“To hell you will,” his head swung towards John. “Son, this will be the ruin of all of us. How dare you—how dare you even think that...” 

“I have no choice in this, Father,” John said. “And furthermore, I want to marry her. Together, we will quell this rebellion. Your kingdom is safe.” 

“My royal blood will be diluted by the third daughter of a rebellious earl!” Michael exploded and then started coughing all over again. Several alarms went off and a team of doctors ran in. Sarah watched as the Alpha’s vitals started to crash. The doctors pulled them out of the room, and Sarah turned to John in a panic. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...” 

“It’s okay,” he assured her. “Either he accepts it or he doesn’t. This moment is up to him. We have already made our choice.” 

“My lord.” It seemed that they could never have a conversation without being interrupted by someone or something urgent. In this case, it was a messenger, handing John a sealed message. Sarah recognized that it was sealed with the werewolf Alpha seal. John unrolled it and then raised his eyebrows. 

“Speaking of Stanley,” he said, “he would like us to attend a meeting, immediately.” 

“What right does he have to call us to a meeting?” Sarah asked. “Dragons rule over the werewolves.” 

John raised an eyebrow at her. 

“That kind of attitude, my lady, is an invitation to start a war.” 

“If he wants to see you, then he can come here,” Sarah declared. “On our terms.” 

He could have reacted badly, but instead he leaned over, kissing her cheek. 

“Spoken like a true queen already,” he said and Sarah smiled. 

“I take it that me leaving now is not the best option.” 

“Not politically,” John said. “What can we do with your classes?” 

“I can probably arrange to defer them if they are not available by distance education,” she said. “But they should be. This is the modern age, not the old ways where you have to actually attend class.” 

“I need to talk to your father,” John said. “Michael will not keep this a secret. If he survives this moment.” 

“He will,” Sarah put her hand on his shoulder. “Your father is strong. He will not go until he knows all is well.” 

“Mmm,” John took a deep breath, and in a rare moment, Sarah saw emotion flood into his eyes. “I don’t know if I’m ready to do this.” 

“No one feels ready,” she said. “But you take on the burden when it’s time, and you figure it out. We’ll figure it out. Together.” 

John squeezed her hand and then took a deep breath and wiped his eyes. 

“Alright,” he said. “First thing is we should call your father.” 

“I have a feeling it’s not going to be as difficult as talking to yours,” Sarah said. “Do you want to do it in your room?” 

“If we can get five minutes’ peace there,” he said, and then looked up at a waiting nurse. “Is he alright?” 

“Yes, he’s settled down now,” the nurse said. “I don’t want to overstep my bounds, my lord... but he really needs rest these days.” 

“I know,” John said. “Unfortunately, the kingdom spins on while he lies there. Please keep me or my brothers updated on his condition. And, of course, retrieve us if... anything changes.” 

“Yes,” she said. “Of course, my lord.” 

“Come on, Sarah,” John took her hand, and she felt a thrill go through her spine. He had never held her hand in such a public place before, and she felt strong and confident as they walked towards his massive bedchambers to make the call. 

When they finally got her parents on the line, it wasn’t quite the same reaction as Michael gave. However, there was such a long period of silence that Sarah was worried that the camera had frozen. 

“Mother?” she asked. “Father? Did you hear us?” 

“We... heard you,” the earl said. “But I’m not sure we heard you correctly. Is this... the truth?” 

“I know it seems like a quick turnaround,” Sarah said, talking quickly. “And I know it seems like I’m losing my mind. But I assure you, the prince and I...” 

“I assure you, my lord and lady,” John said, his voice slow and even. Sarah called it his prince tone of voice, and he seemed to be able to calm all beings when he used it. “Your daughter will be well provided for and taken care of.” 

“Do your parents agree?” Earl Henry asked. 

“They...” John said. “It is a difficult time for my parents, as I am sure you have heard. However, they will indeed agree to the match when things are a little more settled.” 

Sarah raised her eyebrow at John but didn’t say anything. If he wanted to feel that confident, she wasn’t going to argue with him. 

“I see,” Earl Henry answered, glancing to the countess. “Well... of course, we agree to the match. Congratulations.” 

Sarah’s face broke out in a smile. 

“Thank you!” she cried. “Thank you, Mother! Thank you, Father!” 

“Of course,” her mother smiled. “Just tell us when you are planning the ceremony. Do you think it will be quickly?” 

“Possibly,” Sarah glanced at John. “We haven’t... planned beyond that. We just thought that you’d want to know first. And, of course, John would never have proceeded without permission.” 

“Of course,” the earl dipped his head. “I am grateful for the request.” 

A knock came at the door, and John sighed. 

“Sorry,” he said and handed Sarah the tablet. 

“Go,” she told him as he went outside the door. 

“Sarah,” her mother said, as soon as they were alone in the room. “This is very sudden. Just a couple of weeks ago you were... not of this mindset. Especially towards the royal prince.” 

“I know,” Sarah said. “I know. But things change. He’s my fated mate. I have to be with him, Mother.” 

“You don’t have to be with him if you disapprove of everything he stands for,” her mother replied and her father shot her a dirty look. 

“We are giving permission for our daughter to be the next queen of the kingdom,” he said. “I don’t think we should be...” 

“Does her happiness not matter?” her mother questioned him. 

“I am happy!” Sarah protested. “I love him. He’s my match.” 

“But will you be able to get along with him for the rest of your life?” she asked and Sarah smiled.

“I didn’t know that was a prerequisite,” she said. “But I will love him. And I will be a good queen.” 

“That you will, my dear,” her mother said with a smile. “That you will.” 

The call ended and Sarah flopped down on John’s bed, waiting for him to come back.  

It was settled, then. The only question was when they would find time to be married, in this chaos. First, she thought, they needed to deal with the werewolves. Once they settled that, she could see herself peacefully walking down the aisle. 
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Chapter 12
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“Hello,” Nathan said to John as he handed him the final report before Stanley, the Alpha, arrived. “Everyone is yelling.” 

“I’ve noticed,” John said with a wry smile as he took the final report. “Do you think that you could do anything about that? It’s nearly impossible to have a meeting when everyone is yelling about a million different things.” 

“I would have thought you could do something about it,” Nathan said. “Seeing as you were the one that caused it by announcing your intent to marry Lady Sarah. 

“I don’t think I caused all the yelling,” John said. “Sarah caused half of it.” 

“Stanley is here,” Joshua entered the room then. “His ship has just arrived. The report I’ve received from his boarding list says that his son, Devon, is also on board.” 

“Devon was just here,” John said. “When we met for the heirs’ meeting. Why does he find the need to come back?” 

“I don’t mind Devon,” Nathan said with a shrug. “He seems reasonable. A hundred times more reasonable than his father.” 

“We’ll see about that,” John muttered as he glanced over the report. “Joshua, have him meet me in the throne room. Lady Sarah is waiting there.” 

“Oh, is she queen already?” Joshua asked and John glared at him. 

“She will be,” he said and headed into the throne room. He was annoyed that it seemed everywhere he turned, someone had a critique of what he wanted to do. His gaze softened when Sarah met his eyes. She was sitting on the steps to the throne, working on a tablet. Whether she was doing schoolwork or reading the documents he had received earlier remained a mystery, as she put it down when she saw him. 

“Is he here?” she asked and John nodded. 

“Yes. And Devon is with him. I’m going to sit on Father’s throne. I think you should..” 

“No,” she said. “Not yet. When we are married and I am coronated, I will do so. However, we have already ruffled enough feathers these days. We don’t want to ruffle any more.” 

“I think that is going to be our specialty,” he responded as the doors opened. Sarah quickly stood up, standing beside his throne, as Lord Stanley entered with Prince Devon at his side. 

Because the dragons ruled over the werewolves, Stanley and Devon should bow to John. However, they did not, which made John cock an eyebrow. 

“Lord Stanley,” he said. “It’s always a pleasure to see you.” 

“I made out my last will and testament before I came,” Stanley answered. “Just in case you decided to kill us too.” 

“What?” 

“Isn’t that the policy?” Stanley asked. “Hostile werewolves on your land mean that you kill them rather than show the other shifters an ounce of respect?” 

“An ounce of respect would be not having your rebels attack my guests,” John said with a growl. “This is Lady Sarah Beckwith, and had she not been alert when those rebels attacked, she would be on a funeral pyre right now.” 

Stanley barely glanced to Lady Sarah. 

“That may very well be, but...” 

“You did not know your rebels were heading in my direction?” Sarah asked him, unafraid to speak up. Stanley looked positively insulted to be addressed by her, and he growled. 

“I did not,” he said. “But I have come here to inform you that we have had enough of dragon brutality. You do not show the other shifters an ounce of respect, and we hereby declare—” 

“Wait,” Sarah cut him off before he could say the word war. “The policy of the old ways is to kill the rebels who attack. That is not a policy that John and I agree with.” 

Stanley stopped talking, looking between the two of them. 

“What?” 

“It’s true,” John said, vocalizing his agreement with his future wife. “The wolves were killed on the spot. We would be happy to return the bodies to you. However, we both agree that they should not have been killed. In the future, should such an attack occur, we will not be so... quick to do so.” 

Stanley glanced to Devon, who shrugged. 

“How would you like it?” Stanley asked. “If we had dragons on our land that we slaughtered?” 

“Do you?” John asked, his eyes narrowing. 

“He doesn’t,” Sarah said. “I assure you of that. He simply wants equal treatment.” 

“Lady Sarah,” Alpha Stanley looked her up and down. “What exactly qualifies you to...” 

Sarah began to list her degrees until John cut her off. 

“Lady Sarah and I are a match because of our difference in upbringing,” John said. “And moving forward with this difficult situation... we’d like to work more closely alongside you.” 

“If you do not, we will declare...” 

“You will not come into my palace and threaten me,” John looked right down his nose at the werewolf Alpha.

“I think what my father means,” Devon cut in, “is that we’ve enjoyed peace for so long. We are working hard to quash these rebellions and we would not want them to destroy the peace of our kingdoms.” 

“What are you doing?” Sarah asked, looking between them. 

“What?” Devon asked, confused. 

“What are you doing to quash the rebellion?” she asked. “What actions are you taking?” 

“We are listening to our intelligence reports,” he said. “And taking out the leaders, one by one. You know how rebellions are, my lady. Once the leaders are gone, the rest is nothing.” 

“We would like those reports,” she said, turning to John. “Wouldn’t we?” 

“Yes,” John agreed. “I think we would. You will share them with our intelligence department?” 

“Yes,” Stanley promised, and bowed again, seeing that the conversation was over. 

“Well,” John said, standing up. “Then it seems we have resolved our issues, for now.” 

“Yes,” Stanley said, although his answer sounded strange. “It seems like we have for now.” 

“We all want the same thing,” John said, looking the Alpha in the eyes. “We want peace and an end to this terrible time.” 

“We do,” Stanley concurred and then paused. “How is your father?” 

“He is as well as can be expected,” John answered, his jaw set. Stanley and Devon bowed again and then walked out of the room. As soon as the doors were closed, John turned to Sarah. 

“How dare he say such things? How dare he...” 

“John, calm down,” Sarah implored, recognizing the look in his eyes. 

“I will not,” John said. “When my father dies, I will not have anyone question my place on the throne. I can’t, Sarah. I can’t... for they will know that I question it myself.” 

“My love,” she put her hand gently on his arm. “You have no reason to question yourself.” 

“I do,” he said, and his wild eyes met hers. “You don’t wear a crown yet, you don’t understand. One wrong move, one slip-up and thousands of bodies are on your hands. One moment, one blink, and your family could be...” 

“Those are not realities, John,” she said firmly. “They are only fears.” 

He searched her eyes for a moment and then took a deep breath. He seemed to calm down and his mood shifted. 

“How do you think that went?” he asked finally. 

“I think it went... I don’t know,” she said. “I think he’s lying. However, it’s a good start.” 

“You think he’s lying?” John asked. “About what?” 

“I don’t think that we will ever see intelligence reports,” Sarah predicted, “because I don’t think they have them. Frankly, I think that the rebels are operating decriminalized.” 

“Stanley is ordering it?” John asked. “Impossible. If we found that out, we would end his rule.” 

“Stanley is not ordering it,” she said. “But he’s not prosecuting them. And did you see how his prince was of such a different mindset? Either Devon doesn’t know or he’s opposed to it. I don’t think that your enemy is with him. When Stanley dies, if this is not squashed, it will be at his last breath.” 

“It’s an interesting perspective,” John said. “But I’m not sure it’s a perspective we will be able to convince anyone else of.” 

“Well, we should at least try,” Sarah said. “Your father will be waiting for a report.” 

“Yes,” John said, looking around as if he expected someone else to burst in and delay him. When no one did, he offered Sarah his hand to help her down. She got down three steps all right, but then stopped, putting a hand on her side. 

“Ow!” she exclaimed, half in surprise. 

“What’s the matter?” he asked. “Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine,” she said, dismissing it. “Just moved the wrong way for a moment.” 

“Are you sure?” he asked. “Because if you’re unwell...” 

“It just happens once in a while,” she said. 

“What happens once in a while?” 

“I just... I don’t know. Don’t you randomly get aches and pains you can’t explain?” she asked. He raised an eyebrow. 

“No,” he said flatly. She smiled. 

“It’s fine, I’m just getting old. You will too, one day,” she said. “Now, shall we go see your father?” 

“I think you should tell him how the meeting went,” John said. 

“Really?” she asked. “It’s not like talking to him went so well last time.” 

“He’s going to have to get used to it,” John maintained as they walked. Sarah held her head high, ready to approach the Alpha with confidence. Despite the fact that she was confident in herself, it was still nerve-wracking when the Alpha was being disagreeable. 
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This time, however, it was clear that this was not going to be a disagreement. It wasn’t going to be much of anything, given that Michael seemed half unresponsive. 

“My Lord,” she blurted out,  standing at the end of the bed. She gave a full report of what had happened with Stanley and Devon. She made sure to speak calmly and clearly so that Michael could understand her despite the haze of drugs. “We believe that we have quelled that problem. It’s not the end of the war, but it is the end of a battle. And we will continue to work with Alpha Stanley to make sure he keeps his end of the bargain.” 

Michael said nothing for a long moment, but he did look between the two of them for a long time. Queen Amy came in then, looked between them, and sat on the bed beside her husband. 

“John, you shouldn’t be here,” she said. “Your father is not in a state to...” 

“Amy,” Michael reached out to his wife and brought her ear down to his mouth. Amy listened for a long moment while he whispered. 

John looked to Sarah and both of them took each other’s hands, waiting. 

Amy took a deep breath, and then looked at the couple. 

“Will you two promise to maintain this level of devotion to the kingdom?” she asked. “Together?” 

“Yes, of course,” Sarah said. 

“And will you promise to produce heirs whom you will train in the old ways?” 

“I will give Prince John heirs if the Creator wishes it,” Sarah said. 

The alarms on Michael’s monitors beeped and then beeped again. Amy looked nervous and then turned back to her husband, waiting for his silent nod. When he gave it, she sighed. 

“Then your father blesses your union,” she said. “Because he wants to see it happen.” 

“Father...” John said, shocked. “You can’t...” 

“Tomorrow,” the queen said. “As soon as your parents can come, Lady Sarah. Tomorrow, you can marry and your father will witness that the union is complete.” 

“Tomorrow, I have a test at school,” was all that Sarah could think to say. “But I suppose I could make time.” 

“You’re smart,” Michael managed through his raspy breathing. “Always be smart.” 

“I will,” she promised him. “I will.” 

She and John bowed and then exited the room, leaving his parents to talk to each other. Once outside the room, they stared at each other, in shock.  

“Did that just happen?” she asked him with a grin. 

“We’re getting married,” he said. “We’re getting married tomorrow. After all that.” 

“This is not the end,” she said. “This is a beginning.” 

He leaned down and kissed her, and she relaxed into his arms. She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath and enjoying the last moments they would have together, unmarried. 
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Chapter 13
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“Oh, my dear,” her mother gasped when she walked into the room and saw her daughter, decked out in a long, flowing, red gown that queens and princesses before her had worn for centuries. It was altered and altered again, and Sarah wasn’t sure at this point if there was anything left of the original. Still, she felt honored to wear it, and she turned to her mother, spinning around. 

“What do you think?” she asked. 

“I think you look like a princess,” her mother said with a smile. “And after today, you will be one.” 

“For a little while, at least,” Sarah said. “Have you seen the Alpha?” 

“I have,” the countess lowered her voice. “He clearly does not have long for this world.” 

“After the wedding, John and I will go to him, to show our allegiance,” Sarah said. “And then I suspect... people can hang on to wait for a certain thing, you know? I don’t think he’s waiting for much else.” 

“Well, if you are the last sight he will see, then he is blessed,” her mother dropped her voice. Her gown was fire red, with lace trim everywhere and in layers around her feet. “My daughter, a true dragon princess.” 

“Did you bring Mary and Edith?” Sarah asked. “Were they able to join you on the journey? I know they said that you weren’t sure, but...” 

“They are waiting in the cathedral,” her mother said. “Security is very tight here, and they would only let me in to see you.” 

“I see,” Sarah replied. “I’m sorry about that.” 

“My dear, it’s your wedding day. Please don’t apologize for anything.” 

“Right,” Sarah took a deep breath. “I suppose that I should...” 

“They told me to tell you that whenever you are ready, we can begin. I am surprised you are alone in here, without even a lady's maid to dress you,” her mother said and Sarah shrugged. 

“They were in here earlier,” she said. “But honestly, I wanted one more moment where I was just... alone, just me.” 

“That is something to remember when you marry up,” her mother brushed her long hair away from her face. “Remember where you came from.” 

“John will not let me lose my identity,” Sarah assured her. “Although we disagree on many things, I feel that he is marrying me partly for that reason. If we agreed on everything, it would certainly be a boring day.” 

“That’s one way of looking at it,” the countess said with a smile. 

Earl Henry came into the room at that moment, and Sarah dipped her head out of respect for her father. 

“I’m ready to escort you down the aisle,” he said, still looking around in disbelief. “I cannot believe we are really here.” 

“I keep looking around myself and thinking I’m dreaming,” Sarah answered as she took his arm. “Shall we?” 

“After you, Princess,” he said as he held the door for her. 

The royal chapel was larger than anything she had seen in her life. It wasn’t quite filled, given the fact that they hadn’t given anyone much notice. However, she knew that the landing bay had been busy all night, with nobles from the kingdom scrambling to arrive in time for the royal wedding. 

The thrones had been moved inside the chapel. Michael was not able to be there, and so the Alpha’s throne seemed incredibly empty. The queen, however, her head held high, sat on hers, just above where John was standing as the doors opened. 

The sunlight was streaming in, and Sarah could see that the roof had been opened. Their plan was to soar, as they were born to do, as soon as their vows were complete. She hadn’t told John how much it bothered her to transform quickly, because she wanted this day to be perfect. Still, it was a moment she was steeling herself for, even as she walked down the aisle to her husband-to-be. 

The dragon priest at the front of the room allowed them to join hands before starting to talk in a booming voice. Sarah barely had time to meet her lover’s eyes as the speech began. 

“Welcome, and thank you all for joining us for this joyous occasion. Together, we are gathered here to witness a truly special ceremony: the union of Lady Sarah and Prince John before the universe.”

Her father was still at her side, and Sarah was glad he was, just in case her knees got any weaker. Yesterday she didn’t think that she would be nervous. Everything was happening so fast that she really didn’t think she would have time for any emotion at all. However, now that the words were being read, she felt like she might collapse in shock. 

How was this happening so fast? How had they gone from arguing with each other in a lecture hall to being married in the royal chapel? And what would have happened if they hadn’t met that day? 

She couldn’t imagine a life without him at her side, and she squeezed his hand in reassurance that this wasn’t a dream.

“Lady Sarah and Prince John, today we celebrate the power of your love and the strength of your bond. Before we begin, take a moment to look around at the many friendly faces before you. Know that all are here to offer love, support, and encouragement as you embark on this incredible journey together. There are few greater joys in life than finding one’s mate.”

Sarah had suggested the last line be thrown in there to manage the questions that were emerging from the kingdom. She knew they were a match that wouldn’t be made politically, and she knew that many had hurt feelings over the matter, including the poor Duchess Hailey. Letting the universe know that they were mates at least explained their sudden union. 

“May this ceremony provide you with wonderful memories to look back on and treasure for the rest of your days. Who gives this bride?”

The priest turned to the earl, who stepped forward. 

“I do,” the earl said. “My third daughter, my pride and joy, and my last hope. I bless this union between her and the prince.” 

He leaned over to kiss his daughter, and then stepped back, taking his seat. Now, it was just the three of them standing up at the front, and Sarah felt all eyes watching her. She took a step closer to John as the priest spoke again.

“If anyone has cause to object to the forming of this union, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

If Sarah had to list all the people who could potentially reject, she felt like she’d be there all day. Luckily, the room remained silent. Both of them breathed a sigh of relief as the priest continued. One day, she would convince this whole kingdom that they were made for each other, and it would be one day soon. 

“Prince John and Lady Sarah, as you stand here today before the universe, realize that you are preparing to celebrate one of life's greatest gifts, the depths of which you have only begun to explore. Your level of love and commitment is something that many seek, but not everyone finds. The bond you share is a rarity in this world, and its fruits more valuable than any precious stone or metal.”

Sarah knew that this was not the first ceremony that she and John would have to go through. One day, there would also be a coronation, and someday soon, there would be a funeral.  It seemed chaotic, and yet she wouldn’t have it any other way.  She figured that if they survived this, they could survive anything that was to come. 

She did have one regret, and that was that she hadn’t mentioned to John that her body seemed to have random failures and quirks that didn’t seem quite right. There just hadn’t been the time, and Sarah felt like she was deceiving him in a small way. 

“Henceforth, your lives will become permanently intertwined. The union you form today is built to withstand any and all challenges. Through sorrow and joy, through failure and success, through despair and triumph, your bond will persevere, buoyed by the everlasting love you share. With the vows exchanged today, you will both finalize this promise and begin life anew, together.“

Sarah stood up straighter, knowing that the vows were coming next. They had barely had half an hour to learn what they were supposed to say, and she hoped that her memory didn’t fail her now. 

“Prince John and Lady Sarah, you have prepared vows of commitment to share with one another.”

John took a deep breath and recited the vows that they had learned. He looked right into her eyes as he spoke. Sarah thought she could hear a pin drop in the room. It sounded like the whole room was holding their breath, listening to the prince speak his vows. 

“Lady Sarah, today I take you to be my wife. As we join our lives together, I vow to be supportive, caring, and honest with you always. I promise to hold you close, to respect you fully, and to love you deeply. As your companion, your partner, and your best friend, I promise to stay by your side through thick and thin. I love you with all my heart, and I plan to remind you of that every day, from this day forward.” 

She had teased him yesterday that because he went first, all she would have to do was memorize what he said. She had thought it would be easy, but now her heart was pounding with nerves as she spoke in front of the crowd. It seemed to be growing larger with every moment. More nobles and attendees seemed to be streaming in, having gotten word of the marriage at the last moment. Sarah actually had to raise her voice a couple of times in order to be heard. 

“Prince John, today I take you to be my husband. As we join our lives together, I vow to be supportive, caring, and honest with you always. I promise to cherish you daily, to respect you fully, and to love you deeply. As your companion, your partner, and your best friend, I promise to stay by your side through thick and thin. I love you with all my heart, and I plan to remind you of that every day, from this day forward.”

She meant every word that she said, and John smiled at her, squeezing her hands as she finished the sentence. 

The fire priest stepped closer to them, addressing them directly and with power, as he continued the vows.

“Lady Sarah, do you take Prince John as your husband and your companion? Do you promise to share his laughter during the good times and wipe his tears during the bad, from this day forward?”

“I do,” Sarah whispered and then cleared her throat and spoke again when she realized that no one had heard her. “I do.” 

The fire priest then turned to John. 

“Prince John, do you take Lady Sarah as your wife and companion? Do you promise to share her laughter during the good times and wipe her tears during the bad, from this day forward?” 

“I do,” he said, looking right into her eyes. 

“Prince John and Lady Sarah, today we've had the great pleasure of witnessing your union become official. As a symbol of your bond, you will now light a unity candle, the flame of which is emblematic of your two souls coming together as one.” 

Because dragons were so connected to fire, all marriage ceremonies in the kingdom had fire involved. Both of them moved forward to the candle, taking a lit candle from either side of the unity candle.

“Prince John and Lady Sarah, you each hold in your hand a flame. Think of this flame as a representation of your individual lives. Your dreams and sorrows, passions and fears, joys and disappointments—all reside within the light of this candle. Now, give one last look into this singular light, for it is about to merge with another.”

Sarah’s flame flickered and almost went out and John raised an eyebrow. She smiled at him and cupped her hand over the flame. 

“You will now light the center candle together,” the priest said and they followed his directions. 

“The two flames now burn as one, just as your two spirits have formed an irreversible bond. This bond is powerful enough to help you through any difficulties and struggles that may arise. As your love steers you through the obstacle course that is life, remember that your lights burn brightest together.” 

Now that the candles were lit, they put them down and turned back to the priest, who moved on to the next section of the ceremony. 

“The wedding ring is a symbol of the unending power of love between two beings. Its circular shape has no beginning and no end, representing a boundless spiritual connection. The rings should be worn proudly as a symbol of the commitment between you and your spouse. Even when you find yourselves apart, your rings will provide a powerful reminder of the eternal love you share.”

The rings that they were to wear were firestones, red stones with intricate, gold designs around them. John went first, taking Sarah’s hand and slipping the ring on her finger. She knew that so many princesses and queens before her had worn this ring, and she wondered if they had felt as nervous and yet as excited as she did. 

“With this ring, I, Prince John, commit my love to you, Lady Sarah, for all time, giving you all that I am and all that I will be. Please accept it as a symbol of my love,” he said and the ring sparkled in the sunlight. Sarah took his, similar to hers but a more masculine version. 

“With this ring, I, Lady Sarah, commit my love to you, Prince John, for all time, giving you all that I am and all that I will be. Please accept it as a symbol of my love,” she said, slipping it on his finger. 

“Family and friends, by the power vested in me by the Kingdom of Knorpp, I now formally pronounce Lady Sarah and Prince John to be wife and husband. Let us celebrate their union! Prince John, you may now kiss the bride.” 

John leaned down and kissed her to the roar of the kingdom, it seemed. She felt electricity run up and down her spine as he kissed her, and she never wanted to let him go.  They turned to the waiting crowd. 

“Lady Sarah and Prince John, may you enjoy a lifetime of sunrises and sunsets together. Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to present, for the first time, Prince John and Princess Sarah, the heirs to the Kingdom of Knorpp.” 

The crowd roared in excitement. John took Sarah’s hand and gently led her to the thrones that were waiting. The queen stood up, and although she didn’t seem like she was glowing with happiness, she reached out and kissed Sarah on the head, accepting her into the family. She then vacated her throne, and for one moment, the two of them sat on the thrones that they would occupy. 

It felt so strange and yet so right. Sarah felt comfortable sitting on the throne, looking out on the crowd. They stepped forward in one step, and bowed or curtseyed low, so that all she saw were the bent heads, paying her the respect that she would see the rest of her life. 

“Are you ready?” John asked as the skylight opened some more. 

“Yes,” she said, although this was the moment that she was really hoping that John would forget. He rose from the throne, and in front of his kingdom, pushed his transformation from human to dragon. Sarah was half a second behind him, trying to control the feeling she got when she pushed it quickly. In this moment, her happiness seemed to distract her from the pain, and she was able to soar up into the sky with him. 

He was much bigger than her in dragon form, as he was in human form, and she struggled to keep up with him. Once he was in the sky, he stopped, flapping his giant wings as he threaded air. She wrapped her neck around his and nuzzled her face against his. 

They couldn’t communicate like they could when they were human, but she felt safe and secure in his grasp. They were together, and they were strong. Whatever happened, they could handle it. 

John untangled himself from her and shot upwards. She flapped her wings, following him as he shot fire from his throat in celebration. She followed his example and she could hear the roar of approval from down below. 

Eventually, John indicated that they should head down, returning to human form in order to head to their wedding reception. But before any of that, they had to see the Alpha and get his final blessing as a married couple. She hoped that he would still be there when they landed, and she hoped he’d be lucid enough to see that his son had solidified the future of the throne. She hoped that Michael could find peace in seeing them together. 
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Sarah didn’t know how long they were expected to stay at the wedding reception. It seemed like there was an endless line of people who wanted to talk to them and congratulate them. However, somewhere in what felt like the middle of the night, John started to give her looks across the room. They were looks of desire, and she knew that they should find the right time to exit the reception. Surely the crowd didn’t expect them to stay all night when they had a marriage to consummate, did they?

“How do you want to do this?” she asked him softly when they had a moment alone. “Shall we just vaporize?” 

“No,” he said. “We will make an exit formally. Just one more drink and then I will carry you out of here.” 

“One more drink and I’m not sure you are going to be able to carry me out of here,” she teased him and he raised an eyebrow. 

“Do you underestimate me?” he asked, nipping at her neck. She felt her body light up with desire and reached out for his hand. 

“No,” she said. “I’m just not sure I want to wait for you to get one more drink and talk to more people.” 

“Patience, woman,” he said with a devilish grin. 

Sarah stayed by his side as he did as he promised. He shot down one more drink and said his last round of goodbyes, refusing new conversations. When he finally felt like he would offend no one, John stood on a step, clearing his throat. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, getting the attention of the room. “I would like to thank you all for attending, especially on such short notice. Lady Sarah and I look forward to seeing you in the future. But for now, goodnight.” 

He raised his now empty glass and Sarah noticed that he wavered slightly when he did. As they exited the room to cries of congratulation and disappointment, she took his hand. 

“Are you alright?” she asked him. 

“Mmm,” he nuzzled her neck as they walked. The fact that they weren’t being followed felt like some sort of miracle. “I’m fine.” 

“Are you?” she said as they got into the bedroom. “Or are you a bit of a lightweight today?” 

“Oh, I see,” he said, his eyes half-lidded as he backed her up into the bed. She had no choice but to sit on the fluffy bed, leaning back on her elbows. “You think I can’t handle my liquor?” 

“I didn’t say that,” she answered, raising her eyebrows. “But maybe you can’t handle me.” 

“I can never handle you,” he said and started kissing her. Sarah closed her eyes, allowing him to feel her body starting to squirm under him. He put most of his weight on her, and she felt his cock harden as his kiss deepened. “Oh, Creator.” 

“First time making love to your wife,” she said as she opened her legs slightly to allow his access. “Do you think it will feel better than before?” 

“Can’t wait to find out,” he murmured as he reached up her skirt. 

“Wait,” she said, moving up on her elbows and struggling to take off the dress. She wanted to be entirely naked in front of him, with nothing between them. They were married now, and she wanted nothing to ever stand between them again. 

Once the dress was off, he let out a low whistle, reaching to touch her small curves. 

“You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen,” he said in admiration. 

“You next,” she ordered, noting that he had a bit of trouble with undressing himself. “You’re drunk, John.” 

“Good observation,” he said as he pushed her back onto the bed. “It’ll make it feel better.” 

“Mmm,” she breathed, kissing his neck. She wasn’t sure about that, but he was happy and she desperately needed him inside of her.

He always took the time she needed to make sure that she was ready for them. This time, he reached down between her legs to make sure she was wet and ready. 

“Oh, Creator,” she sighed as his fingers started to play with her wet pussy lips. “Oh my... you aren’t going to tease me forever, are you? I can’t take it. I can’t... oh, Creator...” 

“Maybe I will,” he said with a smile as he lowered his face to her nether regions. Sarah gasped and then moaned as she felt his tongue replace his fingers. His tongue flicked in and out of her folds and she lay back, seeing spots as he sent her to a heaven of pleasure. 

“Oh, Creator,” she put her hands on his head, pulling him closer. Sarah arched her hips and moaned, a sweaty mess as he teased her. Just when she felt like she couldn’t take it any longer, he came up for air and grinned wolfishly at her. 

“Do you want more?” he asked her. 

“I want you... I want you inside of me,” she panted. “Stop teasing me and get in there.” 

“Oh, my lady,” he said, panting as well. “I hope to hear those words for the rest of my life.”  

It took a few tries before he managed to slide into her. When he finally did, she groaned, arching her hips to accommodate him better. 

“Oh, Creator, you’re so big,” she moaned. “You’re the biggest I’ve ever had. Oh, Creator, it feels so good.” 

“How do you want it?” he asked. “You want it hard?” 

“I want to make you feel good,” she said. “How do you want it?” 

“I want....” he thrust twice and then groaned, shuddering. “Oh, Creator. It’s so good. It’s so good, I don’t know if I’m going to be able to hold it.” 

“Fast,” she urged. “Give it to me fast. Fuck me hard.” 

“I can do that,” he said, although she doubted that he could. He thrust into her twice again and then a third time before collapsing on top of her. He hadn’t come yet, but the pleasure was clearly building. “You want it hard?” 

“I want to feel your come,” she begged him. “Give it to me as hard as you can. Fuck me.” 

He gritted his teeth and pushed himself up on his elbows. She ran her hands along his muscular arms, feeling her body tingle at the sight of his perfection. John lost himself in thrusting, his eyes rolling back and his body responding to nothing but pleasure as he fucked her. 

“Are you going to come in me?” she panted. “Are you going to make me come?” 

“Just a little more,” he grunted. “Just a little more. Oh, Creator!” 

His orgasm caught him off guard, and he exploded into her. She wrapped her legs around his back, pushing him deeper into her. He moaned as his cock spasmed and her walls clenched around him. 

“Oh, Creator,” he breathed. “That was fantastic. That was so good.” 

Eventually, he rolled off her, sweaty and content.

“Was it good for you?” he asked her, half asleep. He put his arm over her, pulling her naked body close. 

“Yes,” she said. “It was amazing. I love you so much.” 

“I love you too,” he said, already drifting off. 

Once he was sleeping, Sarah got up carefully so as not to wake him. She had the simple intention of just getting ready for bed, so she would wake up fresh and ready for whatever the morning brought. However, she was only halfway through getting ready when she felt the familiar wave of dizziness hit her. 

“Blast,” she muttered, gripping the side of the sink and waiting for it to pass. She was more annoyed that it was happening than worried. She hoped that John wasn’t going to make it a regular habit, to soar through the sky in front of the crowd. She knew it looked beautiful and it was their wedding day, but it was exhausting. 

She managed to put a robe on and was climbing back into bed when there was a knock on the door. 

“Are you kidding?” she asked herself, under her breath. They had just wanted one night when they weren’t bothered. She waited, to see if whoever it was would go away, but there was another knock instead. 

John snorted beside her but didn’t awake. Carefully, she climbed back out of bed and opened the door. 

“What?” she asked, trying not to sound rude. To her surprise, it wasn’t a messenger on the other side with a message that could have waited until morning. Instead, it was Nathan standing there. He looked pale and his eyes were red-rimmed. He didn’t even need to speak for Sarah to know exactly what had happened. 

“No,” she whispered. “Not tonight. No.” 

“About an hour ago,” Nathan said, very softly. “He had waited for you two, apparently. He went with a smile on his face.” 

“I’m so sorry,” Sarah said. 

“If he had to go,” Nathan said, “I’m glad that he saw you two first. He went with peace. John is...” 

“John’s not quite in his right mind,” Sarah said. “And I think it would be best if we waited another few hours. He’ll deal with the news easier with a sober mind.” 

Nathan shook his head. 

“He should know, Sarah,” he said. “He’s the Alpha now.” 

Hearing the words spoken, despite the fact that she did know that subconsciously, made her blood run cold. 

“Yes,” she said. “I suppose that he is.” 

“Please tell him immediately,” Nathan said. “The rest of us will be gathering in the Grand Hall to... make final preparations.” 

“I will,” Sarah promised, although she knew it was going to be one of the hardest moments of her life. 

Once the door was closed, she took a deep breath and leaned her head against the door. Schooling had prepared her for many moments, but it hadn’t prepared her for this one. 

She knew her parents were staying in the palace, and she wished that they were here with her at this moment. She wanted to give her father a hug, taking comfort in the fact that he still drew breath. 

Instead, she crept slowly back to the bed, sitting cross-legged on it. Gently, she rubbed John’s back, waking him up as kindly as she could. 

“Ugh,” he greeted her, trying to roll away from her. 

“No, John,” she said, trying to get him to roll back. “I need you to wake up. I need to talk to you.” 

“What do you need, baby?” he reached his hand over, between her legs. “Do you need...” 

“John, listen to me,” she said, and something in her voice made him open his eyes fully. 

“What is it?” he asked and she took another breath. Her voice shook and she barely had to say a word. 

“Your father...” she started and he sat up. 

“No,” he blurted out before she could finish. “No, it can’t be. We just saw him.” 

“Nathan just came by,” she said. “He went about an hour ago. Apparently, it was peaceful and he was happy. He waited for us.” 

“No,” John repeated, sitting up fully. “This can’t be.” 

“I’m afraid it is,” she said, tears coming to her eyes. “You’re Alpha now.” 

He didn’t say anything for so long that she was worried he didn’t hear her. 

“John?” she asked quietly. 

“I’m Alpha,” he said, turning to her. “And you are queen.” 

“Yes,” she said. “And I’m here for you, no matter what.” 

She was about to say something else comforting when all of a sudden, they were startled by an alarm. There were flashing red lights, and a loud siren blaring. Sarah jumped several feet in the air. 

“What the...” 

John immediately threw off the covers. However, he was feeling didn’t matter at this point. This was an emergency. 

“John, what’s happening?” she demanded. 

“We’re under attack,” he said, wincing, as it felt like his head was about to explode. “The palace walls have been breached.” 

“What?” she asked in a panic. “By who?” 

He threw himself at the computer, firing it up. It only took a few moments of him frantically typing in order to get the information. 

“It’s wolves,” he said. “And it isn’t a scouting party. They’ve killed our guards at the door, and they are inside the palace.” 

“Where?” Sarah asked, trying to make sense of everything. 

“They are in the west wing,” he said. “In the medical bay.” 

“What could they want there?” she asked in horror. 

“My father’s body, no doubt,” John seethed. “Let’s go.”

“Why would they want—?” 

“Does it matter?” he snapped at her, throwing open the door to their room. 

“John, at least put some clothes on,” she pointed out, trying to be practical.  He paused, confused, and then scrambled into his clothes, his breath coming in gasps. Once he was dressed, she followed him out the door, not quite sure of what they were going to do. They had no plan, but they knew they had to move fast. This was not how their rule was supposed to start. They were supposed to just have one night of peace—one night of happiness. Instead, everything was going wrong all at once. 
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The hallways were in absolute chaos. It seemed that everyone was running everywhere, and no one quite knew what to do.  Sarah held onto John’s hand as he pushed through the crowds. He seemed focused on getting to one location, and she shouted to him as they moved. 

“Where are we going?” she asked. 

“We need to find my brothers,” he said. “I need to know that they are safe.”  

That wouldn’t have been Sarah’s first move, but she couldn’t even think straight as they ran through the crowds. 

She realized that it seemed John’s brain had already switched over. He was Alpha now, and she was queen. The way they were reacting now and the way they would have reacted three days ago needed to be completely different responses. 

“John!” Cory screamed as they rounded the corner. He had clearly just come out of his room, still bleary with sleep, and he was confused. “What’s...” 

“Cory, come with me,” John said, putting his hand around his little brother’s wrist. “We need to find Joshua.” 

“What’s happening?” Cory asked. “I heard a bunch of shouting and then I heard...” 

Over the alarms, Sarah could hear a strange sound. It sounded like trumpeters, and she realized that she had heard it before, a long time ago. 

“Attention, Kingdom of Knorpp,” said an automated voice, under the alarms of the wolf attack. “Here passes Michael, Alpha of Knorpp. Here passes Michael, Alpha of Knorpp.” 

Cory’s face paled and he turned to John. 

“Is that...” 

“Cory, we can’t think right now,” John said, looking his brother right in the eye. “We can’t think. We can’t fall apart.” 

“He can’t be...” 

“Cory,” John put his hands on Cory’s shoulders, holding him steady. The younger dragon prince looked remarkably unsteady. “We need to keep the kingdom safe right now, okay? This is what Father would have wanted.” 

Cory nodded, although he didn’t seem to process what his eldest brother was saying. 

“John!” Joshua’s voice came floating down the hallway before Sarah could see him. At the sight of Joshua, John visibly sighed in relief. Joshua was accompanied by several guards, and he rushed to his brothers.  “It’s the north entrance that’s breached. There’s at least a hundred of them.” 

“Do you have a plan?” John asked Joshua. 

“We are going to attack them from the east entrance...” Joshua started to say. 

“No,” Sarah said, interrupting them. “They will expect you to come from one of the other hallways like that. You need to use the tunnels.” 

“The tunnels will take us out of the castle and to the front gate,” Joshua pointed out. 

“I know,” Sarah said. “They will not expect you to attack from behind.” 

Joshua stopped talking, his chest heaving as he considered the plan. 

“But...” 

“You will do as the queen says,” John ordered, and the words hit home for all of them. “But first, Cory needs to be safe and you will personally make sure of it.” 

“Right,” Joshua said. 

“No, I want to...” 

“Cory,” John said. “Nothing would make Father more upset than knowing the kingdom is not secure. Nothing would make me more upset.” 

“He’s not even cold...” Cory whispered, his eyes welling up with tears. 

“We need to make sure the kingdom is secure,” John repeated and Cory eventually nodded.

“Sarah, I need you to go with them.” 

“Over my dead body,” she said, meeting his eyes. “I will fight at your side.” 

“I need to know you are safe.” 

“I am safe,” she said, “when I am at your side. But you did not marry me so I could sit there and not use my schooling. We can beat them.” 

John was clearly not happy, but he knew better than to argue with her.  

“Alright,” he said.  “Let’s go. Joshua, we’ll meet you in the tunnels.” 

“Maybe five minutes,” Joshua said. 

“Where’s Nathan?” 

“He’s in the tower,” Joshua said. “He’s going to lead an attack from above.” 

“That’s a good plan,” Sarah said and Joshua quirked an eyebrow. 

“I’m glad you agree, my lady.” 

“Let’s go,” John said, and they began to move through the crowd to the tunnels. Sarah had been in the tunnels only twice, but she knew the layout of them. She had made sure to memorize them the first time she had walked through because she had a feeling she would need to know their top-secret layout. 

“Where will he take Cory?” she asked, as soon as they were in the darkness of the tunnel. There were several guards behind him, and more joined them every second. 

“The room that you were pulled to before,” John said. “It’s safe enough and there are several tunnels that leave from there.” 

“Alright,” she said. “So at all costs, the wolves should be distracted from there.” 

“Right,” John said as they advanced. “Advice for the troops, my lady?” 

“You want me to do it?” she asked, looking at him. 

“It’s your battle plan,” he said, and she turned around, sucking air into her lungs. 

“Attention!” she called out. “We are going to take the tunnels all the way to the gates. You need to move fast when we get under the entrances. The wolves have a keen sense of smell and they will know you are coming if you stand under them. Once at the gate, we will attack them from the back, hopefully in time with Nathan attacking from above.” 

“Do you want us transformed, my lady?” one asked. 

“Uh...” Sarah wasn’t planning on that. “I think more of us could come through the entrance in human form. Perhaps the back two rows can transform, as the line of defense for any that break through our lines.” 

“We would be safer to transform,” John said to her as they moved. “We should move to the back.” 

She gritted her teeth, trying to think of the right words. She didn’t want to push a transformation right now, especially since they had just done so not 12 hours before. 

“We should lead from the front,” she said. 

“They understand their orders,” John argued with her. “We need to be safe, for the end of this battle.” 

“I...” 

“Sarah, please,” he begged her. “I can’t take any more loss today.” 

“Fine,” she agreed, although she knew it was a bad idea. 

She didn’t know exactly what she had in mind when they came out of the tunnels. She expected some wolves or at least a small troop. But what she found at the entrance of the castle was an army. This was no little mutiny. She could see from the numbers that there was at least one fully formed army, if not two. 

“He lied to us,” she said. “He flat-out lied.” 

“The wolf Alpha will pay for this,” John said through clenched teeth. He turned around, to the troops, and made the hand signal to push them forward. In the same motion, he pulled Sarah back, so that they could transform with the remainder of the group. 

Sarah looked up as she transformed to see Nathan on the top of the castle turret. In dragon form, he looked furious, rather than his normal put-together self. He let out a giant blast of fire and then swooped down, followed by what seemed like half the palace guard. 

Sarah flapped her wings to get off the ground so that she could see the battle unfolding. The transformation felt rough, and she felt unstable as she tried to hover. John was beside her, but he was completely focused on the attack, roaring out orders or blasting fire where he could. 

Sarah could see that she had judged the situation perfectly. Those that had broken through the line from the human attackers were taken down by the transformed dragons in the back, or by Nathan’s army. Everything was happening so fast that it was hard to keep track. Her mind felt like it was playing chess, watching every motion and trying to calculate several moves ahead. 

One of the wolves jumped up and she blasted fire down, pushing her wings to maintain a steady level so her attack could hit exactly where she wanted. 

She heard Joshua’s roar and could see that he had chosen to transform from the south tower, swooping down with the remainder of the guards. She could hear screams from inside the palace, and she knew that some of them were breaking through. 

Her mind swirled as she tried to calculate what to do next. Technically, they should be winning. Her tactic was sound, but there were so many wolves that it was taking longer than she wanted. 

Sarah flapped twice, and then lowered herself, trying to aim as low to the ground as she could. She wasn’t the best with fire because she didn’t practice often. What she tried to do was blast the wolves at their feet, as they were lower to the ground. Her first blast hit the castle wall, and she growled, trying again. This time, she got several of them. She smelled burnt flesh and she felt sick, but she persisted. 

Slowly, the wolves were starting to fall. The dragons were winning, and Sarah calculated that it would be another 3 minutes before they had completely overtaken them. 

Perhaps it was that realization that made her falter, or perhaps it was that she couldn’t hold out any longer, regardless of what would happen. She started to feel dizzy and she tried to correct it, but her body felt shaky. 

Sarah gave herself one final burst of flight and managed to get herself back to the gate, where there was currently an empty area. Her vision swam, and her wings felt cold. Sarah tried to get herself behind the gate and looked for a soft spot. However, the next thing she saw was the ground rushing up toward her. 

She hit the ground as her vision went completely back. The last thing she saw was John rushing toward her and transforming back to human as he landed beside her. She felt cold, and her eyes rolled back. After that, there was only blackness. 
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When Sarah awoke, she had no idea where she was. She felt like she was lying down, but her head was spinning, so she wasn’t quite sure which direction she was pointing. She was in human form, and she was cold, which was not usual for a dragon. Dragons almost always ran hot, because of the fire inside of them. 

Her ears picked up sounds before her eyes managed to see straight. She heard beeping and when she moved, she felt her skin pulling. 

Her eyes flickered open, and she saw that she was in the medical bay. She was in a private room, and she was hooked up to several monitors and a few IV lines. 

She heard voices outside in the hallway and recognized one of them as John.  She couldn’t quite find a way to speak, her throat sore, but she did manage to make a sound that alerted him. It wasn’t quite a groan or a whimper, but it was clear that she was confused and needing his presence. 

She saw John appear in the doorway and breathed a sigh of relief. The feeling of panic in her just disappeared as he stepped closer. 

“You’re awake,” he said gently. Up close, she could see that he looked exhausted. She had no idea how long she had been out, but judging by John’s face, it looked like it had been several days. 

“What happened?” she asked, although she had a sinking feeling that she knew exactly what happened. She hoped that John would tell her that a wolf bit her or that she had been shot, or anything other than that her own body had given out on her. 

“Don’t worry about that right now,” he said, going to hold her hand. “I can explain everything to you when you are feeling better.” 

“John, what happened?” she asked again, sitting up on her arms. “Tell me. How long was I out?” 

“About 24 hours,” he said. “You should be feeling better soon. The IVs...” 

She looked up and recognized the IV flowing into her arm. The red liquid was concentrated dragon fire, meant to speed up their healing process. 

She sighed, sinking back. 

“I know what they do,” she said. His face contorted in confusion. 

“You do?” he asked. “Has this... happened before?” 

“Yes,” she said, although it nearly killed her to say it. “Several times.” 

“Sarah,” John looked at her, and it was a look that sent shivers down her spine. She felt like she had been caught at something. “Do you know what’s plaguing you?” 

“Yes,” she said, looking away. “I do.” 

He was silent for a long time. 

“So you are aware that your blood volume drops dramatically whenever you...” 

“Yes,” Sarah answered. “I’m aware. I’m aware that my human form and dragon form do not match with each other. I’m aware my blood volume does not expand properly. I’m aware that...” she took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I’m aware that I’m not the strong queen you thought I was.” 

He looked completely baffled by that statement. 

“Sorry, but what does that have to do with anything?” 

“It’s progressive, John,” she said. “It may not be this year. It may not be in 5 years, or even 10 years, if I’m lucky. But...” 

“Okay,” he said, and her brow furrowed. 

“Okay?” she repeated. “I deceived you because I didn’t think it was a big deal. I didn't think it would get in the way. I figured that... I dunno. That it wouldn’t matter because... I didn’t want it to matter. But I’m sorry. I should have told you. I should have... I understand if you don’t want...” 

“Sarah, please take a breath,” he said. “It’s important that you breathe.” 

“But you understand what I’m saying?” 

“If you are suggesting that I don’t want you as my wife,” he said, “or that it changes the fact that you’re my mate, the answer is no.” 

“But as your queen...” 

“Sarah, life is short,” he said. “And life is a progressive degenerative condition. Do you want to be queen?” 

“I want to be with you,” she said, meeting his eyes. She had never actually fancied herself in love with him until this moment. At this moment, she realized she was in love with him and she didn’t want to be apart from him. 

“Alright,” he said, and leaned down, kissing her forehead. “Then we’ll figure this out.” 

“Are you sure?” she asked. 

“I’m sure,” he replied, pulling up a chair to sit down beside her bed. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

“Did we win?” she asked and he nodded. 

“We did,” he said. “And we took your advice. Those who survived the battle are currently in the dungeons. We are going to get some answers out of them.” 

“Good,” she blew out a breath of relief. “How many survived?” 

“About 4,” he said. 

“4?” Sarah answered, stunned. “That’s it?” 

He winced. 

“It was a tough battle,” he said. 

“Was anyone... how did our side do?” 

“We lost a few guards,” he said. “But your strategy seemed to hold out and most of us came home safely.” 

“Are your brothers alright?” 

“Yes,” John said. “Although Cory is seething mad, as usual, to have been left out of all the action.” 

“Of course,” she said. “I imagine it’s not easy, to sit on the sidelines and watch.” 

“He let us know that about 399 different ways in the past few hours,” John said. Sarah blinked as she felt her arm burn, and resisted the urge to rip the IV out of her arm. 

“Are you alright?” she asked. 

“Yes,” he said with a sigh. “At least, as well as I can be.” 

She squeezed his hand. 

“I know,” she said. “It’s not going to be easy. And I suppose we’re going to have to tell your brothers that I...” 

“No,” John said. “Not if you don’t want them to know. It’s not their business, and I can take care of you.” 

“You would be willing to keep it a secret?” she asked hopefully. 

“Yes,” he promised her. “That’s clearly what you wanted. We can say you were injured in battle, and the medics will not tell anyone if I order it. We can seal the records.” 

“If you are willing to do that, that would be the best, strategically,” she said. “The kingdom does not need to know that the queen is weak.” 

“The queen is no weaker than the king,” he muttered. “Especially of late.” 

“Your father...” she suddenly remembered. “Have you moved forward with that?” 

“No,” he said. “I couldn’t possibly stand to bury my father when I knew that you... weren’t beside me.” 

“I’m glad you waited,” she said. “I feel as if his spirit would be looking down, and it would be comforted by seeing that we are standing together.” 

“I was worried that you wouldn’t wake up,” he said and she heard a crack in his voice. Sarah gathered all her strength, sitting up. 

“John, I’m always going to be here,” she assured him. “I promise. And I can be strong for the moments when you feel you can’t be.” 

“And what if those moments are all the time?” he asked. “More often than not? I don’t... when you were out, Sarah, I felt like I couldn’t go on. I don’t know how to run a kingdom. I don’t know how to be the final voice on making decisions.” 

“But you do,” she insisted. “You’ve been taught to do it since birth. You are your father’s son, and you are a good, strong Alpha.” 

“Not without my queen,” he said, leaning over to kiss her.  She smiled as he kissed her, but pulled back quickly. 

“I probably don’t taste so wonderful,” she said. 

“You are perfect,” he murmured as he brushed the hair back from her face. 

“I want to get out of here,” she said. “Did they give you an indication of when I could?”

He looked up at her IV bag, which was mostly empty. 

“Probably soon,” he said. “They said as soon as you woke up and were stable. And since everything else seems to be alright, I imagine we could spring you free.” 

“I hope I’m never a prisoner of war,” she said as she relaxed on her pillows. “I would go crazy.” 

“I don’t think that’s a consideration when they capture you,” he said with a smile. 

The medics had to be convinced to let Sarah go. However, once she explained that it was a frequent occurrence in her life, their tone changed. 

“You require...” 

“I know,” Sarah said. “I know. I’ve known for a while. But as long as we are willing to keep it secret, I would be willing to explore more regular options.” 

“My lady...” the medic said. “As queen, your health conditions need to be disclosed publicly for the...” 

“No,” John said immediately. “That is the law of the old kingdom. This is my kingdom now, and I make the rules. The queen’s health conditions are no one’s business but mine. Not the princes’, not the kingdom’s, no one’s.” 

“The constitution would have to be...” 

“Then we will change it,” John said. “As of now, this is the new law, which will remain in effect until the day that I vacate the throne.” 

“May your rule be long and prosperous,” the poor medic said, bowing his head. “Let me just start the discharge process.” 

“Thank you,” John said and turned back to Sarah. As soon as they were alone, she raised an eyebrow. 

“Can you just change the constitution?” 

“I’m sure... there’s a way,” he put in, and she smiled. 

“Do I have to use my law classes to help you too?” 

“You have to use everything you have for me,” he said. “I can be a mess, Sarah. It may not seem that way, but my mind can be dark at the best of times.” 

“You have every excuse for your mind to be dark right now,” she said. “However, it appears your mind is also cloudy if you think changing the constitution is easy. I understand the reasoning behind such a law, but to write it into the constitution...” Sarah shook her head. “At least I’m getting to use everything I learned in school.” 

“Mmm,” he said as the medic came back with gloves on to disconnect her IV. The two of them didn’t say much while the discharge process went on, but as soon as they were alone again, their conversation continued. He helped her off the bed, wrapping a shawl around her shoulders and then allowing her a moment for her legs to stabilize. 

“I think you should take the rest of the day off,” he said. “I know you are eager to go back to work, but the next few days will need strength.” 

“Only if you bring me paperwork,” she said. “Or something to do. I will go mad sitting in bed all day.” 

“I’m sure that can be arranged,” he smiled, slipping his arm around her waist. 

“I can make the funeral arrangements,” she offered. “So that you don’t have to dwell on that. Tell me what he would have wanted.” 

“I don’t know what he would have wanted,” he admitted. “He talked so much about securing the throne... but he didn’t talk about what would happen the moment it was secure for him.” 

“It sounds like he would want his sons around him,” Sarah said. “As forefront in the ceremony. He would want the world to see exactly what he left behind.” 

“You’re an angel,” John said, kissing her on the head. 

“I’m your queen,” she corrected him, gazing into his eyes. “And I will always be by your side.” 

She knew everyone was watching, but she didn’t care as he wrapped his arms around her. She wished this was the worst trial they would have to go through during her rule. However, she had a feeling that this was just the beginning. 
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Planning a royal funeral was something that Sarah didn’t learn in school. However, based on what she knew of the former Alpha, and what she knew of his sons, she somehow managed to orchestrate everything from one side of John’s bed. Or rather, it was their bed, as he constantly reminded her. They hadn’t seen much of each other, because John had spent most of his waking hours on the throne, trying to sort through the fallout from the werewolf attack. However, the day of his father’s funeral, John managed to let everything else drop. There were nobles arriving every few minutes, it seemed, for the funeral, and more condolence letters than John could possibly read. 

“There was one thing I wanted to ask you,” she said. “About protocol. Do you want us to... be in royal regalia?” 

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Obviously, we should be dressed properly... but we haven’t been coronated yet.” 

“Right,” she put her hands on her waist. “That’s a whole other ceremony to plan.” 

“You don’t have to take everything on,” he told her. “My darling, there are people to help.” 

“I know,” she sighed. “I just... need to do something. As far as I can tell, we have not made any progress on the werewolf rebellion...” 

“Well, we have, actually,” John said as he handed her a letter. Sarah read it and almost choked. 

“Stanley refuses to come?” she exclaimed. “Has he lost his mind?” 

“Apparently,” John raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t written back to him because I’m so flabbergasted.” 

“You are right,” Sarah said. “He spoke about peace and wanting to solve this and he doesn’t show up at your father’s funeral? There is no doubt he is behind the rebellion. We may not find evidence that he ordered them to attack, but we will also find no evidence that he discouraged it. This is war, John.” 

“I believe so,” he said grimly. “Which was my father’s worst nightmare.” 

“His worst nightmare was the werewolves taking over,” Sarah said. “We will not let that happen. If they want a war, we will give them a war. But not today. Today is about saying goodbye to your father. Has Joshua made a report yet?” 

“He does not think there will be any disturbances,” John said. “But then, he didn’t anticipate the last attack.” 

“And the prisoners are still not talking?” 

“No,” John said. Sarah set her jaw. 

“Well, perhaps after the funeral, I will have a word with them.” 

He chuckled, amused. 

“That would be highly unusual. They might speak out of shock that the queen is standing in front of them, in the dirty dungeons.” 

“I thought we agreed that our rule was going to not be usual,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to give anyone the impression that we are going to do things the old way.” 

“You know,” he sat on the edge of the bed, “there are some merits to doing things the old way.” 

“I know,” she said as she went to hug him. “We will find a balance. Today, however, the only balance you have to find is your own. Do we wear crowns?” 

It pained him to speak his next words because he felt like she was just as much the ruler of the Dragon Kingdom as he was. 

“I should,” he said. “But because you haven’t been coronated...” 

“Of course,” she said quickly. “Currently, I’m just the wife of the Alpha. I’m not queen.” 

“I intend to make you equal queen,” he promised. “When that time comes.” 

“I don’t need a ceremony,” she said, and then smiled, despite herself, when he looked horrified. “Don’t worry, that’s not a tradition I’m going to try and stray from.” 

“Oh,” he responded. “Good.” 

“Come on, John,” she said softly. “Your father’s funeral awaits.” 

Dragon funerals took place on top of the castle, under the wide-open sky. She could see that the cliffs across from the palace were packed with the kingdom’s people looking down on them. They were crowded into every nook and crevice, and they were surprisingly silent. As they came to the top of the staircase, Sarah was stunned to see the rooftop was also packed. The last few days had passed quickly, and she had lost track of how many people had arrived. Seeing them all in one place, however, made her realize just how big the kingdom she had married into was. 

“Mother,” John said, offering one arm to her. He then turned and offered his other arm to Sarah. 

Sarah’s heart went out to the dowager queen, who was shrouded in layers of black and red lace. She hadn’t had much of a chance to speak to Queen Amy since the former Alpha died, but it didn’t take much conversation to clearly see that her heart was broken. Amy looked like she had lost 20 pounds in the last few days. Her every word was broken with tears, and she only seemed to take slight comfort in the arms of her sons. John was trying to be her rock, but Sarah knew he was struggling when all eyes were off of him.  

“I’ll go first,” Cory said, the most subdued she had ever seen the young prince. He hadn’t even cracked a single joke the entire time they had been walking together. “And then the rest of you will be right behind me, right?” 

“Is Stanley not here?” Nathan realized, looking down the rooftop to the funeral pyre. The bear Alpha and the lion Alpha were standing by the funeral pyre, in their royal colors. However, Stanley’s presence, normally in between them, was noticeably absent. 

“No,” John said. “He refused.” 

Joshua turned around just before he walked out of the stairway and onto the rooftop.

“He...” 

“I know,” John said. “Today is about Father.” 

Joshua looked like he wanted to say so much, but he closed his mouth, turning around to follow his younger brother into the crowd. 

Sarah watched as the crowd parted for their Dragon Princes. She knew her own parents were somewhere near the front, but right now, she could only see a sea of anonymous faces, staring at her. 

Once Nathan was far enough down the rooftop, John took a step forward. Amy, however, pulled him back. 

“Wait,” she said, her head held high. “I will walk alone.” 

“Mother,” John said in shock. “You don’t have to. I am happy...” 

“No,” Amy said, and untangled her arm from John’s strong one. She turned to Sarah with a broken smile. “Michael would have wanted you two to enter alone. Somewhere, he’s looking down on us and he would want to see them bow to you two alone, to establish the new generation.” 

Sarah reached for her mother-in-law’s hands, squeezing them gently. 

“Thank you,” she said. “We will not let you down.” 

“I know you won’t,” Amy said, and then pulled her lace veil over her head. Sarah couldn’t imagine the strength that it took for Amy to take her first step onto the rooftop alone. However, she held steady, walking at an even pace to the funeral pyre where her husband lay, wrapped up. The crowd bowed to her as she walked past, at half form, which was the appropriate level of respect to give the dowager queen. 

“Ready?” John asked Sarah when Amy was halfway down the aisle. 

“Yes,” she said, and let him pull her forward. 

She wasn’t prepared for the sudden motion the crowd made. Even though they weren’t properly coronated, everyone in the crowd dipped as low as they were physically capable of. Once the sea of heads was bowed, Sarah could see clearly to the end of the rooftop. For the first time, she could see the sticks under the funeral pyre that the princes would light when the time came. At the front of the rooftop was the same archbishop who had married them. Sarah’s heart broke to think that they had gone from one of the happiest days in their life with him to one of the saddest. 

Once the family was at the front, circling around the funeral pyre, the archbishop cleared his throat and began to speak. His voice was magnified on a speaker, and off to the side was a screen, which was being projected with alternate images of the funeral pyre and of Michael’s rule. Sarah found her eyes glued to the screen, watching as Michael’s life played out in front of her. The last time she had seen the Alpha in life, he was frail and pale. The video clips that were playing showed her times she remembered from her childhood. Michael was strong, tall, regal, and young, and she saw his wedding and coronation play out in short clips. She felt honored and humbled to be standing here with so much history under her feet. 

“We meet here today to honor the life of Michael, Alpha of Knorpp. We give thanks for his life and wish him well now that his time in this world has come to an end. From fire we came, and to fire we will return.” 

Amy remained stock-still, with her veil over her face. However, Sarah was standing close enough to see the tears slip down her pale cheeks. Sarah gripped John’s hand, as a reminder that he was still there, strong and tall beside her. She was falling more and more in love with him each day. She would never say it, but she wasn’t sure she would be strong enough to stand in Queen Amy’s position right now. 

“For Michael, Alpha of Knorpp, the journey is now beginning. But for us, there is loss, grief, and pain. Every one of us here has been affected—perhaps in small ways, or perhaps in transformative ones—by Michael, Alpha of Knorpp. His life mattered to us all.”

Cory was in between his brothers, and his head hung down. Sarah could see his shoulders were shaking, and her heart went out to him. 

“It is important for us to collectively acknowledge and accept that the world has fundamentally changed with his passing. We are all grieving. Life will not be the same—nor should it be.”

In order not to risk collapsing again, Sarah had arranged that only the nucleus family would light the funeral pyre when the time came. The princes and Amy would rush their transformation so that they could blow fire onto the pyre, and Michael could be returned to the fire. He would burn until the fires went out, and the dragons that wanted to would soar through the sky. Sarah knew she would be breaking with tradition by not joining them, but she and John had decided it was safest. She hoped that no one would suspect the real reason she was breaking with tradition. 

“Michael, Alpha of Knorpp, has safely crossed the barrier and is now free to experience another reality, along with all the joys which await there. For us, however, it is important to say this final farewell to his body as we commit the physical form of Michael, Alpha of Knorpp, to its natural end.” 

To her surprise, the next prince to shed tears was Nathan. Nathan was normally stoic and completely focused on his path. He shifted twice and turned his face away, but his eyes were red and his fists were clenched at his side. 

“I wish we could have done something more,” Nathan said softly to John. “I wish we could have...” 

“There was nothing we could have done,” John assured him. “To prolong his life any more would have been to prolong his suffering.” 

“Still,” Nathan said, “it doesn’t ease the pain. And I’m sorry, John, I know it is you who is bearing the true burden, but...” 

“We are all bearing new responsibility today,” John assured his crown prince. “But we are here together.” 

He was speaking to Nathan, but he squeezed Sarah’s hand as he said it. Sarah took a step closer to her husband. She could feel a million eyes on their backs, and she didn’t dare turn around. She knew that this was tradition, but something felt off about the entire ceremony. 

“I’m sorry that you have to do this in public,” she said, in a voice just loud enough for her new family to hear. “I’m sorry that your grief has to be in front of thousands.” 

“All our emotions have always been in front of thousands,” Joshua said. “When grandfather died, and grandmother, it was the same. It’s the way things have always been.” 

“It does not mean that you don’t deserve privacy to grieve,” Sarah said. 

“Father would roll in his grave,” John said, “to hear such things.” 

She looked up to him to see if he was angry. However, he was smiling ever so slightly. 

“He had to have known we wouldn’t do things as he did.” 

“He did,” Amy spoke up and both of them jumped. They hadn’t realized that they were speaking loud enough to be heard by her. “He did. And he died knowing that no matter how you two did things, the kingdom would be secure. He went in peace.” 

Those words, for some reason, were the words that pushed Sarah over the edge. She put her face on John’s shoulder, and let the tears flow as quietly and with as much stillness as she could. She wished that she had taken more time to get to know him and understand the legacy that he left behind. For the first time since she came here, she felt remarkably unprepared. 

Despite their soft whispers, the archbishop continued, his voice booming over the crowd. 

“Michael, Alpha of Knorpp, we wish you well and thank you for being a part of our lives. We honor your life and we trust you will find everlasting peace. We will not forget you.” 

John wrapped his arm around Sarah as she sobbed. She hadn’t expected to cry in front of such a crowd. She knew that her parents were watching her from somewhere behind, and she knew her mother would want her to stand up straight, and not show a touch of emotion. She tried to rein in the tears, but she couldn’t manage to stop them. 

“The death of every one of us is the natural order of things; it follows life as surely as summer follows spring. Let us think of the Tree of Life as a symbol. The trunk and branches of the tree represent the dragon race, and the leaves symbolize the individual men and women on earth—appearing one spring, flourishing for a season, and then dying.”

“847 other Alphas and queens have stood here before us,” John said softly in her ear. 

“I know,” she said, trying to wipe her face. “And I also know we are not the first ones to hold a funeral in the middle of a war.” 

“No,” John said, thinking of all the history books he had been forced to read as a child. “We are certainly not.” 

“The physical presence of Michael, Alpha of Knorpp, has gone, but the tree remains. In fact, it is now even stronger because of his life—and death. So it shall be for all of us, in time. Let us live our lives fully, endeavoring to love one another and never faltering in the pursuit of happiness.”

Sarah managed to stand up a bit straighter, although she tried to get even closer to John. Every part of their sides was touching, and she noticed that the rest of the family was standing even closer together as well. They seemed to be forming a wall around the funeral pyre, and in a way, it made her feel better. They couldn’t have privacy at this moment, but they could give Michael a single moment of privacy after a lifetime of ruling. 

“We have been remembering with love and gratitude a life that touched us all. I encourage you to help, support, and love those who grieve most. Allow them to cry, to hurt, to smile, and to remember. Grief works through our systems in its own time. Remember to appreciate each day and to live life to the fullest in honor of Michael, Alpha of Knorpp. We often take life for granted and yet it is the greatest gift we have.”

Sarah realized almost too late that it was the end of the service. John let go of her hand, and they stepped closer to the end of the rooftop. Sarah took a giant step back to stand with her parents, and her mother put her hands on her shoulders, drawing her close. 

“Are you alright, my darling?” she asked. “Stand up straight, be strong.” 

“I’m alright,” she assured her mother, watching John. His transformation came first, and it was stunning. Despite the sad situation, Sarah was in awe of his dragon form. He was beautiful, with green scales and yellow eyes. He was a good head and shoulders taller than most dragons, and even Nathan only came up just past his shoulder. Sarah’s mouth fell open a little bit as the rest of them transformed. The royal blood was clear as the mighty dragons stood in front of them. Amy, the smallest one of them, took a deep breath and then lit the first flame of the funeral pyre. The boys went next and soon, the funeral pyre burned with red-orange flames. 

Other dragons in the crowd started to transform as well. Sarah desperately wanted to, but she didn’t dare transform and risk falling. Instead, she cast her eyes up to the sky as the dragons soared. 

“They are so beautiful,” she said to her parents, who kept their human form as they stood behind her. 

“You are beautiful too,” her mother said to her softly. “You will be the most beautiful one of them all when you get up there with them.” 

“Mother,” she said quietly, “John and I are going to do things differently.” 

“Of course you are,” she said. “I wouldn’t expect anything else from you.” 

Eventually, John came down from the sky, and the others followed suit. Sarah and those who didn’t transform, such as the lions and bears, stayed off to one side, letting the dragons have room to land one by one. He transformed back into human form and immediately went to her, taking her hand. 

Behind him, Michael’s body burned. John took Sarah forward, one last time, and they bowed to the former Alpha. 

“Are you ready?” she asked. 

“I am,” he muttered, looking past Michael’s body and out onto the kingdom. “We have a war to fight. And I should not like this kingdom to see any more death. We will go to the werewolves and bring the battle to their territory.” 

“You know that battle on foreign soil is more difficult to win?” she asked John. 

“I do,” he said. 

“Then, of course, I will support you,” she said. “We will march on their lands, and end the war they started with us. And when we return, we will be coronated.” 

“Somehow,” he said, “I think that winning the battle is more of a symbol of the crown than listening to the archbishop go on for an hour.” 

Sarah smiled, despite herself. 

“Nice to hear you break with tradition,” she said. 

“Only with you,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head. He didn’t care who was watching. He would have the whole kingdom know through an announcement that he loved his wife if that would be an acceptable message to relay. “You give me confidence. You give me strength.” 

They stayed at the funeral pyre for another moment or two and then turned away, heading back to the stairway. There were others who wanted to say their last goodbyes, and Sarah wanted to let them have a final moment before the body was completely ash in the air. 

Those who remained on the rooftop bowed as Sarah and John walked by. 

“I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to this,” she said, once they were on the stairway again. 

“You won’t notice after a time,” he assured her as they slowly made their way down the stairs. “It becomes second nature and when it doesn’t happen, you find it odd.” 

“John!” Both of them turned around suddenly, as Joshua came rushing down the stairs. “I’ve just received a message from the edge of our territory. The wolves are assembling in mass numbers. Stanley is at their head.” 

“Ready our troops,” John ordered without hesitation. “Alert the entire kingdom. We are going to war.” 
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John did not fight Sarah at all when she said she was going to wear armor and march at the front of the army. The only thing that he was concerned about was her health on the road. 

“We will have private quarters,” he said. “Whenever we stop. However, I cannot guarantee that the medical quality will be the best in these places.” 

“It’s not complicated, what I need,” she said. “I need an IV and dragon fire. I know how to stick in an IV line myself if I need to. I haven’t done it in a while, but I’m sure it will come back to me.” 

“It must have been very difficult for you to go through this,” he said. “When you first found out.” 

Sarah shrugged as she fiddled with the straps on one of her arm guards. 

“I saw it first as an annoyance, and then as a challenge,” she explained. “As more and more things went wrong, I just kept finding ways around it. And things are not... always bad, John. This will not be an everyday occurrence.” 

“I know,” he said. “Just when we are out there... you let me know what you need.” 

She wanted to kiss him then and there, but she didn’t think it was appropriate. There were so many other things to attend to, and the clock was ticking down. 

They would take a ship to the wolf territory that bordered on dragon lands, with an estimated time of arrival of sunset. The wolves, according to Joshua’s report, were amassing but hadn’t yet marched. That told Sarah that they were waiting for more numbers. 

“Nathan,” John looked up, alerting Sarah to the fact that they were no longer alone. They were very careful with whom they let into their bedchamber. Usually, everyone knocked, and the guards they kept at the doors screened all guests. However, today, all the guards were out front, waiting for the orders from Joshua to board the ship. “What are you doing here?” 

“I have an unconventional suggestion,” Nathan said. “I’ve been dwelling on it all night. I think it’s worth a shot.” 

“Out with it, then,” John said as he sat on the bed to put on his leg guards. They were flying in full armor because the wolves had a reasonably strong air defense unit, and they didn’t want to risk being boarded without having an advantage in their armor. 

“All the other wolves have blocked us on the interplanetary message service,” Nathan said. “We couldn’t get a message through to them if we wanted to. Except for one. On my messenger, Devon lingers online continuously. I’ve seen him sign in and sign out several times, so I know it’s not just a glitch. He’s active, and I could compose a message to him if I wish.” 

“What would we say to him?” John asked. “Tell your traitorous father that...” 

“Wait,” Sarah cut in. “I don’t think Devon is involved. I told you when he came that I felt like he was just being dragged along.” 

“Tell me what I am supposed to do now?” John’s voice was suddenly louder than normal. Sarah jumped and then held her ground. “Because all of you have opinions and then it won’t be your heads on the chopping block.” 

“It’s not like that,” Sarah said, recognizing the fire in his eyes. It seemed to be happening more and more. John was under so much stress, and she understood he didn’t have a moment to recover. It was all she could do to steer him away from the darkness that often consumed him. 

“Their blood will be on my hands!” he cried and Sarah reached out to touch him. Nathan put his hand on John’s other arm and the three of them sat in silence for a long time. “It will be,” John said quietly, at last. 

“It will be on all our hands,” Nathan replied. “If we make an error. Which we won’t.”  

John seemed to calm and Nathan turned to Sarah, changing the topic back to Devon. 

“I believe you are right. But that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t tell his father exactly what we said,” Nathan replied. 

“So lie to him,” Sarah replied. 

“Tell him that we’re scared?” John smiled at her. 

“Not quite,” she said, meeting his eyes. “Do you know what I’m thinking?” 

“Yes,” John replied. “Although it’s insane.” 

“Do you have another plan?” she asked and John sighed. “Remember what we agreed? You’re not allowed to hate my plan unless you have a better one.” 

John looked like he wanted to say more on the matter, but he bit his tongue, turning to his brother instead.

“Nathan, I need Joshua to send me his battle plans.” 

“You want to send them to Devon?” Nathan raised an eyebrow. 

“After I edit them,” John said. ”I want you to send them to him, like you are giving a secure message to the troops. Can you do that?” 

“I could actually send a secure message to the troops and include him on it,” Nathan replied. “It would be a lot of work to tell them that’s not ACTUALLY the plan, but...” 

“Leave that to Joshua,” John said. “If Devon thinks he’s accidentally intercepted something, he will take it to his father and they will likely change their formation.” 

“Would you believe that?” Sarah asked him honestly. “I would like to think that my enemy was smarter than that.” 

“I would like to think they would think better of us than that as well,” John said. “But somehow, I don’t think that they would.” 

“Are the hostages prepared?” Sarah asked Nathan. The prisoners from the dungeon had refused to talk, and so they were taking them as hostages, hopefully, to bargain with Stanley. 

“They are already on board, guarded by at least fifteen guards,” Nathan said. 

“Good,” Sarah said. “I wouldn’t trust them as far as I could throw them.” 

Once Nathan left, John touched her back. 

“Are you alright?” he asked. She gave him a funny look. 

“I’m fine,” she assured him. “Why?” 

“You’ve gone pale again,” he said. 

“Ugh,” she grunted, rubbing her cheeks. “I’m alright. Perhaps I’m just tired in advance. It’s going to be a long day.” 

“But when the dawn breaks, it’ll be a successful one,” John assured her. 

“If we don’t kill each other first,” Sarah answered wryly, referring to the fact that they still were surprised by each other’s opinions on tactics. 

“I think we’re getting along fairly well,” John said with a smile. “The kingdom is probably scandalized, but there are other things to care about when we are going to war.” 

“I’m ready,” she said, standing up. “How do I look?” 

His eyes took in her body, and she could see the admiration in them. 

“Like a queen,” he said. “Like the battle queens of old.” 

“John...” she paused. “I know that I studied all this in school. And I know that I look like I’m decent at it... but I really do hope that this is the last war this kingdom ever sees. I’ve studied so many outcomes and...” 

“I know,” he said. “No one ever wins in war.” 
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“Devon has read the message,” Nathan said, about an hour into the trip. It was actually Cory who had wrangled the technology enough for them to alter the report and then send it to the troops and accidentally include Devon on the message as well. As soon as the message was out, Cory recalled it from everyone but Devon’s inbox. Nathan, who was still signed in, could see that Devon had read it, although he wasn’t able to see exactly what Devon had done with it afterward. “So I guess we will see what he does with that.” 

“I have a lock on their line-up,” Joshua said as the flagship soared through the air. “We will be able to see if they change formation.” 

“Or if they completely rebel,” John said and Sarah gave him a look. 

“There’s a risk with every battle choice,” she said. “You can never have 100 percent of the information.” 

“I know,” he said. “But I think this one is high risk.” 

“Just wait,” Sarah said, her eyes locked on the screen as they got closer to the territory lines. The ship was huge and she wished that they had more time, because she would have chosen to take small ships and surround them. John had always known battles to be fought with the most intimidating of the flagships. Dragons were known for their displays of fire and force, and Sarah completely disagreed with that. 

“There,” Joshua said when they were half an hour away. “They have changed formation.” 

“They have?” Despite the fact that it was Sarah’s own plan, one in which she had complete confidence, she was a little stunned that it had worked. She had written plans like this out in textbooks half a hundred times, but this was the first real-time situation she was putting her knowledge to use. 

“To what?” John asked, not willing to just jump to conclusions.  

“To what was suggested,” Joshua said, squinting at the new formation. “At least... I think it is. That’s not the way I would do things either. Look,” he pointed at the screen. “Do you see the way they’ve arranged themselves now? That’s Devon, over there, completely unguarded. Anyone could swoop into the back and...” 

Sarah stared at the fuzzy image, trying to make sense of what the new formation was.  

“Why would they do that?” she asked John. “That seems like the stupidest...” 

“Nathan?” John asked. “You’re close to Devon, aren’t you?” 

“I—” Nathan hesitated to speak. “You’re the one who meets with him every month, John.” 

“Yes,” John said. “I did. But the two of you had an uneasy friendship, did you not?” 

“He did not always agree with his father’s choices in things,” Nathan said at last. “But it didn’t mean that he could speak freely about such things.” 

“You think he’s put himself there on purpose?”  John asked Nathan, who winced. 

“I couldn’t say.” 

“We could find out,” Sarah suggested. 

“How?” John asked. “Wander up and ask him?” 

“Don’t ask anything,” she replied. “Swoop down and take him. From what I’ve read of Prince Devon, he’s smart and he’s a fighter. If he doesn’t fight... he wants to be taken.” 

“And if he does fight, we will rock a terminally ill relationship into death,” John pointed out. “It’s a dangerous suggestion, Sarah.” 

“John, they’ve declared war and attacked the palace,” she argued. “I really don’t think that taking the crown prince against his will is going to make things any worse.” 

“And if we take him willingly, he’s going to have to put on one hell of an act,” John shook his head. “This is too risky.” 

Sarah put her head in her hands. They had been getting along so well, at least for them, and now it seemed like they were taking a step backward in progress. 

“John,” she said, “he’s not hanging out in the back of the formation for his health. Unless he’s a coward...” 

“Devon is no coward,” Nathan assured her. 

“Is he the last hope?” she asked him. “Like Cory? Because he shouldn’t even be on the battlefield then.” 

“No,” Nathan said. “And the werewolf crown is not so cut and dry. They inherit only half the time. The other half, they will fight for it. So while Devon is expected to inherit the throne when Stanley passes, he will have to fight any Beta who has a claim to it.” 

“Interesting,” she said. “So they don’t protect their princes as much then?” 

“No,” Nathan said, and she crossed her arms, staring at the screen again. 

“Frankly,” Joshua said, “I like the idea of capturing him. Just because.” 

“Just because is not a battle strategy, little brother,” John said. “We are going to land first, and march from there. If Devon is still in the same formation that he is in now, then we will reconsider this option.” 

“It’s the best choice,” Sarah argued with him. 

“You can stay and watch from here,” John said, tapping at the screen. “It’s the safest option.” 

“No.” Sarah looked at him like he was mad. “I’m coming with you.” 

“Sarah,” John responded, taking a deep breath. “If you really believe in this plan of yours, no one is mad enough to risk it unless you are at the helm. And the helm needs to be here, not screaming our conspiracy plans on the battlefield.” 

He did have a point, although Sarah wanted to argue that she could orchestrate an attack from anywhere.

“I will watch for half an hour,” she conceded. “Or until you spring into battle. That’s it.” 

“Half an hour?” John asked. “What do you think we are going to do, stand and stare at each other?” 

“Are you not even going to try and negotiate?” she cried. “Do you know how much death you are going to...” 

“I know,” John said. “But I will not sit there and let him attack my lands. Stanley lied to our faces about the rebellion and now he’s leading an attack. This is the end for him, Sarah.” 

She didn’t want to say the words that tumbled out of her mouth next. She trembled as she asked the question she didn’t want to ask. 

“You want to kill him?” she asked. 

“Without a doubt,” John said. 

“Why?” Sarah asked. “So Devon can know the pain you just went through?” 

John’s mouth fell open and his eyes flared yellow. He said nothing to his wife, turning around and storming out of the ship. His brothers followed and Sarah heard the troops mobilize. Frustrated and fighting back tears, she turned to the screen, watching the formation. They were certainly expecting the numbers in the falsified message, and they had arranged themselves for a very different kind of attack. Squinting at the camera, she watched Devon, in human form at the back of the line. He appeared to be watching his father at the front, but she saw him angle himself towards the ship and look towards their ship. He stared up for such a long time that she was certain it wasn’t just a coincidence. He was shifting back and forth, occasionally paying attention to the troops, but also looking up more often than was natural. 

Sarah was certain of her theory as he gazed up at the ship. She turned around to call after her own troops, but they were gone, already marching toward Stanley’s army. 

She had to at least talk to the wolf prince and see exactly what he wanted. And the only way to get to him without making it obvious was to transform, and quickly. 

She knew what a risk transforming would have on her body, especially given that it been compressed with armor for the last few hours. Pushing into dragon form was going to take strength, and she didn’t exactly have the time to do it slowly. 

“Creator help me,” Sarah said, frustrated that John had not left her a lifeline to  communicate with. Sarah took a deep breath and then stood up, heading towards the back of the ship. She briefly considered running after them, but she knew that would look weak. She needed to be strong and lead her own plans through to the end, no matter what John thought. 

Sarah took a step outside the ship, onto the grass, and then gritted her teeth. The recent infusion of dragon fire that she had in the med bay had made her feel better for a few days, but she could feel herself sinking back to baseline with each passing moment. 

“Come on!” she grunted, annoyed when the transformation didn’t happen right away. She pushed and then pushed again, and it was only on the third time that she felt a shock of dragon fire through her veins. She roared, embracing her dragon side, and a line of fire shot into the sky. 

She had her wings before she knew it, and flapped upwards, achieving an almost perfect but slightly unstable vertical lift. 

It was from that angle in the air that she saw John lead the attack on the wolf army. She was blinded with anger as she flew upwards, hoping that the wolves didn’t have their ships on high alert. They seemed to mostly be fighting on the ground, but she hadn’t taken time to analyze the horizon. 

John hadn’t even tried to negotiate. He hadn’t tried a hostage trade, nor had he called out to Stanley. From what she could see, he marched into battle like he had never experienced the recent pangs of death. 

She whipped her head away from him in order to find Devon in the crowd. He was fully plated in silver armor, so he was going to be heavier than normal to carry. She noticed that his shoulders, where she would normally grip to carry someone, were covered in armor, so she would have to carry him around the waist with her talons. 

He was still pacing and appeared to be shouting orders. She swooped overhead, and he looked up.  And then, as if to give her a sign,  he took a giant step back. 

Sarah saw her chance and swooped down to grab him. Despite the fact that he had put distance between himself and the other wolves, they still leaped to protect their prince. She felt teeth sink into her scales and she felt her tail burn with pain as she got low enough to grab Devon. He didn’t seem to understand that she needed to grab him sideways, and she winced as she gave him a light shove, tossing him to the ground. She intended to pick him up that way, but the wolves were on her faster than she had calculated. 

Sarah sucked in a lungful of air and then forced fire out of her nostrils. The smell of burnt wolf flesh made her sick, but she felt that she had no choice. As they fell back, she picked up Devon from his place on the ground and flapped her wings twice to get lift. 

She felt dizzy and cursed her body. She knew that she had transformed too fast, but she thought, just for once, that there would be a reprieve. She thought that the Creator would give her strength when she needed it. She needed to get them to safety, away from the others, so that they could talk. There was a clearing just past the forest in front of her, technically not a long distance for a dragon. However, her vision was starting to swim, and she prayed as she flew that at least one of them survived the distance. Otherwise, all of this would be in vain and nothing would change in her new kingdom. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 20


[image: image]


“We will take no prisoners this time,” John said as they marched forward to the wolf army. “We will not trade their hostages. We will only fight until the entire planet is ours. The wolves have lived here long enough.” 

“Their armor is weak on their collarbones and under their arms,” Joshua informed the rest of the troops as they marched. “You will advance in KX protocol and then you will attack under the DE plan. Is that clear?” 

“Sir, yes sir!” came the cry from the troops. As soon as John was in yelling distance of Stanley, he gathered air in his lungs. 

“Stanley, Alpha of the wolf tribe,” he called. “Today, you walk to your grave.” 

“You think that, young prince?” Stanley called back. “You will never be half the man your father was.” 

“I shall be twice what he was,” John responded and then gave the signal to attack. 

Battle was nothing like he thought it would be. For all the stories that he had been told, and for all the textbooks he had read, he thought that he would be prepared. The attack outside the gate should have prepared him, or the skirmishes that he had been witness to. But battle, it turned out, was nothing he was prepared for. 

He knew that a proper Alpha should hang back, and give orders and provide motivation. He tried that, for a moment or two. He watched his troops rush past him and into the werewolf hordes. Some of his dragons began to push transformation, but the wolves were prepared, with weapons of their own. They may not have been able to naturally breathe fire or fly, but they had the technology to simulate the playing fields that the dragons liked to fight on. They had guns and arrows that shot upwards, flame throwers, and some even had mechanical wings. This was no ill-prepared army, John thought. This was an army who meant to change the face of the universe, taking down one dragon at a time. 

The only advantage the dragons seemed to have was that the wolves had not been expecting the dragons to advance in the way they did. Nathan’s message had stated that most of them would attack from the air, and the wolves were not prepared for the assault that came at their level. The message had clearly worked, but despite dragon strength, John was worried they were outnumbered. 

He thought he would be calm. He thought orders would come to him and he could remain regal and poised. But instead, his dragon form came out before he even knew what was happening. 

He saw Nathan get hit in the face, and while it was a blunt blow and his brother got up, John’s heart still skipped a beat. Joshua was already transformed, swooping everywhere in order to try and stay on top of the chaos. John set his sights on Stanley, knowing that he was the biggest dragon in the army. If anyone was going to take down the Alpha and walk away, he was. 

“Not like that!” Stanley roared at him when he recognized John starting to transform. “Not like that. Your father had more guts than you. He would have stood and fought me like a man!” 

John felt his blood boil and his jaw clench. He was certain that he could kill Stanley in a few blows as a dragon. But he would not allow the bards to tell the story of him as a coward—as a fighter who wouldn’t face his opponent on equal ground. 

He pulled his wings back and swallowed his dragon fire, landing just a few feet away from Stanley. All around him there were cries of agony and the sounds of weapons clanking. He could smell burning flesh and feel the flap of dragon wings, but he could also see the wolf technology starting to overtake them. 

“That’s better,” Stanley said, sneering at him as he took a step closer. “There’s the boy prince.” 

“I think you have forgotten that time has passed, Stanley,” John said, holding his head high. He was head and shoulders above Stanley, and he made sure to keep himself at full height. “My father is gone, and you made sure to show him one final ounce of disrespect. You put the nail in your own coffin the minute your chair was empty at his funeral.” 

“And you think your father was a saint, boy?” Stanley asked. “You clearly missed half of his rule.” 

“I learned everything I know from him,” John replied. 

“Did you?” Stanley said. “Wonderful. I knew you’d turn out to be just as much of an oppressive dictator as he was.” 

“How dare you?” John growled, clenching his jaw. “This ends here, Stanley. I will see your ashes ground into the dust as if you never were.” 

“Try it,” Stanley tensed as well. Just as John was about to attack, there was an anguished cry. Their attention was diverted for a moment to the skies above them. There were so many dragons and wolves in the sky that it was hard to see what they were focused on. However, everyone’s eyes were diverted to the edge of the property, where John recognized Sarah’s dragon form picking up Devon. “That bitch!” 

“That’s my wife,” John said. “And those are the last words that you will ever say.” 
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Sarah hit the ground hard and did her very best to roll over so that Devon would not be trapped underneath her. She felt her dragon transformation shrink even as the dirt made contact with her back, and before she knew it, she was lying in human form on the cold, hard ground. She coughed once, twice, and then threw up, shielding her face with her hair to at least spare herself some of the embarrassment. 

“Are you alright?” Devon asked, as soon as he righted himself. 

Sarah looked at him in shock, wiping her mouth. 

“I just kidnapped you and you’re wondering if I’m alright?” 

Devon smiled, leaning back to sit against a tree trunk and give her space. 

“I did ask for it,” he reminded her. “And somehow, my lady, you saw that.” 

“It was obvious,” Sarah said. “I don’t have a lot of respect for the werewolves as of late... but I knew that you weren’t stupid enough to believe those plans.” 

“With all due respect, My Queen,” he said. “Very few would be stupid enough to believe such a stunt. It was only because it came with my endorsement that my captain of the guards accepted it.” 

“Why did you do it?” she asked, and he paused, looking at the sky. 

“My father has lost his mind,” he said at last. “And whether I will be considered a traitor to my people or a hero didn’t matter to me. If I did not allow the dragons to win this war, we would no longer be a race. The werewolves would be slaughtered to the point of being a few stragglers in a once strong kingdom.” 

“When did this happen?” she asked. “When did you decide to rebel?” 

“I decided years ago,” Devon said. “But it wasn’t... until your father-in-law died that I knew I had to do something” 

Sarah shook her head. 

“There are others in history who have tried what you have. It leads to more mutiny and more rebellion. And the crown prince dying, usually.” 

“I know,” Devon said. “But it was better than the alternative. Your husband has always given me some hope that things would change when he was on the throne. I hope that you do not judge me for turning against my own...” His voice cracked and Sarah realized how shaken the young wolf prince was by the situation. “My father taught me to save the kingdom, at any cost. This is the cost.” 

“And what will be the price for this gift?” Sarah asked him. “Because John and I intend to change many things, but giving equal control to the other races is not one of them. Dragons are Alphas over the rest of you, and we will not go against what nature intended.” 

“I don’t expect you to,” Devon said at last. “I just think that there could be a little more harmony. Certainly better than the last few years.” 

“Perhaps,” Sarah said with a sigh as she looked out on the battlefield. If they traced her, it would be simply minutes before they found them.  She felt bile rise in her throat again, and she leaned over, gagging. 

“Are you alright, My Queen?” Devon asked again. “Were you wounded?” 

“No,” Sarah said through gritted teeth. “We can’t stay here. Are you my hostage?” 

“Yes,” Devon said. “My father, hopefully, will be more willing to negotiate if I am missing.” 

“Possibly,” Sarah said. “If John hasn’t killed him.” 

Devon sucked in a breath. 

“I would hope that I could possibly negotiate for my father’s life, in exchange for peace.” 

Sarah managed to stand and she set her jaw. 

“Not to allow him to remain on the throne.” 

“No,” Devon said. “I would be regent until his death.” 

“This is not the time or place to negotiate political deals,” Sarah muttered, as she looked up at the sky. “We have to get out of here. I can fly another few miles, and hopefully, find a place with more shelter.” 

“Can you?” Devon asked her and she looked away. 

“I have to,” she said. “It’s the only way to make our plan work.” 

“Well,” Devon said as he stood, “I could always transform and you could ride on me.” 

Sarah hated that idea, but she didn’t move. 

“Keep talking,” she said. 

“The dragons will be looking in the sky,” he said. “Long before the wolves get here, even with our mechanical wings. No one will expect us to take the ground route.” 

Sarah considered this plan and then nodded. 

“Fine,” she agreed at last. “How much time do you need?” 

Devon smiled. 

“You've never seen the speed with which a wolf can transform?” 

“You push your transformation,” she said. “Same as anyone else.” 

“Some of us do,” Devon said. “Others, especially when one of the moons is out, simply need the light to shine down.” 

The sky was starting to darken, and Devon was looking at a patch of moonlight that shone through the trees. He took two steps and then Sarah watched in awe as every part of him bathed in moonlight instantly transformed. 

In wolf form, he was tall, with silver-grey fur and grey eyes that seemed calm. He was clearly more comfortable in wolf form, and he even wagged his tail as he turned to look at her. Bending at his knees, he bowed down, lowering his head to the ground. 

“Oh, Creator,” Sarah breathed, and then took a step forward and swung her leg over his back. Once she was sitting securely, Devon moved forward. He took a couple of steps to make sure she was comfortable and then he flew forward at breakneck speed. It took everything Sarah had to not just tumble off of him. Apparently, riding was nowhere near as easy as keeping your balance in the air. 

She could see Devon’s eyes darting back and forth, and she knew he was calculating the distance around them, to make sure they always had an exit plan if they were discovered. They were in wolf territory, and she wasn’t familiar with the landscape at all. Eventually, Devon picked a direction and ran forward, keeping his back muscles flat so Sarah could grip onto his long fur. 

She briefly wondered if this was going to be her future. Would they somehow manage such a peace that the wolves and dragons could exist in the harmony that she existed in with Devon now? Would she and John be able to literally rewrite all the books about chaos and anger? 

Devon found a set of caves on the far end of the forest, and took the slippery slope with caution, until he bent down again, letting her off near a cave mouth with a babbling brook behind it. Sarah slid to the ground, letting her muscles relax bit before she stood up. 

“This will do,” she said, looking around as he transformed back. “But it needs to be believable that you are my hostage.” 

He sighed, looking around. 

“Would you like to burn me?” he asked. “Or tie me up?” 

“Whatever you prefer,” she said. “When they stumble upon us, and make no mistake they will, they need to believe I took you, or you will have no chance to recover your reputation.” 

“As you wish, my lady,” he said as he sat at the cave entrance. Sarah went to the stream, looking for any strong vines she could pull up to tie Devon up. She felt dizzy again and sent a prayer up to the Creator. 

Please,  she said. Please, let me just pull this off. 

Eventually, she found several vines that she could bend and use to tie his hands and feet together. She didn’t dare transform again, because she was worried about collapsing, but she did manage to find some dry sticks so she could build a fire. She didn’t want to burn Devon, but she thought it would be more believable if his clothes were at least a tiny bit charred. 

“There is something else you should know,” Devon said to her as she built the fire just inside the cave mouth. “There was a traitor amongst you.” 

“What?” she said. “In the palace?” 

“Not quite in the palace, but someone who visited. A friend of yours.” 

“A friend of mind?” Sarah gaped. “What friends do I have in the palace that would betray me? I don’t know anyone there yet.”

“A dragon from the north, named Judd, was at your wedding,” Devon said. “He was the one who came to my father and offered information about your whereabouts.” 

Sarah felt like she was going to collapse then and there. 

“J-Judd?” she stuttered. “No, it couldn’t be.” 

“How well do you know him?” Devon asked. “Because he seemed to have a lot of information on you.” 

“He...” Sarah took a deep breath. “He and I were having a fling when John came along. It wasn’t anything serious... at least, I didn’t think it was anything serious. But we were flirting for years, and maybe a little bit more, and I hated John. Everything he stood for, I was against. But then he made a speech at my university and we... knew we were mates.” 

“So you left your college boyfriend for him,” Devon mused. “I’m not judging. It just makes sense. This Judd dragon seemed so vengeful.” 

“I can’t believe it,” Sarah shook her head. “I knew he was mad at me... I mean, I suppose I just stopped talking to him, but everything happened so fast... oh, Creator, I’m an idiot.” She put her head in her hands. “John is going to kill me.” 

“Wearing the crown is not always as easy as it seems,” Devon said. “Those who join us through marriage, I think, realize that in one moment. The rest of us were born with that burden.” 

“I just... I thought about things from every angle,” Sarah said. “I read all the books, I calculated... I just didn’t think about Judd. He’s the reason why I was attacked the day I got to the palace?” 

“I suspect,” Devon said. “Did you tell him you were going?” 

“Yes,” Sarah answered. “Even told him exactly where I was staying, as an olive branch. I wanted to pretend that we could still be friends... but he never replied. And then Michael died. I’m an idiot.” 

“My lady, if I may,” Devon said. “No one expects to know how to rule in one night. Most of us have no idea how to do it and we’ve been learning our whole lives.” 

“Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate it, even if... ugh,” she shook her head. “Where is Judd now?” 

“I don’t know,” Devon admitted. “He seemed to mostly be dealing with my father.” 

“Then he will be my next concern.” Sarah cocked her ears. “Listen.”  

There was rustling in the forest, and Sarah realized that they had been found. 

“Alright,” she said to Devon. “This is the test of your acting skills. I want you to act scared, and...” 

“You want him to act scared?” said a mocking voice that Sarah knew all too well. She recognized Judd’s voice and ice flowed through her veins. “Why? You’re the one who should be scared.” 

“J-Judd,” she said. “Fancy seeing you here.” 

“Mm,” Judd said. “Did you forget about me?” 

“I didn’t forget about you,” she tried to assure him. 

“Really?” Judd said. “Because for three years, we were together, we were happy, and then the prince of boring sweeps in and you’re in love. And now look at you, Sarah, you’re queen. Isn’t that what you always wanted?” 

“Judd!” she cried. “We weren’t together...” 

“Weren’t we?” he asked. “What was the Saturday night drink every week, without fail? Breakfast on Tuesdays? Sneaking into your bedroom at night?” 

“It was...” she felt her voice falter. 

“All you care about,” he sneered, “is battle, is tactics, is rising high and mighty. You wanted everyone to know that you are the best. Well, here you are, my dear, you are the best. You are the queen and everyone else is beneath you!” 

“That’s not what I wanted!” she cried. 

“Too late,” Judd said and pointed a gun in her face. “This is what you get.” 

“My lady,” Devon said in a shaky voice beside her. “I’m sorry. He would have killed my father in his sleep. I had no choice.” 

“This is not your fault,” Sarah said, stepping forward. “This is my burden to bear and I will bear it.” 
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“Give up your sword, Stanley, and we will release your son.” 

“If one hair is harmed on his head...” Stanley threatened, but John glared. 

“This is the end. I will annihilate your bloodline if you do not surrender.” 

He was bluffing, of course, because he had no idea what Sarah was currently doing. All he knew was that it appeared that she had stuck to some sort of plan she had hinted at. He knew Sarah’s mind, though, and knew that she had a tendency to completely go off the rails whenever she had a better idea. 

He trusted that whatever angle she was working right now would make things better and not worse. 

Stanley looked like he wanted to explode, but he knew he was beaten. He bent down, onto one knee, and officially surrendered. 

John stood tall above him and cast his eyes out over the rest of Stanley’s troops. They all realized their king was kneeling and kneeled as well, completely defeated. 

“Well, brother,” Nathan said to John as he came to stand beside him, “it seems that we have our first victory.” 

“We can’t celebrate yet,” John responded. “We need to find Sarah and Devon.” 

“I’ve already tracked them down,” Joshua said, joining them. “There’s really only one place they could be hiding, and that’s the caves at the end of the river bend.” 

“I will go after her,” John said. “Nathan, Joshua, secure the army.” 

“Will do,” Joshua said, and snapped his fingers, indicating that some of his troops should go with John. 

John felt odd as he followed his brother’s instructions to find where Sarah had taken Devon hostage. He wasn’t quite concerned with her safety because he was reasonably certain that Devon had wanted to speak with them. The more he thought about, the more it made sense. He was relaxed as he made his ways to the caves, and even found happiness flooding him. He was Alpha, his wife was just as victorious as he was, and their battle would go down in history. 

He maintained that relaxed attitude until he came upon the caves. Abruptly, fear flooded his system and he had an odd feeling that something was amiss. 

He suddenly heard a gunshot and then a thud. 

John shot forward, around the corner, as he pulled himself back into human form. He knew that he’d never fit into the caves as a dragon, but he felt completely defenseless as he came into the cave. 

His happiness completely flooded away as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. There were Devon and Sarah, both of them lying on the ground in a pool of blood. And standing above them was a man he vaguely recognized as Judd, from Sarah’s school days. 

John didn’t even have to think. He pushed his transformation, backing up, and then blasted fire into the cave. He couldn’t step forward, but he would absolutely destroy Judd’s human form.

In dragon form, they weren’t very susceptible to fire. But as humans, they could be burned just the same as anyone. 

Judd let out a completely agonizing scream, and then there was the smell of burning flesh. John did not let up on his blast, making sure to keep the flames at face level so as not to burn the two of them on the ground. 

As soon as he heard Judd’s body hit the floor, he let up on his fire and transformed back. A brief thought crossed his mind of how he didn’t even consider the effects of such a quick transformation. He took for granted the fact that he could do so. 

He hoped he had the chance to apologize to Sarah for the fact that he never considered such a thing as weighing on her. 

As soon as he was back in human form, he raced forward, fearing the worst. 

“Sarah,” he cried, reaching to lift her in his arms. “Sarah... oh my Creator. Be alright. Please be alright. Please be alright.” 

“John.” He was so relieved to hear her voice that he almost dropped her. “Stop, that hurts.” 

“Where is your wound?” he asked, frantically looking over her blood-stained body. “Where did he...” 

“It’s fine,” she managed. “It’s fine. It’s just in my leg.” 

“It’s JUST in your leg?” he asked, horrified. 

“It’s fine,” she repeated. “Learn some anatomy, John. It’s the top of my calf, it’s not going to kill me.” 

Even in the face of danger, she was completely logical and calm. It blew him away how he got so lucky, to be matched with such a strong woman. 

“Devon?” Sarah turned her head, wincing in pain. “Devon, are you alright?” 

Devon appeared more wounded than Sarah, clutching at his stomach. One of the guards advanced forward, and John remembered that they all had some sort of battle first-aid training. He remembered Joshua complaining about it when he had to learn it, but now, John was glad they were all trained in it. 

There was so much he didn’t know about the world. John used to think that his father had prepared him for everything, but he realized now that he was not an island. He needed a team to operate a successful and well-run kingdom. 

“It’ll be alright,” one of the guards said as he examined the wound. “It’s not deep. It’ll require stitches, but it looks like his aim was bad all around.” 

“He always was useless when we worked with firearms,” Sarah coughed. 

“Did you know he was violent?” John asked, but Sarah shook her head. 

“No,” she said. “I had no idea he even... cared so much. It was completely out of the blue. I would have to say, in all my classes, this is one thing that they don’t really teach you.” 

“I think we can worry about lessons in class later,” John said. “We need to get you back to the palace. Let me help you.” 

“Is there anything else we can do here?” Sarah asked and John actually laughed, despite himself. 

“Sarah,” he said. “One would consider a bullet wound enough to bow out of battle.” 

“Well,” she said, “most people aren’t me.” 

“That’s true,” he murmured, giving her a kiss on the head. “Most people are certainly not you.” 

He helped her up carefully, as the guards helped Devon up. One of them radioed for help, and a ship confirmed they would be there soon. John was completely comfortable with Sarah in his arms, and her arms wrapped around his neck. 

“What are we going to do when we get back?” she asked casually as if she were not dripping blood.

“I don’t know,” he answered, just as casually. “Perhaps a victory feast.” 

“Right,” she said with a smile. “They do teach us about those in class.” 

He rolled his eyes, kissing her on the forehead. 

“Did you get Stanley to surrender?” she asked. 

“Yes,” he said and Devon spoke up. 

“Is my father alive?” 

“He is,” John said. “And he surrendered on the condition that you would be safe.” 

“Oh,” Devon said, looking surprised. “I... didn’t expect he would actually say that.” 

“He seemed quite concerned,” John said and Devon looked sad. 

“He is a good man,” he said. “He is just a bit... misguided.” 

“I understand,” John said. “The burden of the crown is not easy.” 

“Is everyone alright on your end?” Devon asked. “Nathan, and the rest of your brothers?” 

“Yes,” John said. “They are fine, thank Creator.” 

“Ow,” Sarah moaned as he shifted, and John looked to one of the guards. 

“How long until the ship gets here?” 

“Not long, my lord,” said the guard. “We will be home soon.” 

“Home,” Sarah mused as they waited. “I never thought I’d call the palace home.” 

“I never thought that my queen would outdo me in battle tactics,” John said and Sarah smiled. 

“We’re a good team,” she stated. “And that’s more powerful than any single warlord.” 

The ship eventually showed up, and they were loaded on. John gave orders from the air in order to make sure the field was secure. Once Joshua confirmed it was, John instructed that Stanley should be taken back to the palace. 

“You won’t... execute him, will you?” Devon asked, and then dropped his eyes. “Of course, you are the Dragon Lord, and if you see fit to do so, then it is not my place to question it.” 

“I appreciate the deviation from your father’s attitude,” John said evenly, as he looked at the young prince. “And I appreciate what you did today. I will take your request into consideration.” 

Sarah said nothing to Devon’s request, wincing in pain. Her vitals were strong on the ride home, but John didn’t want to burden her with official business. It wasn’t until late that night when the two of them were snuggled up in bed together, that he spoke to her. Their room was dark, and the palace was mostly asleep, exhausted and wounded. The victory feast would wait until tomorrow when the loose ends were tied up and the kingdom could be assured that all was well. 

“We should execute him,” John said to Sarah, as she lay her head on his shoulder. “Every book you read must have said that.” 

“Yes,” she agreed with him. “Even the newer textbooks would agree. Such a traitorous soul should not be allowed to live, in case he causes trouble again. It can be a ripple effect.” 

“Then it’s agreed,” John said, although his voice was hesitant. 

“John,” Sarah said quietly. “Our rule does not have to be a textbook. We can create new rules, new laws, and a new way of life.” 

He sighed. 

“I just can’t stop thinking of Devon’s face when he asked us what we were going to do. It’s true that Stanley could create more mutiny if he is allowed to live.” 

“But when he is dead, the only people who will suffer are those left behind,” Sarah pointed out. “What if it was your father in the same position? What would you want? What would you say, if you were Devon?” 

“I would...” John took a deep breath. “I would hope that my superiors trusted me enough to let me decide what to do with one of my subjects. I would hope that they understood I am loyal, and I am strong enough to keep a rebel under control.” 

“Now,” Sarah said, sitting up to kiss him. “Now you sound like the modern-day Alpha that I want to be with.” 

They kissed for a long time, long and slow. John tied his fingers into her hair, and then pulled back, kissing her nose, her cheeks, and her forehead. 

“You don’t have a choice whether you want to be with me or not, remember?” he teased. “We’re fated.” 

“Oh, really?” she challenged him. “You think that I couldn’t make it without you?” 

“On the contrary, my dear,” he responded. “You are the strongest, most intelligent person that I know. And I know that you could do anything that you put your mind to.” 

“Probably,” she said as she leaned in to kiss him. “But I don’t want to be apart from you.” 

“I don’t want to be apart from you either,” he said as he continued to kiss her. 

He knew where this was leading, and although his body was throbbing with need, he wanted to make sure she was well. 

“Are you sure this is what you want?” he asked. “We’ve had a long day and...” 

“John,” she said, as she leaned in to kiss him again. “I want you, always.” 

That was all the invitation he needed to take things further. If this was how every day of his life was going to end, he was pretty sure that he could deal with any burden the crown gave him. 

“Then you shall have me,” he said as he pulled off her shirt. “Utterly and completely.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 23


[image: image]


Before she met John, Sarah had never been ruled by sex. She had thought those who were obsessed with it just didn’t have better things to do with their time. But John had changed her mind about the entire situation. With John, she wanted it all the time, no matter how else she was feeling. She was convinced that sleeping with John was the equivalent to any healing drug that they could give her. 

He kissed down her neck and then went lower, covering every inch of her body with his lips. She moaned as he pulled off her sleep pants, arching her perfect body in response to his touch. Her leg was bandaged and remained on the bed, but the rest of her body seemed to be pulled towards him. 

“My darling,” he said. “You did so well today and I am going to reward you.” 

“I want you,” she panted. “All I want is you, inside me.” 

“I know you feel that way,” he said. “But when I am done with you, you will want for nothing.” 

His fingers trailed down her body and then found their way between her legs. He put his fingers on her soaking wet folds, and she moaned out loud. 

“Sorry,” she said immediately. “I shouldn’t... someone might hear us.” 

“That’s true,” he said. “But let them hear. Let them hear that I am making you feel so good.” 

“Oh, Creator,” she breathed. “Oh, Creator, that’s so good. Oh, Creator...” 

“Mmm,” he breathed as he stroked her folds. “You like that? You want more?” he teased her. 

“Yes,” she begged. “Yes, give me more.” 

“Like this?” he asked and inserted a finger inside her. Sarah couldn’t resist staying quiet anymore. She cried out loud, and immediately spasmed in response to his fingers. “Oh. I see.” 

“More,” she begged, becoming incoherent with need. “More, more, please give me more.” 

“Is that what you want?” he asked. “Do you want more like this?” He inserted another finger inside of her and she groaned. 

“Faster,” she pleaded with him. “Please, give it to me faster.” 

“I can give it to you faster,” he responded. “But I want to hear you. Tell me how much you like it.” 

“Oh, Creator, it’s so good,” she gasped. “Make me come, make me come, please.” 

He inserted a third finger in her, and she screamed. He increased his thrusting, slamming his hand into her pussy. She cried out, squirming and then panting. 

“Oh my Creator, I’m going to cum,” she moaned. “I’m going to come. Oh my Creator, yes, yes, yes!” 

Sarah let out a scream and soaked his hand. He felt her spasm around his fingers, and his cock throbbed in need. As her pussy continued to spasm, he pulled his fingers out and freed his rock-hard cock. Sarah’s eyes were heavily lidded, and she looked half out of it as she floated back to focus on his face. 

“Oh, did you want something too?” she teased him, her voice husky. 

“I want to be inside you,” he said. “I want to come inside you. I want to make you come again.” 

“Only if you give it to me hard,” she urged. “I want it hard and fast. I want to feel your cock explode inside of me.” 

“That will not be difficult,” he growled as he gave his cock a couple of strokes. Sarah moaned as he angled his cock towards her pussy and then plunged into her. “Oh, Creator.” 

“You feel so good,” she cried as she gripped his forearms. “You feel so good. You were made to be inside of me.”

“I’m not going to last very long,” he moaned, his thrusts increasing. “I can’t last very long with you. You are everything I ever wanted. Oh... Creator.” 

“Come for me,” Sarah encouraged him. “Come hard for me.” 

“Just a little more,” he panted. “Just a little more. Oh Creator... yes, yes, yes.” 

He exploded inside of her after another few moments, and Sarah felt her pussy spasm in response to his orgasm. John let out a monstrous cry as his cock spurted, and she felt herself completely filled by his seed. After a few limp thrusts, he fell beside her, panting. 

“Well,” he said. “That was as good as ever.”  He caressed her cheek and looked at her tenderly.

“Mm, I think it was better than ever,” she purred. “Something about battle inspires me to live life to the fullest.” 

“I certainly feel less stressed by life at the moment,” he said to her with a grin. “Perhaps we could do it again, just to get rid of any last traces of stress.” 

“Oh, I see,” she teased him. “I think we could manage that in a little bit.” 

“Mmm...” he pulled her close. “Now I’m exhausted.” 

“Sounds right,” she sighed happily. “We don’t have to worry about the rest of the world tonight. We just have to worry about ourselves right now.” 

“Do you feel that we’ve made a decision about Devon and Stanley’s future?” John asked. 

“I feel like we have, yes,” Sarah replied. “Although it’ll be considered controversial.” 

“Maybe it will be considered controversial now,” John said. “But perhaps in the future, we will start a trend.” 

“They’ll write about us in the history books, one way or another,” Sarah predicted as sleep began to overtake her. She yawned, snuggled up on John’s shoulder, and closed her eyes. “I love you.” Her body was warm, and her breathing was even. She was asleep within seconds. 

“I love you too,” he whispered as he closed his eyes. For once, John drifted into a peaceful, dreamless sleep. He woke up a few times in the night, expecting that someone would come knocking on his door with another emergency. However, when no one did, he rolled over, cuddling up to Sarah. Tomorrow, they would change the world. Tonight, they just had to be happy. 
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“Devon and Stanley are due in about 20 minutes,” Joshua said as he entered the throne room. This was Sarah’s first time sitting on the throne, and she was a little bit nervous about it. She didn’t reveal that her hands were shaking, but John could tell from her eyes that she was taking in every available detail, looking to rise to the occasion.

“Are you sure?” Sarah asked John one more time. “Are you sure you want me to sit on this throne?” 

“You are the queen, are you not?” John asked. 

“Yes,” she replied. “But in tradition, until I’m coronated, then...” 

“But I thought we were the king and queen that weren’t going to follow tradition,” he smiled at her, reaching for her hand. She felt completely uncomfortable sitting down, but it was only because she realized she was finally going to make a difference in someone’s life. Before, it was straight adrenaline, rushing from moment to moment. Now, this was politics; this was ruling a kingdom. 

“Stanley had spent the night in our prisons,” Joshua said. “And Devon has spent a night in our guest suites. I don’t expect that either of them slept well. Stanley was hostile in the prisons and was put in the isolation unit around 4:00 am.” 

“Creator,” John swore. “He’s got a lot of fight still left in him, given that he’s lost.” 

“Mmm,” Joshua said. “You’re going to have fun with him.” 

Within the scheduled timeline, the doors opened and in walked Stanley, in handcuffs, accompanied by several guards. Behind him, looking just as weary, was Devon, a free man. 

They approached the throne, and the guards and Devon bowed. Stanley, however, glared. 

“Do you gloat often, my lord?” Stanley asked. “Or just when you’ve had an unfair advantage in battle?” 

“It is funny that you think about it that way,” John answered. “Because what I see is that you were beaten at a game that you thought you would win. A game you thought that you designed.” 

“And you...” Stanley turned to Sarah, but John would have none of it. He already knew what he was going to do, and nothing Stanley said or did would change it, even if he wanted to burn him to the ground. 

“You will say nothing to the queen,” John warned. “Nothing.” 

“Actually,” Sarah said, “I would like to say something to him.” 

“And what is that?” John asked, knowing that whatever Sarah had to say was going to be good. He could already see the light burning in her eyes. 

“That you have raised a strong and honest heir to the throne,” Sarah said. “And you can rest easy knowing that he will keep the throne safe. And if you’re lucky, he will make sure that your legacy is positive rather than bitter.” 

Stanley’s mouth fell open. 

“What are you talking about?” he demanded. 

“The only way that Queen Sarah and I will allow you to live,” John said, “is if you relinquish the throne to your son and heir, who will swear allegiance to me and to my queen.” 

“What?” Stanley sputtered and then turned to Devon. “I will not give up the throne!” 

“Father,” Devon said, in no uncertain terms. “You  must if you want to live.” 

“Son, how can you allow them to just...” 

“Father,” Devon said and took a step forward. “Please. I want you to live. Trust me. Trust my abilities.” 

The two wolves held each other’s gaze for quite a while, and then Stanley, very slowly and very deliberately, moved away from Devon. To Sarah’s surprise, he got down on one knee and lowered his gaze. 

He was showing submission and obedience to his own son, which was the ultimate in acceptance. In the wolf world, he had just handed over his allegiance and loyalty to Devon for all time. 

Devon took a deep breath. John could see that he was shaking, but he turned to both of them. 

“Is that satisfactory, my lord?” Devon asked. 

“It is,” John said. “You are aware of the terms and conditions of this agreement?” 

“I am, my lord,” Devon said. 

“Then,” John stated, “I hereby appoint you as Alpha of the Wolf Kingdom.” 

Devon looked so nervous that Sarah wanted to get off the throne and walk down to give him a hug. She maintained her composure, although she managed to give him a small smile. Her nerves started to fall away as she granted Devon courage. It was at that moment that she realized she was going to be alright when she officially sat on this throne. As long as she had other people to worry about, she could find strength in giving them a warm smile from the throne. 

“Thank you, my lord,” Devon said. “I promise you that I will always be faithful to you. May I take my father back to our territory, in order to be sentenced?” 

“You may,” John said, and Devon bowed again. 

Stanley was handed over to Devon, unhandcuffed. It was a risk, but Sarah and John knew that Devon wasn’t going to betray them.  

Once he was gone, and the throne room was mostly empty again, Sarah and John turned to each other. 

“Not so bad for the first time working together, eh?” he asked with a small smile. 

“I guess only time will tell,” Sarah slid off the throne and stood up. She looked at it like it was a foreign entity, glancing at it from every side. “I really would like to be coronated, John,” she said after a few moments. “There are some parts of history that we can’t deny.” 

“I understand,” John nodded. “I have already started the plans, although I imagine you’d want to have a look at them.” 

“You know,” she said, a playful glint in her eye, “this is one thing that I don’t mind if it’s done completely the traditional way.” 

“My, my,” he said, teasing her. “It seems that the throne has some magical powers over you.” 

“Don’t get used to it,” she grinned. “But just this once... I’d like to honor the kings and queens of old.” 

He got up as well and went over to kiss her on the cheek. 

“Thank you,” he said to her. “My ancestors would be thrilled.” 

“What matters is the future,” she said with a smile. 
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“I keep expecting war to break out at any second,” Sarah said to John with a smile as they waited just outside the grand hall. Inside, she could hear hundreds of voices, waiting for them to enter the room. They were clad in simple black and red outfits because their attire was about to be added to in the most decadent and elegant ways. Today, their coronation day, would officially solidify them as the rulers of Knorpp. Their names would be written in the history books, their portraits painted and hung on the walls, and their rule both celebrated and scrutinized until the end of their days. 

“Hopefully not,” John said as he listened to the conversations inside. It was mostly murmuring, but he could pick out a few voices, chattering about their day. “But there’s a first time for everything.” 

“I know that they are saying that about our rule,” Sarah said. “But honestly, there are some firsts that we don’t need to conquer.” 

John chuckled. 

“I agree with that, my lady,” he said, as he heard the crowd begin to quiet down. “Are you ready?” 

“I’ll only display this much emotion once,” she teased him. “But I am very glad you are with me, to walk down this aisle this time.” 

“I would do this with no one else,” he answered, holding out his arm. They took a step back as they heard the regal trumpets blow, and then the doors opened. 

This time, the entire crowd was already on their knees as they entered. Sarah held tightly to John’s arm as they walked in, their heads held high. At the front of the crowd, in front of the two thrones, was the archbishop, in royal colors. Sarah had a flash of the last two times they had seen the man and felt her feelings waver. He had been there at a time of such happiness and such sadness, and now, he would truly be solidifying the rest of their lives. 

It was a slow progression to the front of the hall, but eventually, they made it. Sarah and John stood in front of the thrones, turning to face the crowd. The various garments of royalty were around them, on tables and in the waiting hands of members of the clergy. She could see the princes standing off to the side, looking regal and handsome themselves. Each one of them wore a red ruby crown, held together with solid gold. 

Beyond the princes, Sarah could see the wolf and bear Alphas standing there, their heads bowed. And beside them, not quite in line with them, was Devon. He didn’t wear a crown, for his father still lived and he didn’t want to rock the shaky situation he was in. However, he was in his own royal colors and he smiled at them. Sarah gave him a small smile back, nodding her acceptance of his attendance. John followed her gaze and gave Devon a nod as well. It would be a rocky road back to peace, but they were on it, and that was good enough for now. 

The archbishop looked to the two new rulers to see if they were ready. Sarah let go of John’s hand, and they separated slightly, so the clergy would have room to stand between them. The archbishop cleared his throat and then began to speak the words that had been spoken for over 800 ceremonies before them, in that very spot. 

“Sirs and ladies, I hereby present unto you Queen Sarah and King John, your undoubted queen and king of Knorpp and the universe wherefore all you who are come this day to do your homage and service. Are you willing to do the same?” 

“We will do the same!” chorused the crowd. Sarah felt like it was her wedding day again, and they were being asked not to protest the fact that she was standing there. She knew there were many reasons why the crowd could protest, but she appreciated their acceptance. She always felt out of place in her family, restless in the countryside that they called home. She always felt like she was reading too much, learning too much, and there was no one who understood her. However, now, standing here, she knew that she had found her place. “Creator save Queen Sarah and King John!” 

“Madam and sir, are Your Majesties willing to take the oath?” The archbishop turned to them and both of them spoke in strong voices. 

“I am willing,” they said in unison. Unlike their wedding, which had been forced and quick, they had time to practice this ceremony. Sarah glanced to John and remembered their laughter as they had practiced, trying to say things in unison. She was sure that it was going to come out a mess today, and she had accepted they would be out of sync. However, one glance at him and she could tell that their souls were connected. 

“Will you solemnly promise and swear to govern the people of Knorpp and of your possessions and other territories to any of them belonging or pertaining, according to their respective laws and customs?” 

“I solemnly promise to do so,” John said first, looking out at the crowd. For the two of them, standing up in front of the thrones represented radically different things. There was happiness that they shared. However, while Sarah was excited, John felt a pang of sadness. As he got older, he realized that the day his destiny was decided was tied to his father’s death. He would miss Michael, even with all they had disagreed upon, and he hoped that his father was somewhere, looking down and proud. 

“Will you solemnly promise and swear to govern the people of the Knorpp and of your possessions and other territories to any of them belonging or pertaining, according to their respective laws and customs?” 

“I solemnly promise to do so,” Sarah swore, her voice echoing through the chamber. 

“Will you to your power cause law and justice, in mercy, to be executed in all your judgments?” 

“I will,” John said, and then turned to Sarah. She had teased him that she had the easy route, because all she had to do was memorize what he said, rather than learning lines on her own.

“Will you to your power cause law and justice, in mercy, to be executed in all your judgments?” 

“I will,” she swore and she meant every word. 

“Will you to the utmost of your power maintain the laws of the Creator? Will you to the utmost of your power maintain in Knorpp, established by law?”

“All of this we promise to do,” they said in unison. They planned to change laws, rights, and privileges, to overhaul the kingdom and bring new hope to their citizens, and they planned to uphold the rules they wrote until their last breath. 

“Creator save the king and queen. Long live the king and queen. Be thy hands anointed with holy oil. Be thy breast anointed with holy oil. Be thy head anointed with holy oil, as kings, priests, and prophets were anointed.” 

Sarah tried not to flinch as the cold oil was brushed across her chest, and then brushed across her forehead. John ducked as the clergyman was shorter than him, and both of them closed their eyes in silent prayer. 

“Receive this kingly sword, brought now from the original kingdom, and delivered to you by the hands of us the bishops and servants of the Creator, though unworthy.” 

The sword was long and heavy, encrusted with dragon fire rubies and freshly sharpened. Sarah’s arm flexed as she held hers, and then John took his. Together, they touched the tips of their blades, symbolizing that they would always go into battle together.

“Receive the bracelets of sincerity and wisdom, both for tokens of the Creator’s protection embracing you on every side, and also for symbols and pledges of that bond which unites you with your people: to the end that you may be strengthened in all your works and defended against your enemies both bodily and ghost.”

The bracelets also had dragon fire rubies around them, and they were put around the opposite wrist. Sarah held hers so it sparkled in the sunlight coming through the skylight, and she smiled. With every move, she felt more and more like a queen. 

“Receive this imperial robe, and the Lord your Creator may imbue you with knowledge and wisdom, with majesty and with power from on high; the universe clothes you with the robe of righteousness, and with the garments of salvation.” 

The robes were huge and they dwarfed Sarah. They had fur around them, and they were red velvet. She hadn’t realized that she had been a bit cold until they were wrapped around her shoulders. Now, she felt warm and cozy. She gave John a smile, and he smiled back, arching his back a little bit so that the robe fanned out a bit. He looked completely regal and majestic, and Sarah thought that the light shone just a little bit stronger as he stepped forward.

“Receive this orb, and remember that the whole world is subject to the power and empire of the universe,” the archbishop said, and both of them were handed orbs that were meant to symbolize Knorpp. They were incredibly large and Sarah felt her hand start to cramp around the weight of it. 

“Oh, Creator, the crown of the faithful: bless, we beseech thee, these crowns, and so sanctify thy servants John and Sarah, upon whose heads this day thou dost place them for a sign of royal majesty, that they may be filled by thine abundant grace with all princely virtues.” 

This was the moment that she had been waiting for. She lengthened her neck, and the archbishop put her crown on her head. They were beautiful crowns, light and full of gold and rubies. Sarah couldn’t believe that hundreds of years of history were now on top of her head. She felt the weight of hundreds of ancestors within the crown. However, she also felt the power and approval of those who came before her, willing to help her. 

“We beseech thee also to save and defend all kings, princes, and governors, and especially thy servant Sarah, our queen, and thy servant John, our prince; that under them, we may be godly and quietly governed, and grant unto their whole council, and to all that are put in authority under them, that they may truly and indifferently minister justice, to the punishment of wickedness and vice, and to the maintenance of thy true religion and virtue.”

Sarah took John’s hand and stepped forward. The entire crowd rose and took up the chant that the archbishop was crying out. 

“Creator save King John and Queen Sarah!” 

They took their seats on the throne, officially coronated, as the lords and ladies moved forward. Sarah had been warned that this was the most boring part of the ceremony. However, she felt honored for the moment to get to see each and every one of their nobles, because she knew it was unlikely they would ever be in the same room again. Each of them stepped forward, bowed, and swore allegiance to the king and queen. 

“I, Prince Nathan, heir to the throne, do solemnly, sincerely, and truly affirm and declare that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to King John and Queen Sarah, true rulers of Knorpp.” 

“I, Prince Joshua, do solemnly, sincerely, and truly affirm and declare that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to King John and Queen Sarah, true rulers of Knorpp.” 

The moment of truth, however, came when Devon stepped forward. There wasn’t a soul in that crowd who knew what had happened, and why Devon was currently Alpha of the Wolf Kingdom. There had been so many rumors and whispers over the past few weeks that Devon was angry, or that the wolves were planning another attack. Sarah could see, out of the corner of her eye, the guards shifting slightly, in case they had to jump on Devon. She could see the crowd tense, and she was sure they expected her to be worried. However, she simply looked Devon right in the eye as he kneeled, and he never broke her gaze. 

“I, King Devon, do solemnly, sincerely, and truly affirm and declare that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to King John and Queen Sarah, true rulers of Knorpp.” 

The strength and certainty in his voice were so strong that there wasn’t a soul in the room who doubted him after that. The nobles continued to bend a knee to them until the long line was at an end. Sarah and John rose for a final time, and then took three steps down the throne, as the archbishop announced the final line of the ceremony. 

“And so begins the 848th rule of the Dragon Kingdom, King John, and Queen Sarah. Long may they rule.” 

“Long may they rule!” came the final cry.  They walked through the long aisles, and then out of the room. There was a banquet set up in their honor, and the crowd was supposed to say one final prayer before they joined them. It meant that they had a precious few moments alone. 

John recognized that fact, and took Sarah in his arms, kissing her. 

“Well,” he said with a warm smile, “that’s done.” 

“Indeed it is,” she said. There were smaller versions of their thrones at the head of the banquet hall, and she let him lead her to them. She didn’t want to sit quietly yet, though, because it meant letting go of his hand. “And do you think that our kingdom finally believes we have peace?” 

“I think they do, without a doubt,” John said. “The way that Devon spoke, no one could question it. And it’s all because of you, my dear.” 

“It’s because of us,” she assured him. “We’re a team, John.” 

He squeezed her hand with a smile. 

“So, my darling,” he said, “we’ve brought peace to the kingdom. We’ve been married and coronated. It seems all the loose ends are tied up. What’s next?” 

“Well,” Sarah said with a smirk, as the rest of the crowd started flooding in, “I was thinking that perhaps we could unseat Nathan from his place as heir.” 

“What?” John gaped at her. “What do you mean? Has Nathan done something to offend you? Has...” 

“John,” Sarah grinned, “I was thinking we could try for a little heir of our own.” 

“Oh,” he said, and then his eyes widened. “Oh! I see.” 

“So?” she asked. “What do you think?” 

“I think,” he said, leaning in to kiss her, “it’s a marvelous idea. But then, most of the ideas you have are marvelous.” 

“I hope that you are still saying that in 20 years,” she said. 

“20 years?” he scoffed. “I hope I get to say that forever.” 

“Did I hear my name?” Nathan asked, approaching them, and both the king and queen dissolved in laughter. 

“It’s nothing,” John said. “Just plans for the future.” 

“Good plans, I hope?” Nathan asked and Sarah smiled. 

“The best plans,” she assured him. “The best.” 
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Hope you enjoyed Nathan and Sarah’s story! If you missed the first book of the series about Nathan’s brother, John, and his mate, Ivy, check it out on Amazon!

The Dragon and the Singer
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Author’s Note
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I hope you enjoyed Nathan and Ivy’s story! If you did, would you leave a review on Amazon?  I would really appreciate it!

If you missed the first book in the series, The Dragon and the Singer, you can check out a preview of it on the next page.

You can sign up for a free book and my newsletter and stay up to date on new releases, contests, giveaways, freebies, and deals!

Sign up for a free book through BookFunnel!
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Please feel free to email me at Renee@ReneeCarrAuthor.com and let me know any themes, tropes, or anything else you would like to see in a future book!
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Love ya!

Renee
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Preview of The Dragon and the Singer







Prologue
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“I think I’m going vegan,” Natasha said to Ivy, as she looked at her phone. Ivy looked at her colleague with a bit of annoyance. She was trying to do her makeup, and this was the third time Natasha had said something that was completely off-topic. 

Ivy didn’t need total silence to do her makeup, but she did need some sort of concentration. She knew it was an amateur show, and most of the girls in here didn’t care about things like makeup or actual performance. They just thought singing was fun, and they liked the idea of getting up on stage and having people hoot and holler at them. 

Ivy had been performing at this open mic for the past three years, and she sometimes felt like she wasn’t getting anywhere. She loved singing, and she had managed to make it her career, but she still booked a few amateur nights, in hopes of getting scouted for something bigger than the gigs she was booking right now. 

“Why?” she finally asked, when it was clear that Natasha wasn’t going to give up on what she was saying. 

“Because look at this,” Natasha shoved her phone in Ivy’s face. “Some asshole is going around the area killing wolves, and it’s terrible. Look, they are just leaving the bodies lying around, no doubt for a little bit of fur.” 

“Uh...” Ivy didn’t particularly want to look at the picture that Natasha was showing her. She wasn’t exactly squeamish but she was busy. “Who uses wolf fur?” 

“You know these high fashion things, in stores we can’t afford,” Natasha said. “It’s disgusting.” 

“Ok, go vegan if you want,” Ivy said, going back to her makeup. 

“Don’t you care?” Natasha asked her. Ivy shrugged. 

“It isn’t that I don’t care,” Ivy said. “It’s just that I’m trying to look good for the show and I’m sort of busy.”

“Wow,” Natasha looked at her. “I was told that you were an Ice Queen, but they aren’t kidding.” 

“Oh my God,” Ivy shook her head. “What do you do in your real life when you aren’t looking at your phone?” 

Natasha raised her eyebrow at her. The two girls had known each other for a while, and they were used to each other’s styles and attitudes. 

“You know what I do,” she said. “I just stay at home and take care of the kids.” 

“I could never do that,” Ivy said. “I think that’s far braver than trying to make a career as a singer.” 

Natasha laughed at that. 

“I really don’t think that’s true,” she said. “You have to figure out where your next meal is coming from. At least I know that my husband brings home the bacon.” 

“Yeah, but don’t you feel reliant on him?” Ivy asked. “I don’t need anyone to take care of me.” 

“Well, I love him, that’s a plus,” Natasha answered. Ivy gave in and laughed. 

“Yes, if you love him, I suppose that’s fine,” she sighed. “Sorry, I’m just...I don’t know, a bit on edge tonight.” 

“Because you don’t have a husband?” Natasha teased

“I don’t need a husband,” Ivy responded. “I’m never going to get married and rely on some man.” 

“What if he’s the perfect man but he doesn’t want you to sing anymore?” 

“That would be a problem,” Ivy said. “When I get tired of singing, it’s on my own terms.” 

“What if it’s better than singing?” 

“What’s better than singing?” Ivy asked. “Being an Empress?” 

“Sure,” Natasha said. “If that’s what you want.” 

“What I want,” Ivy said. “is to go out there and have someone give me a job for the next three weeks or three months or whatever. I’m just getting sick of traveling around so much.” 

“You can always crash at my place if you want a place like home,” she said. “Where are you staying now?” 

“I have a studio apartment on a sublet deal,” Ivy said. “And it’s fine, it’s just me.” 

“Well,” Natasha said. “I hope that your prince comes.” 

“To be honest, right now, I’d settle for a court jester for the night,” Ivy winked at her. Natasha laughed and Ivy got up, ready to go on stage for her song. The rules of open mic were that she would sing one song, and if the audience cheered, she’d get to sing another one. 

She had worked hard on her look tonight, with her hair down in curls and her eyes smoky and bright. She wore a mini dress with high heels, and she had picked songs that were from a difficult Broadway repertory, to show off her range. 

Her conversation with Natasha was playing in her mind as she started her first song. She and Natasha couldn't be more different if they tried. Natasha was happily married and content to stay home with her three children. She was happy to let her husband work and therefore control most of her life. But Ivy could never do that. She needed to live her own life, and she wouldn’t even tolerate a man who suggested what street to walk down while giving directions. 

But at the same time, she was lonely sometimes. Working gig to gig, and flying by the seat of her pants sometimes made her read the trashy romance novels that she pretended to be against. 

It wasn’t that she wanted a Prince Charming to show up and romance her. It was just that she wanted someone who accepted her for who she was and possibly found her interesting rather than abrasive or too strong-willed. 

She ended up getting her second song, and then her third, which was unheard of. She took a bow as they clapped, and threw flowers, and Ivy ended up leaving the stage feeling reasonably good about herself, especially given that Natasha only got two songs.

“Too bad we don’t get paid for that,” Natasha said, as they left the venue that night. 

“I’m getting paid for the next couple weeks,” Ivy said, shouldering her bag. “And then...I dunno, I guess I’ll figure out the next bit.” 

“Really, you’re living the dream,” Natasha said to her. “You get to sing for a living. And you’re so pretty, everyone stares at you.” 

“Sure,” Ivy said, glancing at Natasha’s wedding ring and watching her friend’s face light up as her husband pulled up in a minivan to pick her up. “See you around.” 

“Do you want a ride?” Natasha asked, and Ivy shook her head. 

“Nah,” she said. “I’m fine. I’m just down the street.” 

“Ok, have a nice night,” she said and got in. Ivy watched her go and then started to walk down the street. It was cold, and she drew her arms around her, wishing she could breathe fire on her path. The cold wind whipped through her hair and she legitimately thought she might get frostbite before she got into her apartment. 

She threw her bag on her bed and headed to the bathroom to wash off her makeup. 

Her phone dinged and she saw that it was one of her online dating apps, pinging her with interested men. 

She had mostly given up on online dating, and this time was no different. There were a few that caught her eye, like a stagehand named James who had almost yellow eyes, but his profile looked sketchy, so she deleted it. 

Once she had showered, Ivy threw herself on her bed, posting on social media about her night. Maintaining an arts career met that she constantly had to be on top of her social media, putting herself out there and hoping that someone picked her up. It was exhausting, and she often felt like she was running a small country. 

Once that was done, she opened her laptop and searched for casting calls looking for singers anywhere in the country. She wasn’t particularly tied to this city; it wasn’t like she had family or a boyfriend here. 

When she was finally done for the night, she closed her laptop and put her phone on the bedside table, her eyes closing like iron gates. She had been out all day in casting calls, and wardrobe fittings for the other bookings she had. 

Maybe tomorrow would be the day everything changed. Or maybe tomorrow would be the day that she finally lost it and decided to change careers. 

The problem was that singing was in her blood. She didn’t know what else she could possibly do on this planet. She had been singing since she was eight years old, and she had never had a real job. She only knew how to be a singer; to be on stage and live in the moment, in the notes and the songs. 

Ivy had no trouble falling asleep, dreaming of a bigger stage, a better gig; and perhaps, somewhere in the audience, a Prince Charming to stand by her side, and love her for exactly who she was. 




Chapter 1

“Nathan.” 

“Mmph,” Nathan answered. He recognized that there was a voice calling his name, but he also recognized that it was his youngest brother, Cory, who asked him questions at least a hundred times a day. He could guarantee that whatever Cory wanted did not need to be answered right away. 

“Nathan!” 

He rolled over, his eyes feeling like sandpaper. 

“Yes, Cory,” he said. “Keep in mind that the next words coming out of your mouth better be necessary, or I will attach you to the ceiling.” 

His mischievous younger brother smirked at that. 

“I dunno. Do you want to see Devon or not then?” 

“Devon’s here?” Nathan nearly fell out of bed in his haste to sit up. “What? Why?” 

“Something to discuss with you,” Cory said with a shrug. “I asked him what he wanted, but he said he would only discuss it with the great Dragon King himself. Something about Kings only business.” 

“Alright,” Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll be out in a moment.” 

“So to be clear,” Cory said. “The next time the werewolf Alpha comes to visit without telling us, you want me to let you sleep?” 

“Go away,” Nathan growled at him and Cory grinned and scampered off. As soon as he was gone, Nathan put his head in his hands. He had gotten to sleep only two hours before, and he felt like he was walking under water. There had been far too many days when he was working until the sun rose lately. He didn’t mind when he was in the thick of it, dealing with matters of the Kingdom. But when he woke up the next morning, he certainly wondered why he couldn’t seem to balance his time a little better. 

As King of the Dragon Kingdom, Nathan’s crown was the largest of all the supernatural creatures. Dragons were on top of the hierarchy of the other shifters, and they acted as the top of the courts whenever there was a dispute. 

Nathan’s rule was fairly new, having only sat on the throne for the last five years. As the King, he ruled with an iron fist of justice. No one was above the law, and he didn’t hesitate if someone went against him. He preferred order and elegance, rather than chaos and showmanship. Those who knew him said that he was a strong leader, never swayed by any external factors. The Kingdom and his crown came first, before anything else. He was known for working through pain and hardship, as long as the Kingdom still benefited from his work. 

Despite all the praise he received, he often felt like he was just the stand-in, a King who never should have been. 

His older brother, John, had been the heir to the throne. From birth, John was trained, educated, prepped and shown everything about being a King. In Nathan’s opinion, John would have been the greatest King the Dragon Kingdom would have ever seen. 

Unfortunately, for the Kingdom and for Nathan, John’s battle was internal, not external. He suffered under the weight of the crown, and his own demons eventually overtook him. Nathan missed his brother dearly, and he tried every day to do what he thought would make John proud. 

Part of that was not killing the other two remaining brothers, no matter how annoying they were. The middle brother, Joshua, was the captain of the guards, a moody and reckless force who would obliterate anyone who came within arm’s length of his brothers. Joshua’s moods were unpredictable, and often gave Nathan emotional whiplash. 

Cory, the youngest brother, was technically supposed to be more protected than the King. He was considered the last hope for the throne, and whenever there was any threat, he was immediately pulled into safety, in case the rest of the line failed in battle. As a result, Cory pushed boundaries, often looking for ways to taunt his brothers and the royal court. He knew that the consequences against him could never be too severe, and he took advantage of it. His choice of words this morning were just a small sample of what he was capable of. 

Nathan eventually dragged himself out of bed. Under normal circumstances, he would be thrilled to learn that Devon had arrived. Devon was the werewolf alpha, and one of the things that Nathan had accomplished during his rule was to unite the two races, who previously were always at war with each other. Devon and Nathan always shared a secret smile whenever someone congratulated them on ending the feud between their two races. It hadn’t been intentional, although they nodded like it was. Their lack of feuding came from a friendship born out of common struggles, both on the throne and in their families. They found themselves too similar to argue about almost anything. 

The fact that he had shown up without warning, however, worried Nathan. Like himself, Devon loved schedules and routines. An unannounced arrival meant bad news. 

Nathan made it to the library where Devon was waiting within a few minutes. The werewolf alpha stood upon the arrival of his superior, but he held out his hand rather than bowing. 

“You look exhausted,” he said to Nathan, who gave him a wry smile. 

“You mean two hours of sleep isn’t enough?” he answered. “You look frazzled yourself. Have I forgotten we had a meeting?” 

“No,” Devon said. “Unfortunately, I come under....frustrating circumstances.” 

“Sit,” Nathan said. “Tell me.” 

“I’d rather show you,” Devon said, pulling out his tablet. He opened up a picture gallery, and Nathan’s heart sank, as soon as he saw the thumbnails. 

They were gruesome images of corpses, complete with fresh blood. However, these weren’t regular murders that Devon was showcasing. Each picture contained what was clearly a werewolf corpse. They were fully transformed, but Nathan could identify them as werewolves by their size. They were on the sides of roads, mostly, or in forested areas. What bothered Nathan the most was ones lying in some sort of old warehouse, freshly dead.

“Who is that?” Nathan squinted at the surrounding corpses, trying to see if he recognized any of them.

“....They are Ben’s parents,” Devon answered and Nathan sucked in a breath. Ben was a descendant of the other royal werewolf line. Depending on the descendants of each line, the two families seemed to trade the throne every few generations. 

“You don’t have the bodies?” Nathan asked. 

“No,” he said. “By the time we went back for them, they were gone. We have people on it, but... here...” 

He scrolled in on one image. 

“What do those wounds look like you to you?” 

“Those are dragon wounds,” Nathan said. “At least, from what I can see. There’s no other creature that has claws that size.” 

“Yeah,” Devon shut down the tablet. “That’s what I thought too.” 

Nathan sighed, glancing at his best friend. 

“I’m sorry,” Devon said, at last. “I knew I had to come to you.” 

“No, I’m sorry,” Nathan apologized. “I will find who did this, and they will be held responsible.” 

“It might be hard to track down,” Devon said. “If I can’t find the bodies. Did you want to put resources towards it?” 

“Yes, of course,” Nathan said. “Whatever resources you need, feel free to ask for. We’ll find who did this.” 

“I know,” Devon said. “I don’t blame you for it. I’m just worried that it will restart a feud.” 

“One more thing on top of a never-ending pile,” Nathan answered. 

“Tell me about it,” Devon said, as he leaned back. “I wanted to come right to you though. Sending those pictures through the wires could mean they were leaked somewhere along the way. And that would mean disaster.” 

“How is Ben doing?” Nathan asked. He had met the young prince a few times, and he thought he was a well-spoken and intelligent young wolf. Devon’s crown prince, Connor, was rough around the edges and likely to rule with an iron fist. But Ben was calmer and less opinionated, more interested in the world around him and always curious as to what the next step in life was going to be. 

“He’s...alright,” Devon said. “Considering.” 

“Obviously, he’ll want revenge,” Nathan said. 

“He does,” Devon replied. “But he understands that things must be taken slowly, to not damage this fragile relationship that has been built. Connor is more difficult to control than Ben if I’m honest.” 

Connor was Devon’s son and was anticipated to be the next werewolf Alpha. At the moment, though, Nathan and Devon struggled with thinking beyond their own generation. 

“You were right to come,” Nathan assured him. “Are you considering going back tonight, then?” 

“To Earth?” Devon replied. “In the morning, actually. I have other business here on Knorpp that I thought I could take care of today.” 

“Do you want a room, then?” Nathan asked.

“Yes, that’d be lovely,” Devon replied. “And preferably at least 8 hours to sleep, but I know that you can’t guarantee that.” 

“That’s a fantasy that does not come with wearing a crown,” Nathan said. “Especially when your youngest prince shouts your eardrums apart at the crack of dawn.” 

“I did tell him to be respectful,” Devon answered, with a grin. “I’m enjoying the quiet of being away from mine.” 

“Don’t rub it in,” Nathan said. “Will you be back in time for a royal feast, at least?” 

“I can be,” Devon said. “Now is the best time to show that we are still united.” 

“I’ll make sure that the press is alerted,” Nathan said. “So that it can go out on the wires and show that we are condemning this attack together.”

“Oh, I didn’t bring...” Devon looked down at his traveling clothes, and Nathan smiled. 

“We can do something about that,” he said. “But tomorrow morning, I’m going to come with you.” 

“To Earth?” Devon answered, surprised. “That’s not like you.” 

“I need a night out,” Nathan admitted. “Before I light someone on fire around here.” 

“Ah,” Devon said. “In which case, I know just the place. I regret I won’t be able to join you, but I can make sure you are treated like a VIP.” 

“The perks of an Alpha,” Nathan said, with a smile. 

“Please,” Devon said. “The perks of a platinum credit card. There are some things that money can’t buy. Knorpp really should look into these programs.”

“I’ll take it into consideration,” Nathan replied as he got up. “Do you need transport?” 

“I have some,” Devon said. “Thank you.” 

“I’ll see you tonight then,” Nathan said, as he got up. He shook hands with Devon, and let him leave the room first. 

Devon had transferred the photos directly to his phone, and the Dragon King took a closer look at them.

There was no doubt that those were Dragon wounds on the body. But he thought it was incredibly sloppy of any Dragon to kill a wolf and just leave them out in the open. Whoever was doing this was clearly not a practiced assassin. 

“Brother?” Joshua stuck his head in the room. Nathan bit his lip to silence a frustrated scream and glared at his brother. 

“Yes, Joshua?” he said. “Which part of the palace is on fire at the moment?” 

“None,” Joshua replied. “Unless Cory has set something on fire in the last three minutes. Our wonderful cousin, The Duke, is here to see you though.” 

“Right,” Nathan was not the biggest fan of his cousin, the Duke. However, if his father had taught him anything, it was that keeping his nobles close was a good strategy to keep the throne. “I’ll see him now. But there are some things I need.” 

“Such as a sword?” Joshua asked, with a grin. Nathan’s dislike of the Duke was well known. It wasn’t that the Duke was necessarily a bad person, or even that he was annoying to speak to. There was just something about the Duke that had always rubbed Nathan the wrong way. And when John had died, the Duke did not seem entirely happy that Nathan was next in line. They got along because they had to, but Nathan was glad that the Duke lived on Earth, far away from them. 

“Tonight, we will be throwing a feast for the Werewolf Alpha,” Nathan said. “And I want it covered. Every reporter, every photographer who covers the supernatural news needs to see that we are united. And then tomorrow morning, you will cancel all my appointments for the day.” 

Joshua’s face contorted in confusion.

“Tomorrow you have...” 

“Did I ask you to question my choices?” Nathan said. “Or did I ask you to do as I say?” 

“Tomorrow, you have...” 

“Joshua,” Nathan begged, the air going out of him. “Cancel my appointments for tomorrow and not another word.” His tone made Joshua realize how important Nathan’s mission was. 

“Can I at least ask if you’re somewhere where you’ll need a protection detail?” Joshua asked. “Since it’s my job to make sure you don’t die?” 

“I don’t need protection,” Nathan replied. “And I’ll be back the following morning. Not a word to anyone, do you hear me?” 

“Yes, sir,” Joshua replied and turned to let the Duke in. Nathan took a deep breath. He just had to get through today without strangling anyone and then he would free. Once on Earth, he had a wild night planned and no one was going to interrupt him. 




Chapter 2

“You’re Ivy, right?” 

Ivy jumped, turning around. She had been frantically digging in her bag for her music and she was pretty sure she had forgotten it.

“Yes,” she said. There was an older man standing practically on the strap of the bag she had put on the ground, with a grin on his face. 

“I’m Sandy,” he said. “I own the place.” 

“Oh,” she pushed her long red hair behind her ear. “Right. Nice to meet you.” 

She held out her hand, but Sandy ignored it. Instead, he leaned in, his lips puckering. Ivy pulled back, immediately shocked. 

“What are you doing?” 

Sandy raised an eyebrow. 

“Relax, baby girl,” he said. “I’m just giving you a South Bar welcome.” 

“Handshakes are fine,” Ivy said, coldly. This wasn’t the first time she had to deal with some handsy man before the gig even started. “If you don’t mind.” 

“That’s boring,” Sandy said. “Look, you know what kind of place this is, right? We make stars here.” 

“I’m aware of what my performance has to be,” Ivy said, holding his gaze. “Don’t worry about that. I just don’t feel like getting started beforehand.” 

“You are lucky that your voice is like gold, girl,” Sandy said and left her standing on the stage. 

Ivy resisted the urge to throw her purse at him. She took a deep breath and bent back down to try and find her music in her bag. 

South Bar was known for being the place that talent agents and record executives went undercover, looking for the next big star. Ivy knew that she had to look perfect, elegant and yet sexy, naughty and yet innocent, all at the same time. She had prepared for performing at South Bar since she first moved to the city, with a tiny singing resume and less than half of what she needed for rent in her pocket. 

She had found success with her voice from her first audition. Ivy booked work regularly enough, in bars and lounges across the city. However, whenever she got a lucky break, it seemed that it was always ruined. Some man on site made a move, or they wanted her to change her style, or they wanted to rewrite her lyrics to make them soulless. She knew what she wanted and what she stood for, and she wasn’t willing to compromise. 

She knew that people judged her because of the way she looked. With long red hair and piercing green eyes, Ivy was a force to be reckoned with. She had legs that went on for miles and an effortlessly toned body. She loved miniskirts, and high heels, looking for blouses that dipped practically down to her navel. People took one look at her and assumed that she didn’t have a brain in her head, or wasn’t capable of thinking for herself. She was quick to set them straight, and she didn’t care how sharp they said her tongue was. 

“Ah-ha,” she found the USB key she was looking for and brought it over to the sound engineer. He plugged it in without a word, and Ivy was grateful that at least someone in this place seemed to know what their job was and what lines they shouldn’t cross. 

Satisfied that her soundtrack was going to work, she grabbed her bag and went down to the small, cramped dressing room. She had changed in worse, but she resented that a place like South Bar didn’t have a better place for performers. 

She was halfway through struggling into her dress when a knock came at the door. 

“Ivy Wilde?” 

“Just a minute,” she said, pulling up her shoulder strap. “What?” 

“Sorry,” a young female bartender, with a name tag that said Shelley, stuck her head in the door. “Just wanted to tell you that the entire VIP section has been sold out, but it’s just one guy.” 

“What?” Ivy answered, in confusion. “How does that make any sense?” 

“Our VIP section is off to the side?” Shelley said. “With the red tables?” 

“Yeah, I know where it is, but how does one guy sell out a section?” 

“He bought all the tickets,” Shelley said. “He’s a regular of ours, but supposedly he bought them for a friend who likes to be alone.” 

“Who’s his friend, a millionaire?” Ivy answered. 

“Uh...I dunno what he does, actually,” Shelley said. “I don’t know much about either of them. But it’s just one guy, so we want to make sure you know to cross the ropes and play to that side of the crowd. It can be hard to see from the stage.” 

“Yeah, sure, whatever,” Ivy said. “I play to the whole audience.” 

“No problem,” Shelley seemed friendly enough and Ivy regretted her tone. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just that your boss was...” 

“Yeah,” Shelley immediately knew what she was talking about. “I’m sorry about that. He’s always like that.” 

“Why do you keep working here then?” Ivy asked. 

“I just...I have nowhere else to go right now,” Shelley said, with a shrug. 

“Yeah, I know how that feels,” Ivy replied. 

She finished getting dressed, and then slunk into the dressing room chair, pulling out her phone. Every chance that she got, Ivy tried to apply to singing gigs. Her small-town agent didn’t seem to be doing his job, and Ivy was not about to let opportunity slip through her fingers. She sent out demos and links, and wrote and rewrote emails for what felt like millions of times a day. 

There was a booking in her inbox, which made her happy until she saw that it only paid $50 for the night. She took all the gigs, big or small, because everything added up when it came to making a living. She was determined that she would never go back to waitressing, even if she was counting pennies at the end of the night. 

After double-checking her schedule, she accepted the gig, trying not to roll her eyes at the paycheck. 

It wasn’t that she didn’t value herself, because she did. But every time someone handed her money to sing, it felt like she was slapping those who told her she would never get paid for it in the face. She was proving them wrong, dollar by dollar. 

It was exhausting, to constantly be running to auditions, working and applying for jobs all at once. Tonight was one of those days, and she hated that she hadn’t found more time to practice what she was singing tonight. She told herself when she booked it that she would work hard because South Bar was a make or break booking. But staying determined meant trying to do everything at once, and there were only so many hours in the day. 

“You’re on in 10,” came a knock on the door. “Make sure you’re ready.” 

“I’m ready!” she called, standing up. She wanted to do something different and looked around the dressing room. 

There was a small box in the corner, and inside were fake flowers. The flowers were on every table of the bar, so it wasn’t the most creative addition. Still, she picked a few up, tucking them into thigh-high tights. She could use them as a giveaway for the crowd, drawing them in as she sang. 

She headed out into the wings of the stage, humming softly to herself to warm up her voice. The bar was busy, and it was impossible to guess through a crack in the curtain who was a talent agent and who was a regular Saturday night drinker. 

The last performer’s song ended and Ivy almost missed her own opening notes because she was fixing one of the fake flowers. 

Putting on her game face, she stepped out onto the small stage. 

She had dreamed about performing on this stage forever. She knew so many dreams had been made, as long as the performer gave the performance of their lifetime. 

Ivy approached the microphone in the darkness, putting one hand on it. She was wearing a mini skirt that barely covered her upper thighs and a silky long sleeve top that had cutouts in strategic places. Her lean body was framed by her long red hair tumbling down her back, and her ruby red lips were encrusted with glitter. It was actually not the most comfortable look, but she knew from past experiences that she could catch every eye in the room. 

The lights went up and the music began to play. Ivy felt like her body was filled with electricity as the opening notes streamed through the bar. 

There was general conversation and the clinking of glasses, but the moment she started singing, there was dead silence in the bar. 

––––––––
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Does her singing go well? What happens with Ivy and Nathan?

Check out the rest of Ivy’s story on the Kindle Store The Dragon and the Singer
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