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To my patient fae fans who have my unending gratitude for taking so long in getting this book out. It's all the fae's fault. I swear it!
May you have only good fae encounters.



Blurb for Phantom Fae:
 
Human turned phantom fae Brett has to survive mage trials when he has only just learned he's a mage. And dragon fae shifter Ena is warned that the dragon fae kingdom is in turmoil, something that she vows to help put to rights.
When Brett is forced to fight alongside the phantom fae, which means take a stand against Ena and her kind, he's not doing it. She will always have his loyalty, though when she learns he's one of her enemy fae, and a mage on top of that, she might not feel the same about him.
Still, Prince Grotto is their common enemy, and if it means fighting him, maybe they can work together. Yet, Brett wants more than that with Ena. Will she ever see him as more than just a human fae seer she took as payment for rescuing the kingdom's princess?
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Chapter 1
 
The phantom fae, Freya, was so startled to see Van's grandson arrive at the cemetery, and so saddened to learn that his grandfather had died, she didn't know what to think. Van hadn't been able to remove the curse the phantom fae Queen Everlee, had commanded that Zane, an up and coming mage, cast on her. He did so without blinking an eye. Not that he'd had any choice. Anyone who stood up to the queen and lost, was cursed or worse. Poisoned, like Brett's grandfather had been, and killed slowly. Or murdered outright, like her parents and Brett's. Freya had wanted to kill the queen herself, but she had no powers to do so.
Freya was cursed to be a raven for most of her days, a fae for brief moments in time, missing her parents, hating the queen and the mage for what they had done, wishing someone could help her. Until she saw a ray of hope in Brett, if he could live through the mage trials.
How could he? He hadn't trained but all this week, trying to cram all that knowledge into his mind. He was preparing to meet the trials head on, knowing that failing to master even one spell would mean his certain death.
Could he help her? If he did manage to survive and take his grandfather's place as the queen's royal mage? It was an honor Zane sorely wanted and thought he'd get until the new phantom fae mage showed up in their lands. Brett was an odd sort of phantom fae, having been raised by humans, so he had strange mannerisms and a peculiar way of saying things sometimes.
She'd been touched by the sweet sentiments he'd spoken over his grandfather's grave. He'd been upset with the men for not burying Van in a coffin even though the fae didn't bury their dead in such a manner, but despite Brett having only met his grandfather when he was on his deathbed, Brett had wanted what he felt was the honorable way to bury him. Brett seemed to genuinely care about him.
If Brett survived the trials, would he become the royal mage and then not help her? What if he had all that power and didn't want to give it up? Besides, aiding Freya could mean his death.
She watched him now as he stood before his grandfather's grave, the ravens sitting on top of the headstones, listening. Just like she was, too, fascinated with him. His blue eyes narrowed as if he was concentrating on what he had to say or upset that his grandfather was gone, his dark brown hair ruffled by the breeze.
She still couldn't believe that the dragon fae, Ena, had bestowed upon him such magnificent jeweled daggers and a sword. She must have prized him highly to give him such treasures. The notion made Freya a little sad to think she had nothing to give him, should he wish to aid her, when it would mean he would risk his own life.
"Grandfather, I wish I had gotten to know you. That you were here to… to well, tutor me. The trial starts tomorrow and…" Brett took a deep breath and let it out, then paced.
Suddenly, he swung around and looked straight at Freya. He'd done that a number of times when she'd found him visiting his grandfather in the cemetery, as if he suddenly realized she was there, watching him. But never so… abruptly, as if he was truly aware it was her. Which she knew was crazy.
Most everyone who lived at the castle knew she was a raven for a good part of her days and nights, but no one really cared. Or if they did, they were careful not to show it because they feared the queen's wrath.
Brett stared hard at Freya, and she felt her cheeks heat with embarrassment, until she remembered she was not a fae at the moment, but a raven, black, sleek, feathered and sitting on her mother's headstone—that gave her some comfort—while she watched the strange phantom fae.
"You… you are not a bird," he said all of a sudden.
She lifted her head a little in surprise. No one was supposed to tell him who she was. How could he guess? Then she figured he was being metaphoric or something, as was a mage's way. Though he wasn't raised among their people so he might not think in that manner.
She tilted her head to the side, waiting for him to reveal something else that would indicate he really did know who she was. Then she cawed at him, wanting badly to say, "No, she wasn't."
"Speak again," he urged, excited. He got nearer, but he made his way slowly. He reminded her of a hunter, yet she didn't believe he meant to harm her. Rather, he appeared to be using caution in an attempt not to frighten her away.
"Some mages have familiars. At least in the books I've read." He stopped some distance from her.
Human books. When would he learn that human approaches meant nothing here? She cawed back at him, snorting like only a raven could.
The strange human-raised fae smiled at her!
"You will be my familiar." Folding his arms across his chest, he sounded quite sure of himself.
She should have flown off, to show him that he couldn't tell her what she would do. Not that she could be some mage's familiar anyhow. Or would want to if she could. She was a fae just like him, except…cursed.
"You understand me." He crouched so that she sat higher than him, as if he was trying to make her feel safer.
He didn't have to be concerned if he thought she feared his height. She'd just fly off to the stone arch that led into the cemetery so that she'd been even higher than him.
"Ravens can help teach magic." He spoke as though he was talking to another fae. Which he was, even if she didn't look like one right now. "You will help teach me."
She snorted again. She wasn't a raven! Well, for real. And she had no knowledge of magic.
"I… don't know how to fae travel," he said, sounding almost embarrassed.
She realized just how vulnerable he must feel among their people. How strange their behaviors when he'd never been around them. She'd only been to the human world once for just a few minutes and had felt the same when she had been among them.
Coming into his fae abilities would happen when it was supposed to happen. Everyone was different. She couldn't do anything about it.
"I need you to guide me." He let out his breath. "Say anything to me."
She cawed, telling him in a raven's way that he was a daft human-raised fae and was likely to get himself killed during the first trial. Her eyes filled with tears because she couldn't help how that upset her. It wasn't just that she hoped he could help her, but she saw something in him that called to her, a tenderness, a desire to assist her, and she wanted to aid him in the worst way. But how could she? She couldn't.
He jumped to his feet, grinning, startling her, but she managed to settle her feathers and stay put when he said, "You think I'm daft, do you?"
She swore if a raven could faint, she nearly fell off her mother's headstone in shock.
Then Brett looked down at the white marble headstone, read the name, and looked up at her. "You constantly come to this headstone. This one. No other." He observed the name again. "I won't get myself killed off during the first trial." He looked up at her. "I won't."
But just being determined wouldn't decide his fate. Freya knew that firsthand.
***
Brett couldn't believe that when he really listened with his other hearing senses, he could make out what the raven was saying to him. Even when she was making some kind of a derisive snort at him. She had to be a fae. None of the other ravens made any sound other than regular bird calls.
"Can you help me?"
She shook her head.
"Because…you can't? Or because you don't want to?"
She twisted her head to the side, then turned her head suddenly toward the gate into the cemetery.
"Someone's coming," he whispered to her, and then she flew off.
"You are to be in the inner bailey preparing for the first trial. What are you doing here?" Maracose, Queen Everlee's advisor, asked Brett. "Are you ready?"
"As little time as the queen has allowed me to study? No."
"You are lucky she gave you even that much time to learn what you could."
"Why didn't she just have me killed when I first came here then?"
"To prove she is in charge. That she is giving you the opportunity to prove your worth, despite that you are so disadvantaged."
"Do you think I can win?"
"It matters not what I believe. Only what you believe."
Maracose's comment made Brett think of the Jedi Master, Yoda, in Star Wars. But he was determined to win and would try, no, not just try, but he would think only positively about the outcome. He would survive the trials.
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Brett and Maricose entered the inner bailey where a dais was set up for important persons, such as the queen and her advisor and a few others Brett didn't know. They were sitting there, watching him, a gray awning over the top of it to protect them from the sunlight. If there had been any. The day was gray, foggy, no definition between the clouds hugging the ground and those covering the sky. The grayness suited the grimness of the task before him.
Fae had gathered all around the outskirts of the inner bailey to witness the first trial, while guards stood with swords and spears near the queen, the courtiers, and the gate. As cold and chilly as it was that morning, braziers were burning brightly, situated at various locations to warm the spectators. High above on the wall surrounding the wall-walk, the raven was perched, watching him. The raven made him feel even more like he could do this, and he appreciated that she, or he, was there in his corner.
Then he saw the other mage apprentice, Zane, his blond hair pulled back in a tail, his blue eyes sharp with hatred. He wore gold silk robes as if he were the prince of the mages. Unlike Brett who wore the clothes that Ena had so graciously bought for him. Which made him think of how he still had to earn an income to pay her back since he wasn't working for her any longer.
Zane glanced up at the wall walk where the raven was sitting, then sneered, and raised his hand as if to cast some spell on the bird. Brett feared the mage intended to harm the raven.
Brett rushed to stop him, knowing full well, he could never reach him in time. He prayed the distraction would stop the mage apprentice.
Before Brett was even aware of what he was doing, he flew, literally, at the man. His feet had lifted off the ground and gasps sounded all over the bailey. True to his belief, he startled Zane with his action right before Brett slugged him in the jaw with his fist and knocked him on his rear. Zane stared up at Brett. The mage's mouth was agape as Brett set his feet down on the grassy ground.
Brett's heart was beating hard as he still couldn't believe what he had done—as far as the flying was concerned. Punching the mage in the jaw? Totally called for.
"None of that!" the queen screeched, and Brett realized she and everyone seated on the dais had come off their gilded silver chairs and were looking on in horror.
Not feeling in the least rebuked for having done something so un-mage like, Brett offered his hand to Zane. The mage-apprentice only glowered at him and stood on his own, then brushed off his robes. The fabric was skinned in places, and Brett took some satisfaction in ruffling the mage-apprentice's feathers a bit for having intended to harm the raven. At least he was fairly certain that was the mage's intent.
Brett looked up at the wall and saw a couple of black feathers floating to the ground. The raven was still seated on the wall walk. Had Zane startled her, and she lost a couple of feathers because of it? He hoped she had not been injured. He let out his breath. Eyeing the two of them, the bird was not leaving. Or…fae, because he knew that the bird was not a real raven. He was glad the raven would stay.
"You will die in the first trial, mage imposter," Zane growled.
Brett bowed his head to him a little; not that he agreed with him. Maybe Brett had some more unseen abilities like the flying one. He looked back at the distance he had gone, still not believing he'd moved in such a manner without the aid of wings.
"Get on with the trial!" the queen shouted. "Zane, you have the honor of going first."
Good. Brett had wanted to see just what he was in for first, figuring he'd just do whatever Zane did when it was his turn. If he could.
Zane gave him an evil grin and said an incantation. Tensing, Brett wanted to knock the mage-apprentice out and that would be the end of whatever he planned to do. But Brett figured that wouldn't be acceptable and he might just end up being eliminated for being so…rebellious. In the real world, if he wasn't trying to stay alive in a mage trial, which this was for now, he would have killed the mage by any means necessary. Without trying to bring on mage abilities he couldn't summon for the life of him. Well, except for the flying.
Brett's muscles were wound tight, as he waited to spring into action to deal with whatever happened next.
To his shock and horror, he witnessed a three-headed hydra—a serpent-like monster with green reptilian skin as tough as a snake's—materialize out of thin air a few feet away. Standing upright on a single tail, the hydra was posed to strike, it's back to him—the heads writhing. Then it slowly twisted around, as if realizing the people on the dais were not its intended prey. The creature turned around fully, all the heads focused on him as if the mage apprentice had told them who the enemy was. Its yellow eyes narrowed and forked tongues flicked at the air. Brett's heart raced pell mell. Immediately, he ran out of the hydra's path, expecting the hydra to dart after him as Brett tried to come up with a solution at once. Instead of moving fast, the creature slithered across the grassy inner bailey, moving more like a slow zombie. Thank the heavens.
The hydra was bad news, if this was anything like the Greek myth or other versions of the hydra that Brett had fought in video games. For every head he'd cut off in the games, two new ones would appear. Except the hydras he normally killed in video games started out with only one head. Was Zane worried he couldn't beat Brett without stacking the odds in his favor?
Brett didn't know any magic that could kill the beast. The three heads were twisting, the highly venomous fangs bared, and their green reptilian eyes all focused on him. He wished he had magic from one of his games that could kill it. Or a sword that had a magical enchantment.
Getting closer, one of the heads struck at him. Brett dove out of its path and ran far enough away to give him a moment to look around and see what he could use to kill it. The only weapons available to him were the guards' swords. Not that any of the guards were offering him a sword. He hoped when he tried to take one from the closest guard, the bearded man wouldn't stop him. Brett flew to the man and the guard's eyes rounded, right before Brett grabbed for his sword.
"Need to borrow it," Brett said in a rush, yanking the sword free from the scabbard. The startled guard jumped back, but didn't try to retake his sword. Maybe because the hydra was headed in their direction and he'd rather Brett take care of it before he was also in the path of the monster.
After taking a deep breath to steady his raw nerves—this was so not like playing a video game where he could go to an earlier saved game if he died—Brett flew back to the hydra and as the first head struck its fangs at him, he swung his sword. The sword connected with the tough hide and cut all the way through the neck. The hydra screamed in agony as the head dropped to the ground and jerked around in its death throes, the tongue still flicking. With real snakes, a person could be bitten for a time even if the snake was dead. So Brett had to watch getting too close to it. The stench of blood and of fishy hydra filled Brett's nostrils.
The hydra continued to roar in anger and pain, the sound nearly deafening. Two new heads formed at the stump of the neck that was missing a head, dashing Brett's hopes that the creature wasn't like the mythological beast. Now he had to cut off four heads. In the video game, he needed fire to sear the wounds closed. Or wield a magical sword that could take care of this. Or… create magic that could eliminate the beast.
Which he couldn't conjure up for the life of him. What he did know was how to fight, having done so to help protect Ena and her people. Practice made perfect and he was certain, given time, he could fight another mage using magic. But he needed more time to learn the skills. He ran off as the hydra slithered behind him, flicking its forked tongues, its breath and bite poisonous if it got close enough. At least, according to legend and his games. Brett didn't want to get near enough to see if it was true here.
He glanced at one of the burning braziers nearby, white hot flames leaping into the air. What if he could poke his sword into the flames and heat it thoroughly enough to sear the hydra's neck wound? But would the air cool it too much as he swung the sword? Brett imagined how his sword needed to be coated with flames so he could seal the wounds of the hydra and keep it from growing new heads. Before he could fly toward the closet brazier, flames suddenly flickered around the glistening steel blade. For a second, he stared at the flaming sword. He couldn't wrap his mind around it. Just like he was still having a difficult time believing he was a phantom fae. Or that he was a mage now, too. It was just like magic. Maybe some of it was coming to him after all the studying he'd done.
Brett turned and found the hydra moving toward him in its slow zombie like, slithering pace. Once it got close enough, the heads moved quickly, one of them coiled to strike. At least only one threatened him at a time, as if the hydra could only concentrate on moving one to kill a predator. Brett again feared swinging the sword would put out the flame, or slicing through the leathery neck of the hydra would. Or maybe even that its blood would extinguish the fire. What if the flaming sword wouldn't even prevent the hydra from growing another two heads? That's how legends claimed it would work, but the mage apprentice had created this one. No telling what would work on it.
Brett swept the sword across one of the beast's necks—the one closest to him as the head bent to strike. The sharp edge of the flaming steel cut through the leathery skin and lopped off another head, the hydra screaming in pain. But this time, new heads didn't appear from the burned and blackened flesh. The flames surrounding the sword remained intact. Thanking God, Brett quickly swung again, cutting off another head.
Before one of its remaining two heads could swing around and bite him, Brett dove out of its path in Zane's direction. Would the hydra attack the mage-apprentice? Brett could only hope.
The hydra moved toward the two of them, but ignored Zane as if he wasn't even there, which, considering Zane had conjured him up, wasn't totally a surprise. The hydra continued to writhe its remaining heads and exposed their fangs, hissing as they tried to reach Brett.
Brett came around and swung, connecting with one of the necks of the beast. Its ear-shattering screech echoed across the bailey as it swung its last head around to sink its fangs into him. His skin sweating, despite the cool air, he dove under it. He swung the sword up and over, cutting off the last of the heads.
Trying to catch his breath, Brett watched the hydra collapse to the ground in a dead heap. Then all the hydra's heads and the body vanished as if they'd never been there.
He felt some satisfaction as he stared at the area where the creature had disappeared and felt as though it was like a video game—in that it hadn't been real. Though if one of those heads had managed to bite him, he was certain he would have been poisoned.
He gave Zane a smug look, glad that he had managed to survive that part of the first of the trials. Zane was looking at the ground as if he couldn't believe Brett could manage to destroy his conjured beast.
Now what? Brett was afraid the queen would ask him to summon a beast for Zane to tackle. She scowled at Brett as if she was disappointed he'd survived, since Zane was the favored mage apprentice. Instead of her commanding Brett to do anything, she just waved for a dismissal. Which was good because he hadn't learned to conjure up any kind of beast to use to fight with.
"Tomorrow, the second trial begins," the queen said, and then she stalked off.
Maybe that was the way it was supposed to be. Tomorrow would be his turn to conjure something up and Zane would have to deal with it.
Then Brett was irritated. He highly suspected she had intended that Zane would create a monster to kill him, and when that didn't happen, she had no intention of Brett having his turn. That if he could have done so, the mage apprentice might not have managed to kill off Brett's beast. He let out his breath. He would have to read up on that tonight and see if he could produce one, just in case.
Flaming sword still in hand, Brett watched as the courtiers all went about their business. Except for Zane. "Now how are you going to put out the flame on the sword?" Then he snickered and stalked off.
The guard watched Brett and looked at his sword. When Brett strode toward him to give it back to him, the guard frowned and shook his head. "Keep it." He stalked off, joining some others who had been watching the exchange.
"Don’t want a flaming sword, eh, Wister?" one of the guards joked and slapped him on the back, and then they climbed the stairs that led to the wall walk to perform their guard duty.
Brett stared at the sword and imagined the flames would be extinguished, hoping that would do the trick. Nothing happened. He glanced up at the wall walk and saw the raven watching him. Worn out from his ordeal, Brett sighed and headed for the keep and his chambers where he would have to read up on flaming swords and learn how to extinguish it. He hoped he wouldn't burn the castle down while he tried to figure it out.
***
Trying not to give in to the pain where Zane had zapped her before Brett had knocked him down with a fist to the jaw, Freya flew to the healer's cottage. Though she was having trouble steering her course and tried to let the air currents carry her there. She couldn't believe that Brett would risk his life to stop Zane from injuring her. No matter how much she hurt, she hadn't been about to leave. If one of the hydra's heads had gotten too close to Brett, she would have swooped down and stolen his attention to give Brett a chance to escape.
She couldn't believe it when he flew across the bailey. He truly was a wonder, surprising everyone there who had witnessed it. And then the flaming sword? Genius! Though he had looked a little puzzled about how to put out the flames.
For now, she had to have the healer take care of her wound, but she wanted desperately to thank Brett for saving her life today.
The healer was only known as such and shook her head and tsked when Freya showed up on her fence post and cawed.
"Now how did you get this?" the healer asked, coming out of her cottage, her gray eyes worried, her long blond hair curling about her hips. She was a young healer, having taken her grandmother's place when she died. She was the only one the queen was careful to treat well, in case she became ill and needed the healer's services.
The healer lived outside of the castle, as most healers did, so that she could gather her herbs from a garden, and other items from the forest. The healer sniffed at the burns. "Zane," she said, under her breath. "Let me apply a poultice. You'll need to bandage it when you become your normal self. Do you have bandages?"
Freya nodded her head up and down. She wished the healer could understand her. That was part of the curse. No one but Brett seemed to recognize what she was saying. Was it because he was a mage? She wondered if Zane understood her, though he let on that he did not. But since the curse was his doing, he might very well understand her.
She cawed in annoyance. The healer smiled. "You should be fine by tomorrow. Just stay out of Zane's way. You know he would like nothing better than to eliminate you if he thought it would put him in good stead with the queen."
Freya flew onto the healer's shoulder and rubbed her head affectionately against her cheek, the only way she could thank her for her kindness while she was a raven, though she had helped the healer in her garden in the past, eager to learn about her special healing skills.
By trade, Freya was a weaver, but to her frustration, she could no longer even do that.
Freya flew off then to the castle, hopeful she might catch sight of Brett outside. She couldn't go inside in her bird form, and she had only a limited amount of time to be in fae form, so she didn't want to waste her…"gift." It really made her appreciate what she'd had, and made her want her old life back even more.
Especially now that Brett was here. But would he pay any attention to her if she was always around, and not so mysteriously slipping in and out of his life?
And what about the dragon fae, Ena? He had to mean something to her, based on the gifts she had bestowed upon him.
***
As soon as the dragon fae Princess Alicia returned to the Denkar realm of the dark fae with her husband, Deveron, the crown prince of the dark fae, from their honeymoon that she would cherish forever, she knew something was horribly wrong. Her good friend Countess Saliness quickly met with her in the entryway, her eyes red from crying.
The dark fae queen had sent a messenger to summon both Alicia and Deveron to her chambers immediately also.
"What is wrong?" Alicia took hold of Countess Saliness's hand to offer comfort. After the countess had helped Alicia escape a fae dungeon last year, which seemed like centuries ago, she'd become a good friend.
"Your grandfather, King Tibero, was murdered. Prince Grotto has proclaimed himself king, imprisoned your mother, saying she had murdered your father to install you as queen, and stated that you are behind all of it. It all began with Ena leaving the dragon fae realm to escape a marriage to Prince Grotto. And then all of the dragon fae took their gold and household staffs and left."
Alicia stared at the duchess in disbelief.
Queen Irenis didn't wait for Alicia to come to her chambers and suddenly appeared in front of her in the fae way, dressed in a red gown that meant she was livid with anger. "I'm so sorry for all that has happened in your kingdom, Alicia. Are you ready to go to war?"



Chapter 3
 
 
As soon as the dragon shifter, Ena, was summoned to meet with King Tiernan of the hawk fae, and Queen Ritasia, his wife and a dark fae, Ena was certain one of her dragon shifter friends had done something wrong. Even though she wasn't responsible for them, per se, the king and queen had made her accountable for them since she had brought them here. So whenever there was trouble, they spoke with her and she relayed the message to them.
"We have word from my brother," Ritasia said, her look grim. "Deveron sent news that Prince Grotto has killed his and Princess Alicia's grandfather, King Tibero. The prince has taken over the kingdom. He has imprisoned Princess Alicia's mother, Viviana. We assume it's a trap. He's waiting for Alicia to come to rescue her mother, and he will kill her and her mother to end their family line that would have ruled first before Prince Grotto had the chance."
Ena never felt feint, but right now, the blood had thoroughly rushed from her head and a guard quickly grabbed her arm. She hadn't even realized she was feeling like she might pass out until he touched her.
"It's my fault, isn't it?" Ena felt awful about the whole situation. No way would she have married that despicable toad of a prince. He'd had it in for her from the beginning. King Tobias had not been her friend either, but she felt a strong sympathy for Alicia. And Ena had always admired Alicia's mother for falling in love with a fae of another kingdom and following her heart.
"No, it's not your fault," Ritasia said sternly. "Prince Grotto has been trying to come up with a plan to eliminate Alicia's ability to take over the throne, once he learned she lived."
"What is she going to do?" Ena asked.
"My mother has declared war on Prince Grotto of the dragon fae kingdom of Morcalon, since Alicia is her daughter-in-law. She understands that not all of Alicia's people are siding with the prince and my mother only wishes to eliminate those who follow him."
"And you?"
Ritasia glanced at King Tiernan. He took her hand and squeezed it. Ritasia said, "We will go to war against the dragon fae. Alicia is my dearest friend and my sister-in-law, who is like a sister. Where do you stand on this issue?"
Since Ena was a dragon fae, she should have been against fighting her own people. But Prince Grotto, now self-proclaimed king, was a tyrant, she had every intention of aiding Alicia to right the wrong. "Princess Alicia would make a fine queen while presiding over the dragon fae. She has always been good to my dragon shifter kind. With Prince Deveron at her side, they will rule well. Her cousin, however, is ruthless and dangerous. I will fight for her. I cannot guarantee that the other dragon shifters will. But I will ask them."
"Good. King Tiernan will lead his forces. Will you lead the dragon shifters into battle if any agree to go with you?"
"Of course." Not that she believed they would agree to that. But she liked to think they would.
"I must warn you. Prince Grotto is no fool."
Ena snorted.
Ritasia smiled a little. "He suspected we might ally with the dark fae and fight against him. He has enlisted the griffin fae who live on the island off our coast. And he has asked the phantom fae to fight with him also, since both fae kingdoms have been at odds with the hawk fae kingdom before."
Immediately, Ena thought of Brett, the human she had saved from Alicia's grandfather's wrath. She had been forced to give him to the phantom fae kingdom in order to pass safely through their land and wished she could free him from them. But what if he was happy there? What if he was forced to fight alongside the dragon fae? What if she was forced to fight him?
She wouldn't think of that. All she could do was focus her attention on asking her shifter friends if they'd help her to battle Prince Grotto. Since one of them was her brother, and some of them her suitors, she assumed some might go with her.
She bowed her head a little in acknowledgment. "I pledge my loyalty to the hawk fae kingdom, since you so graciously took us in and that could have led to a war with the dragon fae. When do we go?"
"Tomorrow morning. We are taking the earliest flight out from Edinburgh, Scotland, and will arrive at the dark fae kingdom by late afternoon. From there, we'll rest and make final preparations with the dark fae for the assault."
The guard released her arm, and she bowed her head to him a little, thanking him for his service, though she hated how embarrassed she'd been to have nearly feinted.
"I will speak to my people then." She bid the king and queen adieu, and headed out of the keep to call a meeting with the dragon shifters.
Instead of running around from castle to castle, she used a gong to spread the word that she was calling a meeting. She only used it when she had to share something really important with them, which meant if she used it, they didn't hesitate to come.
In their dragon form, they flew into the inner bailey of the castle she now managed.
Thankfully, no one had objected to the fact that out of all the dragon shifters, she was the only one to have a readymade castle. The others were still building their own.
Before she could speak, her brother said, "Prince Grotto is waging war against the hawk fae kingdom for taking us in?"
She shook her head. "He has killed King Tibero and taken over the dragon fae kingdom."
There, her shifter kind had been second-class citizens, at least in the king's and Prince Grotto's eyes. Even so, she and her shifter kind had friends among the dragon fae who were not shifters. Alicia had treated her and her kind as though they were just as important as anyone else in the kingdom. And many of the merchants the dragons did business with knew just how important the shifters were in keeping their kingdom safe and taking on other tasks better suited to them. But the shifters were also generous with their hordes of gold when paying for goods and services and were treated with respect by the merchants and tradesmen. So she thought her friends would want to help rescue them from Prince Grotto's tyranny.
"Are you going to fight him?" her brother asked.
"Yes. I told King Tiernan I will and that I would ask if any of you wished to fight on their behalf."
The shifters exchanged glances.
One said, "I wouldn’t want to kill the dragon fae. They are our brethren."
"If they take up arms against us—" Ena said.
Her brother said, "He is right. They will all fight against a common enemy—the dark fae. It's in their nature. Our nature."
"The dark fae and hawk fae kingdoms won't fight any who will back us in freeing Princess Alicia's mother and putting an end to Prince Grotto's rule. He is the reason we left our own home. If he is eliminated, Alicia can rule. Or her mother will. And if we wish it, we can return home."
Several of the dragon shifters looked to her brother for his counsel.
"How many of the dragon fae stood up against King Tibero and his ancestors when they slaughtered our parents, fearful that the shifters would become too powerful? I will not fight their war, nor will I kill them as they are still our brethren. Let them overthrow the prince if they do not wish his rule. We are here. And we are content to be here," her brother said.
Halloran was four years older than her, and nearly the oldest one of the dragon shifters after so many of their families were murdered. So, though she had led the dragon shifters here, and they had listened to her with regard to King Tiernan's rulings—since he treated her as the one in charge—the shifters still looked to her brother in a matter like this.
"I will be leaving tomorrow then with the hawk fae king and his soldiers. If someone would look in on my people while I'm away, I'd be grateful." Ena understood her brother's feelings and sympathized with him. But she was determined to fight Prince Grotto on this and help free Princess Alicia's mother.
"You know I will," her brother said.
Her suitors looked uneasy, as if they wished to go with her, maybe just because they loved a good fight, hated Prince Grotto for seizing their castles and what he had planned to do to them, or wanted to protect her, but still, no one stood up to her brother. They probably were more concerned about the business with killing their own kind while serving on the dark fae's side. They'd had grievances with them forever, though Princess Alicia, dragon fae heir to the throne, had married Prince Deveron, heir to the dark fae throne.
When the men disbursed, she headed into the keep to tell her staff what was going on, but they'd all been listening in on the discussion.
Ryker, her butler, and anything else she wanted him to be—though he had strict rules about what a butler did—was first to speak, as befit his position. "We want to go with you."
"Absolutely not."
"We can blend in. Be spies. Help you in many ways," he insisted.
"No. You stay here and take care of things." She tilted her chin down, giving every one of her staff members I-am-the-boss looks. It used to work. Then she'd brought her human prisoner, Brett, home, and he had turned everything upside down. Which again made her wonder how he was faring.
"What about Brett?" Ryker ventured.
She scowled at Ryker.
He should have looked sheepish for mentioning Brett's situation, but he didn't. She'd heard the hushed conversations between members of her staff—how much they wanted to sneak off and rescue him from the phantom fae. If the travel hadn't been so dangerous through No Man's Land, they might have done it. Although, they would never have managed to sneak him out either, she didn't believe. The phantom fae could be dangerous and she and her people had enough fighting just to make it safely here. Her staff, who were not trained warriors, could not manage against a hoard of phantom fae also.
"I just believe he should be with you," Ryker said.
"He is…is with the phantom fae. Which means he very well may fight on their side, if they take him along with them."
Ryker's countenance brightened. "Then you can rescue him."
Ena shook her head. "He may be one of them. What if I had to fight him?"
The women on her staff all gasped. Addie and Kerry were her cleaning maids, and while Brett had been gone, they had kept a chamber cleaned and ready for him just in case they rescued him and brought him home. Ena had never seen them clean so much in her life. At least, in Brett's chamber. If she gave the rest of the keep a white-glove treatment, she was certain she would find a ton of dust. Not that keeping a castle clean was easy, especially for as small as her staff was.
"It's possible. We don't know where his loyalties will lie," Ena said.
"He wouldn't take up arms against you," Lila, the cook said. Middle-aged, she acted as though she were Brett's mother. She didn't dare act like she was Ena's. "Not when you spared his life. He's loyal to you."
"If he's one of the phantom fae, that can change things in a heartbeat. He'll learn their ways and…well, we can't rely on the notion that he will be on our side."
"I can't believe that none of the dragon shifters would go with you," Jacob, the wheelsmith said, though he had joined her staff to help her move to the hawk fae lands so that he could earn enough money to set aside and start a family. But he hadn't seemed to want to leave anytime soon. "I would go with you, if you would allow me."
She shook her head. "You've been a great help to us. I'd be happy to keep you on my staff for as long as you wish, but like the others, your avocation isn't fighting. And I don't want to see you get yourself killed over this."
"Do you think the other shifters will change their mind about going when they see you leave?" Muriel, her lady's maid, asked, looking worried. Muriel was just as much a misfit as her housekeepers who had been fired as gardeners at their last place of employment. Muriel would say just what was on her mind with her employer—and that got her into major trouble and out of a job. Cook loved to try out new things in the kitchen. Some were a total disaster, and frugal employers didn't want to spend that much money on food that she could ruin on the chance that something might turn out.
Ena didn't care. She had enough money to allow Lila to experiment and sometimes the "new" dishes were extraordinary.
"It doesn't matter." Ena' own mind was made up. She didn't care if no one else would back her in this. "I must pack." She didn't think her staff would be foolish enough to follow her. But she gave them one last look to emphasize they'd better mind her. "If any of you follow me to the dragon fae kingdom to fight this war, I'll release you from my employ. So don't try me on this."
They all looked grim-faced, like they wanted to object, but didn't dare.
Good. She was a fierce dragon shifter after all, and she expected them to obey her and not question her authority in any matter. Just the way it should be.
***
The next morning, Ena's staff hurried to give her breakfast and pack her bags. Cook even prepared sweet treats for Ena for her flight. They looked just as grim-faced today.
"I have spoken with Queen Ritasia. She has assured me that you will be kept on at the castle here no matter what happens to me," Ena said, trying to be practical about this.
No one spoke to her and she figured they worried about her or were upset because she wouldn't take them with her. But she had no intention of risking their lives.
Her staff wished her well, and she reminded them again, "Your place is here. Unless you don't wish to work for me any longer."
They all nodded, assuring her that they would abide by her rules.
She hoped that they wouldn't try to run off and rescue Brett or try something else that was just as foolish.
"He won't fight against you," Cook said.
"What?"
"Brett. If the phantom fae make him fight on their side, he won't go into battle against you."
Everyone looked so serious, as if they were waiting for her to agree. Reassuring them, she finally said, "He probably won't be there."
But all able-bodied, male fae would probably be there, though as far as she knew, he was only human—a fae-seer, so she left it at that and took her leave.
She cast them a backward glance before she joined King Teirnan and his soldiers. She couldn't help it. She'd never had any reason not to trust her people when it came to staying put when she told them to. Not until Brett had come into their lives.
 



Chapter 4
 
The next morning, and apprehensive about the second day of trials, Brett knew something was the matter. All of the soldiers were dressing in light armor. Their armor was as silent as they were so they could battle against someone, he suspected.
He'd asked three of the queen's staff what was going on, but everyone ignored him.
Then he saw Freya. She was watching him in the Great Hall while everyone else scurried about, trying to get somewhere in a hurry. He stalked toward her and this time she didn't flee. Her arm was bandaged, and he immediately worried about her. "Freya, you were injured?"
"'Tis nothing."
The bandage wrapped around her arm said otherwise. But he changed the subject for the moment. "What's going on?"
"We are fighting the kingdoms that are rallying against the dragon fae kingdom."
"Why? What's happened?"
She looked him in the eye. "You will be fighting with our people and we'll be allied with the dragon fae against our enemies, the dark fae and hawk fae. Maybe others, if they can rally more help to fight their cause."
Brett couldn't believe his ears. "No one has said a word of this to me. Why are they fighting?"
"King Tibero has been murdered."
Brett's heart raced at hearing the news. "Princess Alicia?" All he could think of was how upset she would be to learn of her grandfather's death and how the kingdom would be in turmoil. She was supposed to be the next to rule, but Brett knew Prince Grotto could be a real problem.
"She and Prince Deveron were away at the time. Her mother has been imprisoned." Freya let out her breath. "Prince Grotto—"
"Has taken over the kingdom." Brett knew it with a certainty. The prince had been angered that once King Tibero had discovered he had a granddaughter, next in line to be the queen, he had stated she would be, and that left Prince Grotto out in the cold. But Brett couldn't imagine Alicia's mother being imprisoned. She'd been under castle arrest once she returned home, wearing a jeweled retaining collar so she couldn't fae travel, under her father's rule. That was because she'd married a fae he didn't like. And then kept her daughter away from the fae realm, living with humans all these years.
Even though Brett had every reason to despise King Tibero, who would have ordered his death, and had attempted to force Ena to wed the despised Prince Grotto, Brett hated to think how upset the princess would be over learning of her grandfather's murder, most of all. Because she had asked Ena to take him in payment for her mission of freeing Princess Alicia, and Ena agreeing, the three of them were inexplicably tied.
"You feel something for this dragon shifter fae, Ena?" Freya tilted her head to the side, looking curiously at him, as if she couldn't understand how he would feel anything for her.
"I do. She saved my life."
"Have you not done the same for her?" Now Freya sounded as if she thought enough was enough. He didn't have any reason to do anything further for the dragon shifter.
"I have. But would do so again if it comes to that."
"The queen has suspended the mage trials because she feels you would better serve her in this endeavor and if you get yourself killed, so much the better."
"Why?"
"Your grandfather was a rebel and so were your parents. She fears you will be the same. You proved it when you struck Zane for sending a bolt of energy to kill the raven."
Brett studied her expression. "You were there?" He hadn't seen her anywhere.
Ignoring his question, Freya said, "She wants to use you as an example. Watch out for Zane. He will not be on your side. If he has the chance to kill you, he will. You have already beaten him at one of the trials he was sure to win. When you were able to ignite the sword in flames and fly, he was shocked. We all were. He might worry you're more powerful than he is. He wants to be the queen's mage more than anything else in the world. If you think to side with the hawk fae, that will seal your fate. They will be watching you."
"Where were you at the time?" He again looked at her arm.
"I was watching the proceedings. I…brought you the vase filled with water to douse your flaming sword." She glanced at the jeweled sword in his scabbard. "Did you return the enchanted sword to the guard?"
"He wouldn't take it back."
"Where is the guard's sword?"
"Still heating the water in my chamber."
She raised her brows.
"Thank you for bringing me the vase of water."
"You are most welcome. It is said the queen is the way she is because her mother murdered her father in a fit of rage over a disagreement concerning how to raise their daughter, Everlee. Then her mother tried to kill Everlee when she was sixteen summers because she was mouthing off at her. If Maracose, who had been her mother's Champion at Arms, hadn't stepped in to protect Everlee, she would have been dead. Maracose killed her mother to protect her. But I think the same madness that her mother had, rages through her daughter."
"It gives Everlee no right to kill innocents."
"I agree, but she is the queen."
Brett shook his head, and then changed the subject. "With these tattoos, I'll never be able to blend in with the other fae kind."
She studied his markings. "They are beautiful. And only our kind see them. How else do you think we could be considered phantom fae? We move about like phantoms, hard to detect when we don't want others to know we are about."
"But they just appeared."
"You have been given the sight. Your grandfather gave it to you before he died. You have always had the markings. No one can see them who is not one of us. Your mother probably didn't want you to see them and be confused, wishing you to believe you were human so that you could be safe in their world. Can you imagine if you had said something to foster parents about the tattoos they couldn't see? They would have thought you were crazy."
Brett was relieved. He feared that he wouldn't be able to blend in and fight alongside Ena. He wouldn't fight anyone but… "You said you needed me to save you." He glanced down at her arm. "How were you hurt?"
"You saw what happened."
Brett frowned at her. He would have stopped anyone from hurting her if he had seen it. "I never saw—"
"You did. You saved my life. And now, I'm bound to you."
He thought back to the times when he saw her, but not once had he witnessed anyone trying to injure her. "I don't…" Then he thought of Zane casting a spell to kill the raven, and how Brett could hear the raven's true voice. He stared at her in disbelief. "You can't be the…the raven. You are a familiar."
"Zane cursed me with a spell at the behest of the queen. I'm not a familiar, your familiar, or anyone else's." She folded her arms, looking highly annoyed.
"You don't know magic." He was disappointed. He had hoped she might help him learn something.
She shook her head.
"How can I help you?"
"You can't undo another mage's spell from what I've been told. You can't kill him or I will be like this forever. You have to—"
Footfalls headed in their direction.
"You have to convince him to restore me to my former self."
Like that would be easy. Maybe if he offered his life for Freya's? But there would be no guarantee the queen or the mage would go along with it.
"I must go. I wasn't to speak to you about this."
"He hurt you." The realization was finally sinking in that Zane had tried to kill her. "Why?"
"He does so to gain the queen's favor and to rile you."
Brett took her hand. "I'll do everything in my power to end his curse."
She bowed her head to him a little, looking sad, as though she didn't believe he would be able to do anything for her, but she had to ask. Then she vanished.
The queen's advisor headed in Brett's direction. "The queen has dictated that you will fight in the war against the dark fae."
"And the hawk fae?"
Maracose raised a brow. "Aye. Do not think to anger the queen in this matter should you fight on the dragon shifter's behalf. You are one of us and owe allegiance to our queen. Our people."
Brett didn't agree. He didn't know these people and he hadn't found any of them, except for the queen's advisor and Freya, to be supportive of him. "What of Freya?"
"She will go with us."
"No, she can't."
"She will. You are her only hope for ending the curse. She won't be dissuaded from following you into battle."
"Then you know she told me about her predicament."
"I knew she would." Then Maracose smiled a little evilly at Brett. "The queen was not happy that you fought Zane's hydra with a sword. The only way she allowed you to live was because you used an ability to fly that was due to some use of magic, and you engulfed your sword in flames. But your skill with the sword was impressive as it made up for your lack of being able to use magic solely for the purpose of destroying the hydra. It might work in your favor if someone only believes you are able to use magic, but you are also able to fight using a sword."
"Like a paladin."
"A paladin?" Maracose looked puzzled.
"A chivalrous hero who wields both magic and a sword, or some other weapon like that." Brett was thinking of the video games he played where he loved to have both abilities and so he always chose being a paladin. He didn't believe Maracose would understand where he had come up with the term though.
"Did you ever learn how to extinguish the flame on your sword?"
"It isn't meant to be extinguished." But Brett knew he had to figure it out before he could travel anywhere with it. Thankfully, Freya must have taken pity on him or the queen learned of the trouble he was having and had sent her to help him, not wanting him to burn down the keep in the meantime.
Maracose shook his head. "Then you are not a great paladin. Not until you learn how to use your magic skills."
"How am I going to get to where we're going?"
"If you cannot transport yourself in the fae way still, you'll have to go with the supply train."
Brett suspected that would be an un-warrior or mage-like way. But it couldn't be helped. If no one would assist him in fae traveling… Freya. But he suspected she couldn't transport him while she was in her raven form and she couldn't stay in her human form long enough to take him anywhere, either.
"Get ready to leave. We'll be departing in an hour. And maybe while you're traveling, you can read up more on the spell books. When we finish this business, the queen will still require you to complete the next mage trial." Then Maracose tipped his head and strode off.
Brett figured if he survived the war while wielding both magic and a sword, he shouldn't have to complete any trial. He hurried back to his chamber and discovered the sword sitting in the tall vase of water was no longer on fire. He quickly pulled it out of the water, watched it to make sure it didn't suddenly burst into flames again, then set it aside. He sheathed the jewel-handled daggers and sword that Ena had given him. After that, he packed what little he had, grabbed the guard's sword, then headed out of the chambers where people were hurrying to get ready. He looked for the guard first, and finding him organizing his battle gear, Brett offered him his sword and thanks again.
"If it were not for you, I would most likely be dead," Brett said.
The guard grunted. "If it had not been for my sword bursting into flames in your hands, you would be dead."
"I still wish to thank you and return your sword."
The guard eyed the sword, then met Brett's gaze. He shook his head. "The sword is yours."
"If you're afraid it's enchanted now—"
The man frowned. "I have another. Keep it." He eyed Brett's jeweled sword and daggers. "It has already aided you once. I must get ready." Then he bowed his head a little, turned, and stalked off.
Brett supposed it was not a bad idea to have another sword as back up. He went in search of Freya among the courtiers in the Great Hall, busily helping others to pack for battle.
When he didn't see her anywhere, he went to the cemetery. In her raven form, she was sitting on the headstone that was her mother's. He should have made the connection. Then again, how would he would have ever figured out she was one and the same as the raven and that the headstone had belonged to her mother.
"Freya—"
"Do not call me that," she squawked.
He realized then he still couldn’t know that she was the raven. "Raven, can you help me to get where we're going?"
She snorted.
"Okay, if you can't help me, I don't want you to go with me."
She stared at him for a moment, then began to prune her feathers as if he hadn't spoken to her.
He let out his breath in exasperation. "I'll return and—I'll do whatever I have to so that you won't have this affliction. I don't want you in the middle of a war."
She suddenly swung her head around. Before he realized someone was coming, she flew off.
"Talking to ravens again?" Zane strode into the cemetery dressed in pine green pants and a tunic that blended in with the foliage. "I had planned to go with the force that would arrive first, but the queen was concerned that you wouldn't stay with the supply train and will run away. Mainly, because you're afraid of having to best me in the next mage trial." He folded his arms across his chest. "I heard you couldn't extinguish the flames surrounding your sword." Then he smirked. "Play with fire…well, I'm sure you know the rest. The supply wagons are loaded. Did you need help in finding the way there?"
Then he noticed the sword in Brett's hand. He needed to pack it with his other things.
He had no intention of being embroiled in a fight with the mage apprentice, mostly because Brett assumed that if Zane used his magic to kill him, the queen would be satisfied. Brett wouldn't give Zane a reason for attempting to kill him.
Brett joined him and they walked to where ten supply wagons were being loaded with bags and crates of goods.
"That flying trick was different. Where did you learn to do that?" Zane asked.
Brett didn't have a clue.
"Only the early masters could do something like that. But neither your father nor your grandfather were one."
Maybe earlier on. Maybe a great grandfather?
"Must be a throwback of some sort," Zane said with a sneer.
If Brett had inherited the talent, he was grateful. Though he wondered why it had never manifested itself before. Maybe it couldn't when he was living among humans. Or maybe it had something to do with his grandfather's gifting him some abilities.
Zane glanced down at the sword Brett had belted at his waist and then at the sword in his grip and frowned. "Is that the guard's sword? So you did manage to put out the fire. Are you not returning the sword to him? You wear that dragon shifter's sword and the daggers already. Do not think to fight on her behalf just because she clothed you and gave you such treasures."
"The guard didn't want it back."
Zane laughed. "The guard is afraid you've enchanted the weapon and that at any moment, it will ignite into flames. I can see it, too. You try to call on the flames to surround the jeweled sword and the one the guard had begins to flame. So how did you do it?"
"You know, I don't want the position you are vying for," Brett said.
"You will never get it."
"If you're assured of that, why do you care if I leave here?"
"And let you fight alongside the dragon shifter against us? Not on your life. You won't best me in the mage trials, but even if by some miracle you did, the queen wouldn't allow you to become the royal mage. Not with your family's history of rebellion."
"So why not just kill me and get it over with?"
"Haven't you learned anything about us yet? The queen is using you for sport. And she wants to challenge me."
"But not too much or you might lose."
Zane rounded on him in anger. "You say this because the queen didn't allow you to conjure up your own beast. Can you?"
"She worried that I might summon something that would put you in your place."
"I don't believe you can. And she didn't either. She didn't want you to lose face among our people."
Brett didn't believe the queen was worried about him losing face. More likely that she believed he might conjure up something that would kill her favored mage apprentice.
Looking at the wagons, Zane shook his head. "I can't believe I have to travel in this way. Ride in the front wagon so that I can watch you."
Zane climbed onto the wagon behind Brett's. Brett joined a crusty old man who eyed him with suspicion. "You won't turn anything of mine into flames, will you?"
Brett smiled. He didn't think the man was serious. "It will take us two days to reach the rallying point. Can you handle the horses when I need a break?" the man asked.
"I traveled this way before. Remember?" Except that time Brett had been helping Ena to carry her treasure to the hawk fae kingdom at the time.
The man snorted. "I'm Landon, and I'll tell you now that most of us don't like mage ways. Especially when the mage don't really know what he's doing. Supply trains often get attacked. Just remember that when it happens. And remember which side to fight on."
Brett wouldn't fight for Prince Grotto. Not when the dragon fae put Ena and her shifter kind in jeopardy. He didn't want to see the dark fae or hawk fae killing the phantom fae either. Not when they were supposed to be his people. But he didn't know them. The only people who had showed him any kindness was the queen's advisor, Maracose, and Freya, who desperately needed his help. Well, the guard who hadn't wanted his sword returned. In truth, Brett really didn't want anyone to fight anyone. It was one thing when he had to fight beasts of prey or protect Ena and her staff from murdering thieves.
Ena and her people had shown him a real kindness and he would never harm any of them.
As the wagon bumped over the rutted road, he wondered though if Ena would even want to see him if she knew he was a phantom fae. That disheartened him. He desperately wanted to see her again and he planned to once he was a powerful mage, could convince Zane to undo the curse on Freya, and could fae travel.
They'd only journeyed half a day when they heard fighting, shouts, swords clashing and curses at the back of the wagon train. Fae dressed in leather armor fought with the soldiers protecting the wagons. Which fae they were that were attacking the phantom fae soldiers, he couldn't tell.
"Which fae are those?" Brett asked Landon.
"Don't care to know." Landon wouldn't even give them a backward glance.
Brett turned around as Landon drove his horses to continue on down the road. "Wait!" Brett said. "Aren't we going to help the others?" And then he knew that no matter what, if the phantom fae handling the supply wagons were attacked, and they were not the aggressors, he would protect them the best he could.
"Not my job. The queen's ruling was for those of us who could to keep going. To protect the supplies the best we can. The soldiers will fight the attackers. We have to keep moving forward."
"Sticking together provides a more unified force. United we stand, divided we fall. Haven't you ever heard that? No, guess you haven't. But you could learn from that." Brett turned to look back over his shoulder when he saw the wagon behind him pull to a stop as they were attacked. Zane was standing on the buckboard and cast a fireball at the fae attackers and the sky was suddenly darkened by dragons.
Omigod. Ena? Brett couldn't see her. What he saw was four of the dragon shifters who were courting her. They wouldn't want him to live any more than the queen of the phantom fae did. Not that he was courting Ena, but they didn't like it that she had taken him in and cared for him.
"If you want to fight them, be my guest. Just fly back there and do it. I'm not stopping for anything. You know you're one of us. Right?"
Reminding him where his loyalties belonged? "As if anyone has treated me like I belong." Unlike Ena and her people. Even though he was a fae killer, they had still taken him in, clothed and fed him, and worried about his welfare.
Landon snorted. "The queen wants you dead. Your family fought her and lost. No one wants to make friends with you and then get on her bad side."
"She has a good side?"
"Not where you're concerned."
Archers were shooting bolts at the dragons. The dragons retaliated, some breathing fire down on the abandoned wagons as the phantom fae vanished into the woods. The other dragons were shooting fire at the archers. The mage continued to use his fireballs against the dragons, but it didn't appear to faze them.
One of the dragons spied Landon driving off with his wagon. Brett knew the dragon shifter would blast them. "Stop the wagon and get off!" Brett yelled. "He'll kill us."
"He won't kill me." Landon dropped the reins and vanished.
Brett so wished he could do that, too. Not to flee in the face of danger, but so that he could use that to help him fight the fae who did have that ability. What good was he doing here anyway? He couldn't fight the mage, and he didn't believe fighting the phantom fae soldiers would earn him any Brownie points with the dragon shifters. He really felt like he was stuck between two enemies, and yet unless they tried to kill him, neither was his enemy. Even the mage apprentice had been doing what the queen ordered him to do or she would have terminated him, so he understood his dilemma. The situation with Freya was different. The mage had no business injuring her during the mage trials.
Brett grabbed for the reins slipping away at his feet and caught hold of them. He couldn't fae transport. He couldn't fight a dragon, using just a sword. He could free the horses so they'd be safe and leave the wagonload full of supplies to suffer its fate.
He glanced back at Zane, who was fighting a red dragon's fire with fire. All the other phantom fae had vanished, and the few on foot who had been attacking the dragons had disappeared, too. The dragons still poured fire onto the wagons. Before anyone flew after Brett, he drove the supply wagon away from the others, and around the bend in the road and stopped the horses. In a near panic, he hurried to free the horses.
Once he freed them and they ran off down the road, he jumped down from the wagon. He was about to dash for the cover of the woods, wishing again that he could fae transport when the dragon shifter Alton, who saw himself as Ena's only truly eligible dragon shifter fae suitor, turned away from burning up a wagon and flew after Brett. Hating to flee like a scared rabbit, Brett dove into the cover of the forest. The large-winged dragon couldn't spread its wings fully among the trees and it slowed his flight down, thank God.
But Alton was still making the attempt as much as he would love to eliminate Brett, he thought.
Then a raven flew at the dragon, flapping her wings in his face, right above his eyes, but not in front of his fire-breathing snout.
"Freya!" Brett couldn't believe she would attempt to save him, to give him time to find a safe place away from the dragon's wrath.
"Go!" she cawed, angry, probably more so because he wanted to fight a dragon to protect her when she was trying to give him time to hide from the dragon.
He wasn't a coward!
"To the left, up ahead, a small cave between the boulders and dipping into the ground," she cawed.
As if he wanted to leave her to attack the mighty dragon so he could save himself.
"Go!"
As much as he hated the notion that he couldn't protect her, he hated more that he could do nothing more than protect himself. He crashed through the prickly undergrowth to locate the cave, and then saw it. The cave was the size of a wolf's den, dark, except for the light emitted from the entryway. He scrambled to get inside, hoping nothing carnivorous was living in the small cave.
The raven's cawing stopped, and Brett prayed Freya was all right. The snapping of twigs as the noise grew closer warned Brett that the dragon was attempting to fly through the dense forest—a barrier to his progress.
Then something flew into the dark cave, startling Brett. Whatever it was landed on Brett's knee, then cawed at him. Freya.
"You are so stubborn," she said.
He couldn't believe she could fight a dragon and win the battle.
But then he recalled Maracose's words. If you believe in yourself…
He stroked her feathers with a gentle touch. "Thank you."
He wondered what had happened to Zane. He smelled burning, so he knew the dragons had burned up all the wagons in the supply train. He hoped they had let the horses go.
Then he heard an angry dragon roar as it flew into the forest and he recognized it at once. It was Ena!
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 
 
Ena had been busy fighting a phantom fae mage before she managed to destroy the wagon he was standing on. He barely escaped the fireball she sent his way and vanished. He'd tried fireballs on her, too, but a dragon's scales repelled fire. He must never have fought a dragon or he would have known better. They were tough enough to withstand ice, too. And hardy enough to repel regular arrows. Bolts were another story.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Alton fly after a human on foot who looked suspiciously like Brett. Her heart did a flip as she soared in that direction, fearful it was Brett and her suitor intended to kill him because he was angered that she had protected the human.
She called out a shrill roar that told Alton in no uncertain terms that he'd better not harm the human. That wasn't their business here. Destroy the supply wagons. That was all. The people managing them and protecting them had vanished. All but the human, Brett, who couldn't do such a thing. She still thought of him as hers—her prisoner, her servant, hers to protect. If he was to be punished for some punishable offense, she would mete out the punishment, no one else.
Ena was beyond furious with Alton. If he had any notion that she'd choose him for her mate, he had to realize that if he killed Brett, she was through with him. Brett was a defenseless human. He was a good fighter against the fae who fought using similar kinds of combat. But no way could he survive an encounter with a dragon who was out for his blood.
Alton had disappeared into the forest, and she wondered if he'd shifted into his fae form. His wings spread too wide to easily navigate a piney woods this densely treed. Though if he had transformed into the fae, he'd be at the disadvantage because she was certain Brett would be armed with the sword and daggers she had given him.
Not that she wanted Brett to injure Alton, should the dragon be defenseless, but she thought it served him right that Brett would have the upper hand for a change.
She was still flying through the forest, searching for Brett, her wing span not as wide as Alton's. Since he'd already cleared a ragged path through the trees, snapping off branches in places, she was making good progress when she heard a raven cawing in an annoying manner and the sound of grunts and groans and curses coming from two men.
"Freya! I've got this!" Brett shouted, sounding winded.
He was with a female phantom fae? She hadn't seen anyone but the human making a hasty retreat into the woods.
"Don’t tell me you can talk to a crow," Alton said, sounding just as breathless, but condescending also.
A crow?
If Alton and Brett were talking, they couldn't be killing each other. Ena hoped.
When she reached them, she found Alton had shifted into his fae form and Brett was fighting him, both using their bare fists. She couldn't believe it. How primitive. Were they nuts? She didn't think Alton had ever resorted to something like that, which was so far beneath a dragon shifter fae. Brett probably did this in his old high school all the time.
Alton had a split lip and dried blood on top of it. His right eye was swelling, red, and already turning colors. Even though Brett was huffing and puffing, his fists red from hitting Alton, he didn't have a mark on him anywhere that she could see.
She would have taken pity on Alton, except she knew he'd been out for blood when he'd taken off after Brett. And Brett had weapons, yet he did not use them on the unarmed dragon shifter.
In the shadows of the woods, Ena settled down on the pine needle covered forest floor to watch. She shifted into her fae form and noticed a raven eyeing her. Was it the same one that had been cawing? Had Brett befriended a bird? The human was remarkably well-adapted to changing situations and had been able to befriend her staff without even trying, despite his being a human who was a fae-killer.
The two men were faltering, stumbling, and staggering, barely able to stay on their feet. She folded her arms, annoyed with the both of them.
One more fist to the jaw, then Alton collapsed on his butt as if he couldn't take the punishing assault any further. Brett was trying to catch his breath, not gloating, just glowering. Then he offered his hand to Alton to help him up.
Alton hesitated to accept the truce, and she wanted to sock him. Be a man, she silently entreated.
To her relief, Alton took Brett's hand and the human pulled the fae to his feet.
"I'm not fighting you or your people. I'm not siding with Prince Grotto and his minions. I'm on Ena's side," Brett said, his chest puffed out.
She smiled a little at Brett's declaration, but she knew Alton wouldn't like it.
Sure enough, Alton stiffened. "You leave her out of this."
Ena realized the way she was blending in with the forest shadows, neither of the men had seen her yet. She was glad to hear that she still had Brett's loyalty. She cleared her throat, not wanting the men to get back into a fistfight again. Startled, the two men glanced in her direction, their eyes widening to see her standing there observing them.
"Ena." Brett looked as though he was on the verge of tearing across the forest floor to join her and…what? Give her a hug? He'd better not show that kind of affection toward her. She could just see Alton shifting and turning Brett into ash.
Though she shouldn't have, after meeting Brett, she'd often wondered what kissing a human would be like. Actually, not any human, but this disagreeable one. Would it be any different from her dragon fae kind? Probably not as wild as a dragon fae shifter's kiss.
"I will help you," Brett said, as if he were pledging his loyalty to her all over again. And then he added with a roguish smile. "Besides, I still owe you for these clothes. How will I ever pay you back?"
The raven glanced down at his clothes. Ena felt it was almost a joke between them now, though she was going to provide him free room and board and pay him some kind of an income so he had some spending money. She suspected he'd still offer to pay her back when she had planned to gift them to him in the first place.
"You cannot trust him." Alton brushed off the leaves clinging to his jeans and black T-shirt that featured a gray wolf baring his wicked teeth, his amber eyes narrowed, his nose crinkled up in a growl. Did Alton think that portrayed him? All growl and bite? He was the only fae she knew who loved to wear human clothes in the fae world, which got him some ribbing for it. "He only says that because he's afraid of two dragon shifters in the forest."
Considering his swollen eye and bruised face, she raised her brows at Alton. She imagined he had bruises elsewhere that his clothes hid. Had he even gotten one punch in on Brett? On the other hand, Brett didn't appear to be offering his services because he was cowering before the scary dragon shifters.
"He's had training," Alton said, as if he could read her very thoughts. "He probably beat the fae to a pulp who he planned to kill before he murdered them. And he probably bullied everyone in his human schools."
"I've taken up martial arts to protect myself from clowns like you." Brett folded his arms, looking very superior, for being a human in the fae world. "I never fought anyone who was itching for a fight. Like you."
His face a tight mask, his eyes narrowed at Brett, Alton looked like he was ready to shift into his dragon form and cook Brett's goose.
"I'm glad you're on our side," Ena said quickly to Brett. "Did they…they treat you well?"
The raven cawed as if she was answering Ena.
Brett was still dressed in some of the clothes she had purchased for him with her hard-earned gold. He was wearing one of the blue tunics and trousers that she had favored, his boots still brushed and clean as if he took good care of them. Which made her appreciate him for taking care of them so well. Either the phantom fae didn't give him clothes so that he would fit in with their own kind or they wanted him to look like he was one of the dragon fae, on the side of Prince Grotto and would be fighting against Ena's shifter kind, the dark fae, and hawk fae.
She wondered, too, if the only reason her suitors had decided to fight alongside of her was because they assumed Brett would be with the phantom fae and they wanted to terminate her interest in the human—permanently—if she had any notion of rescuing him. Or maybe, they were just being protective of her. How would it look if she went and got herself killed and none of them had made an effort to fly by her side?
"The queen and her mage apprentice want me dead. Otherwise, they give me food and shelter," Brett said.
Shocked, she stared at him, wondering why in the world the phantom fae had wanted him then. "Why would they want you dead?" She couldn't believe it. And she felt bad all over again for giving him up to them.
"Can we speak alone?"
"No," Alton said, when the question was not his to answer!
Ena wasn't afraid of Brett as far as speaking to him alone, but she also had nothing to hide from Alton. "Speak plainly and tell me what is going on. Why did they want you in payment for our safe passage?"
The raven fluttered her wings before Brett could respond and suddenly she transformed into a phantom fae. A beautiful phantom fae. Ena stared openmouthed at the creature. What the… Ena had never heard of a fae turning into another creature. Well, except for the dragon shifters. But a bird?
Ena was not the jealous type, and yet, she didn't like it that Brett knew the fae personally and had befriended her. A phantom fae. Her enemy.
"He is a mage apprentice, a phantom fae, just like his family before him. Only they were rebels and the queen had them eliminated. Now Brett joins us from the human world and she wants him dead, just like his family. Except she intends to use him for killing sport. He promised to aid me in removing the curse that the mage apprentice used on me to turn me into a raven for most of the day and night."
Ena's mouth gaped a bit again, then she switched her attention to Brett. He was a phantom fae? Not a human? "You are a phantom fae? Wait…a mage apprentice?"
She didn't trust either. And she just couldn't believe any of it.
"That's what my grandfather said before he died from the poison the queen had her people administer to him."
"I'm so sorry, Brett," Ena said. She wasn't sure how he'd feel about it since he had only just met him, but just Brett's slightly bowed shoulders and grim look seemed to say he felt bad about losing the only family he had known, even for such a brief time.
"And this is Freya," he said, then introduced Ena and Alton.
Ena wondered about the other mage apprentice. "The one shooting the fireballs at us was the mage apprentice who cursed you?" Ena asked the raven- cursed fae.
Freya bowed her head a little.
Ena noted Alton—her suitor!—was staring at the fae in stark wonderment. "What?" she snapped. He was supposed to want Ena's favor. Though she knew he had a wandering eye. Still, to do so in front of her? She couldn’t believe it!
"What?" Alton snapped back. He motioned to the raven-cursed fae. "She attacked me in her raven form. Me, a fire-breathing dragon. I just never imagined the crazy raven looked like her. I mean, that she was a phantom fae. That she wasn't just a bird."
Ena scowled at Alton. Looked like her? Not just a fae, but a beautiful fae with long, dark hair piled up on top of her head, whereas Ena always wore hers short, unlike most of the fae females. Freya had beautiful brown eyes that made her look innocent and sweet, not like some creature that would fight a fearsome dragon. And Alton definitely looked fearsome when he was after his prey.
"I have to help her," Brett said.
Breaking into her thoughts and the annoyance that Ena felt toward Alton, she whipped her head around and stared at Brett. Without wearing the clothes of the phantom fae, he didn't look like he was one of them. But that he was a mage? That could work in their favor, she supposed. Not that it made her happy. She kind of liked that he was a helpless human, a good fighter, and a friend, but… what was wrong with her? She should be glad for him that he wasn't just an ordinary human, stuck in the fae world. She wondered then about his other two friends, Mark Creston and Bryan Jessup also fae seers. Were they fae also? If so, what kind?
On the other hand, Brett seemed to be unable to transport in the fae way. So he was still rather helpless.
"You can…use mage powers?"
"He can surround a sword with flames." Freya sounded proud of him.
That irritated Ena. He was her prisoner and only she had the right to feel proud of him, as far as she was concerned.
"And he can fly, sort of," Freya said.
Brett didn't look happy about what the woman had revealed. Did he want to keep his abilities secret from Ena and Alton?
"Fly? Show me." Ena shoved her hands in her leather pockets.
"I kind of did it during the mage trials—not really knowing how I did it."
Was he telling her the truth? He appeared to be.
"And the flaming sword?"
"I'm not sure how to stop it from flaming once it's started," he admitted, looking a little embarrassed.
Now, Ena knew why he hadn't wanted to reveal his abilities. He hadn't learned how to use them. Which made him a handicap, not someone whose abilities could be counted on. He could actually be dangerous to himself and others. She groaned. She should have known. When it came to Brett…
"So you don't want to go back to them? And join their forces?" Ena asked, having to be sure where his loyalty truly was now that she knew he was a phantom fae.
Frowning, Brett looked exasperated with her. "They are my enemy. Or at least the queen and the mage are. But I can't kill the mage. If I did, Freya would forever be cursed. I have to convince him to turn Freya back into her human…well, fae form."
He still thought in human terms, making Ena see something of that earlier side of him.
"Maybe we can help Freya," Alton said.
"What?" Ena couldn't believe this. What was up with the dragon shifter? She couldn't believe Alton would offer to aid the phantom fae. They were as much his enemy as hers.
Alton shrugged. "If we help the girl, she would pledge her loyalty to us." He turned to Freya. "Am I right?"
She nodded.
Alton continued, "Since the human-turned phantom fae has her best interests at heart, he will continue to be her protector."
So was that the truth of the matter? That Alton believed Brett was totally taken by the phantom fae and that would be the end of Ena being interested in him? As if Ena was interested in Brett any more than calling him a friend because he had been so dedicated to her.
"And?" Ena asked.
Alton's faster fae healing abilities had made the bruises on his face fade and his eye wasn't nearly as swollen shut now. "If he possesses mage abilities, we can use him on our side. After that, they can go their own way. Sounds like a good deal to me."
Ena hadn't ever thought she'd hear Alton suggest such a thing, but she suspected he was trying for a bit of matchmaking between the fae turned raven and Brett. She still couldn't see him as a phantom fae. And she didn't like mages in general. They could be powerful and dangerous. But she could see her household staff taking him in just as they had before and treating him like one of the family still. She could also see Alton wanting to get rid of Ena's interest in Brett, not that she was going there, but Alton seemed to think so, while he was hoping Brett would agree to stay with Freya.
Freya shifted into a raven and cawed.
Brett turned to her and frowned. He said to Ena, "She can't hold her form for long."
"So we go after this mage?" Alton asked.
Ena didn't know why Alton was so eager to help the fae. She didn't think that his plan would cement a relationship between Brett and Freya. Brett seemed to want to help her, as was his nature, but he didn't seem overly interested in her, as in looking to be her lifemate.
"We have to locate the mage first. What is his name?" Ena asked.
"Zane," Brett said, his gaze focused on Ena.
She couldn't truly figure him out. He confused her. Maybe because he was raised as a human. Even Princess Alicia, who had been raised among them also, confounded her often. "Okay, so where do we find him? The last I saw of him, he was shooting an ineffective fireball at me and then he disappeared."
"He was supposed to keep track of me and not lose sight of me. I'm supposed to die at the magic trials and then he will take over as the new queen's mage. She will want him dead, I suspect, if she learns he has lost me. Or maybe not if he's the only other mage that she can possibly have at her beck and call."
"So we use you as bait." Alton sounded way too eager.
"I suspect he's close by," Brett said. Then he turned to Freya. "Can you find him? Without earning his wrath?"
"I'll go with her," Alton said. "I can fae travel with her and we can locate him. Then it will only be a matter of bringing him to you in fae chains."
"As long as he doesn't use some deadly magic on you," Brett said.
"Maybe we should all go." Ena didn't trust the mage's power and worried Zane might get the best of Alton. Or even that of the cursed fae.
"Let's all go," Brett said.
Ena had no choice but to take hold of Brett's hand and transport him. The raven was sitting on Alton's shoulder. Ena took hold of Alton's hand also, so they wouldn't lose each other while fae transporting. Then they left.
She got a bad feeling when they ended up in a phantom fae cemetery. What if the raven-cursed fae decided to turn the two dragon shifters over to her people in return for the queen ordering the mage to free her of the curse?
 
 



Chapter 6
 
When Brett and his friends arrived at the cemetery near the castle of the phantom fae, the blue-black sky was threatening to dump rain. Jagged bolts of lightning speared the ground and sheets of lightning lit up the dark clouds. Brett wondered why Freya would bring them this close to the royal castle. He didn't feel it was safe here for any of them here.
Then, cocky as could be, Zane strode through the archway into the cemetery, a wicked gleam in his eyes. Brett was certain he planned to use magic to take the dragon shifters hostage. Before Zane could do anything to any of them, Brett wished he could freeze him there. Like a Popsicle.
And it was done. One wizard, hand raised as if he intended to cast a spell, frozen in time and place.
Ena stared at the mage, then turned her attention to Brett. "You did that?" She didn't sound like she was in awe of his great wizardry skills, more like she was worried he had them. Maybe that he might not have any control over them. Which he had to admit, he didn't.
"I'll take him," Alton quickly said, as if he was just as wary of being here, surrounded by the dead of the phantom fae with the castle so nearby. Most likely some soldiers would still be there and eager to learn of the dragon shifters being here.
Sure enough, soldiers began to pour into the cemetery. Zane must have warned the soldiers of the dragon shifters arrival. So he hadn't really meant to use his great magic to capture all of them. The soldiers were armed with iron mesh fishnets.
Alton shifted into his dragon form and using his talons, he grabbed up the frozen mage. Instead of landing on Brett's shoulder, Freya settled on Alton's scaly back as he flew off.
As a fae, Ena grabbed Brett in a body hug and carried him away, vanishing. He had to admit he totally approved of the closeness they now shared. Until they ended up at the edge of No Man's Land and she let go of him on the ground, then shifted into her olive green dragon form. Before she could grab him in her wickedly sharp talons, he climbed onto her back. He wasn't sure if this was a good thing or not, but he felt more in control like this. Unless he fell off. Then he was doomed.
Holding onto her body with his arms and legs the best he could, he prayed he didn't fall off when she flew across the region he had meant to travel before. The rain suddenly came down in torrents, making it slippery to hold onto her. Huge sand worms erupted out of the soil, snapping jagged teeth at her. Then something strange in the woods existed beyond that, wraithlike creatures floating about. He couldn't imagine how hard it had been for Ena and her staff to make it across this region, driving wagonloads of treasures when her people weren't warrior-trained.
As soon as the wraiths saw the dragons, they flew at them in an attempt to seize Ena. Alton was already well out of site. Brett hated that he hadn't been here to aid her and her staff when they had encountered this treacherous region earlier. It also angered him that the phantom queen was the reason he couldn't do so and that her only purpose in having him join them was to give Zane target practice for his mage skills.
Beyond the woods, the land opened up into a lush green meadow, and what looked like a safe haven. Though looks could be deceiving. Ena continued to fly onward. In the distance, he saw the spires of a magnificent castle, flags waving proudly at the top of each of the five towers, hawks embroidered on the flags, proclaiming this was the royal castle of the hawk fae kingdom.
She flew to the east of it to a smaller castle separated from the larger one by a great forest. Then she settled down in the inner bailey where Alton was already standing in his fae form, eyeing them. Zane was still frozen solid beside him. And Freya, in her raven form, was sitting atop one of the walls of the courtyard.
Brett immediately slid off Ena's back. She shifted and gave him a look that could kill, which made him believe she didn't like him riding her.
"I need to consult Queen Ritasia and see if she will allow us to use the services of her mage. He is a full-fledged mage. Maybe he can get this one to do our bidding." Ena motioned to the frozen figure of the mage.
"Since he's fully-trained, he might be able to," Brett said. At least he was hopeful.
"Maybe he could teach you a thing or two." Ena turned to Alton. "Watch them. I'll be right back."
Then she vanished.
Alton glowered at Brett, who glowered right back at him. Brett was surprised to see the damage he had done to Alton's face fade so fast, courtesy of their fae genes.
Then to Brett's astonishment, Alton folded his arms and said, "Can you teach me how to fight with my fists like you do?"
Brett smiled. Could he ever.
***
As soon as Ena reached the royal castle doors, guards quickly opened them for her. "Lady Ena," one said.
She didn't think she'd ever get used to the fact that the dark fae queen had conferred on her the title of duchess for having saved her daughter-in-law. "Is Queen Ritasia here?"
"In the Great Hall."
"Thank you." She hurried off to the Great Hall where more hawk fae were preparing to go into battle, the first wave of soldiers having already left with the king. Ritasia was to follow, leading the second force. They were headed for the dragon fae castle, whereas Ena and her dragon shifters had been tasked to hit the supply wagons. They had also been accompanied by foot soldiers who had fought some of the phantom fae soldiers guarding the supply train.
As soon as she saw Ritasia, Ena realized that none of Ena's own staff had come out to greet her at her own castle, or to greet Brett, even. Which meant? They better not have left to follow her into battle after all! She would fire the lot of them.
"Queen Ritasia," Ena said, hurrying to catch her attention. "We have need of your mage's services. Can Elorian assist us?"
Ritasia's hair was nearly raven-colored. She was beautiful with skin as fair as Ena's. But like most fae women, her hair was long and pulled up in extravagant twists. "Aye, of course. What is he needed for? And why have you returned so quickly from your mission to destroy the phantom fae supply trains? Do you have good news or bad?"
"We found Brett and brought him home with us."
Ritasia smiled. "That is good news." Her smile faded. "And something is terribly wrong?"
Ena gave her an abbreviated version of what they had to do.
"Ah, Elorian is all yours. I'm so glad Brett's home."
"My lady," the blond-haired, blue-eyed mage said, suddenly appearing in the Great Hall next to her. "You wish some service of me?"
Ritasia nodded. "Go with Ena. She needs your help. Then let me know how it all turns out."
"Aye." Elorian bowed his head, then he and Ena went straight to her courtyard where she couldn't believe her eyes.
Brett and Alton were at it again, fighting with their fists. And Alton was getting the majority of the abuse, again! When he was finally looking more like himself.
"Enough!" Ena shouted, irritated to high heaven.
Both men swung around and grinned at her! Alton was already sporting a freshly swelling blackened eye, the other nearly back to normal.
"He is teaching me to fight." Alton sounded so excited she couldn't believe it.
"And he's still getting the best of you." Ena shook her head. She was not happy with him, or Brett.
"Practice makes perfect." Alton didn't seem in the least bit perturbed that it was taking him some time to catch onto this.
"Has anyone from my staff come out and greeted you?" Ena didn't have time for this. She wanted to deal with the curse, then get on their way. They had heard ten supply trains with supplies from the phantom fae kingdom were on their way to the dragon fae lands, and she and Alton needed to get back on the job. At least the other dragons must still be taking care of it.
"No. Did you want me to run in and check?" Brett asked.
"No. You need to see what Elorian can do about this." But she was totally ticked off at her staff. She knew they wouldn't be ignoring them. They had to be gone—going against her strict orders.
"What about my friends, Brian and Mark?" Brett asked.
"I'll run inside and see why no one is greeting you." Alton hurried inside before she said not to bother.
Elorian frowned at Zane. "Who froze him?"
"Brett did. The human. But now apparently he's a phantom fae and mage," Ena said.
"Apprentice," Brett corrected. "So is Zane, the frozen one."
Elorian considered Brett. "If you will unfreeze him, I'll silence him so he can't cast any spells, and freeze him to the spot, so he can't get away. But I can't do anything with him when he's frozen solid."
"All right." Brett wished that Zane would become flesh and blood again. When that didn't work, he wished him unfrozen. He hated the way everyone was watching him, waiting for him to do something, when nothing was working. He tried engulfing him in flames, just to thaw him out, but nothing happened. Then he thought if he could produce a raincloud and pour water on him… That didn't work either.
"Can we hose him down with water?" Brett asked. Water thawed out meat, after all.
Elorian tried to hide a smile. "No. You've cast a magical spell. A magical spell will have to undo it, not something of a natural occurrence. Such as we can't set him over a fire."
"Ohmigod, no. We'd cook him," Ena said.
Alton stalked back outside. "No one's in the keep. They might all be out doing shopping, or something."
"Or they went to the dragon fae kingdom to lend a hand to our cause." Which was more likely. Ena glanced at Brett. "Do something!"
"I'm trying."
Still not believing the human had suddenly become a mage, Ena frowned at Brett. "Okay. Alton and I have a mission to do. You stay here with Elorian and work on Zane so you can remove the raven's curse. Then after you take care of this, you can join us or stay here and wait for me."
"I'll join you. I work for you."
She took a deep breath, wishing he'd stay here since he didn’t seem to have a lot of control over his mage abilities. "All right." She said to Elorian, "Teach him something useful, will you?"
Elorian shook his head. "It is like housebreaking a puppy. There are bound to be lots of accidents. And lots of cleanups."
Frustrated beyond measure with the whole situation—her missing staff, an out-of-control mage, a frozen mage, and a cursed phantom fae turned raven, Ena couldn't believe the mess they were in. She shifted into her dragon form and flew off.
Alton laughed at Brett. "At least my mistakes with learning how to use fists in a fight won't ever be as disastrous as your casting spells could prove to be." Alton transformed into the dragon and flew off after Ena.
Brett watched the two of them soaring on the wind, wishing he was a dragon flying high over the grassy meadow.
And then…he was sitting in the courtyard, wearing scales of golden armor from the top of his head to the tip of his scaly tail whipping about as Elorian as Freya looked on in shock, his mouth and her beak agape.
 



Chapter 7
 
Having to hurry after Ena, Brett roared at Freya, meaning to convey to her to stay there just in case Elorian could come up with a spell to unfreeze Zane and force him to remove the curse on Freya.
Either Freya understood dragon—he wasn't certain he was even speaking in a way that dragons could understand him—she understood what he was trying to express, or she wasn't moving from there, with the hope that she could be changed when he returned.
In any event, she cawed at him, saying, "Go, do what you must." But she didn't sound happy about it. Was she afraid he'd be injured or killed? Or just annoyed that he said he'd help her and then fly away. But he had every intention of coming back to help with her condition, after he made sure Ena didn't get herself killed.
He bowed his head a little to Freya in acknowledgement and roared, "Stay safe and I'll return," then flew off.
Now this was flying. As a human, he just moved as if the wind picked him up and carried him. But this was real flying, with powerful leathery wings to flap, and then he soared along the top of shifting air currents. Thankfully, he wasn't afraid of heights and he loved flying ever higher, and then diving down, getting the feel of how he had to angle his wings or body to go in the direction he wanted.
Just to practice, he opened his long dragon snout and summoned up the urge to blow out a long steady stream of fire. Glorious orange and yellow flames stretched out in front of him, heating the air, a curl of smoke rising from it. He shut his mouth, stopping the flame, and was surprised at how easy it was to do. But would he use up his fire? How much did a dragon have? Unlimited amounts? Or was it like a snake that had to manufacture more venom when it used some of it up?
Worse, would he suddenly turn human in the middle of flying so high above? He descended to a safer height. Not that if he fell from the sky even this high up as a human, he wouldn't kill himself, but at least he might be able to get closer to the ground or a tree or something and make it the rest of the way down. But only if there was some warning to let him know he was turning back into his human form though.
He couldn't see either Ena or Alton at first, but as a dragon, his sense of smell was heightened. He sniffed the air for their scents, then grinned. He could smell them on the currents. He flapped his wings, then soared, and flapped them again. Oh, wow, he loved being a dragon.
Though he shouldn't have wanted this to make a difference between them, a small niggling in his mind told him just the opposite. He desperately wanted Ena to see him in a good way. He knew it was crazy. She was a dragon shifter fae. He was a phantom fae mage who just happened to turn himself into a dragon by some means still unknown to him. Still, he wished she would see him more than just the human prisoner still. A troublemaker that could do nothing but cause more trouble for her.
***
Ena couldn't believe Brett was one of the phantom fae. She had wondered if that had something to do with them wanting him in payment for their safe passage though the phantom fae territory. But to have him killed because of his family's heritage? She would have him stay with her—as long as he didn't cast spells on her staff, more than he had already. And what of them? They better not have returned to the dragon fae kingdom in an attempt to help her fight the war.
They weren't trained for such a thing and she didn't want them harmed. Besides, she was a fierce dragon shifter and her word was law!
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw what looked like a dragon flying in her and Alton's direction.
The sunlight reflected off his scales, a shimmering gold, making him appear regal and showy. She turned and flapped her wings in a stationary pattern, watching as the unknown dragon grew closer. Who was he? Or she? He was big, like Alton, so the dragon had to be a male.
Alton rejoined her, his tail whipping around in agitation, his dark brown eyes narrowed. He was ready to rip into the dragon if he got near them.
She growled low, telling Alton to keep his cool. Unless the dragon attacked, they would treat him as friend, not foe.
The dragon approaching them grinned. Dragons had a different way in which they used their facial muscles to show expressions just like the fae did. One way would be a baring of teeth in a menacing aggressive manner. In this moment, the golden dragon was smiling broadly. his beautiful, captivating blue eyes made her think of Brett.
But it couldn't be.
And yet, he had mage powers now. Kind of. What a disaster if it was him. She could just see him in the middle of helping them to destroy a supply train and he would lose his ability to be a dragon and plummeted to his death. Or she risked life and limb to rescue him before he impacted with the ground.
"Brett?" she roared.
Alton smiled, albeit a little wickedly. "If it is Brett, he will get himself killed," he roared. Then he flew off in the direction of the road that would lead them into the dragon fae kingdom.
Alton sounded suspiciously like that would please him to no end.
She shook her head. Each dragon color had a different meaning, and for gold, it meant wealth, wisdom, kindness, and courage. Except for carrying her jeweled weapons, Brett possessed no wealth. As to wisdom, using a spell like that to make himself into a dragon and fly after her was downright foolish. Kindness, he did have a kind heart and definitely the courage to face challenges head on.
She let out her dragon breath in a huff, and a curl of smoke rose from her nostrils, then she flew off after Alton. What would be, would be and they'd have to deal with the consequences no matter how bad they ended up being.
***
Brett knew Ena didn't trust in his instincts, but he had this locked down. He could do this. While he was a dragon, he couldn't undo the ice spell on Zane. Well, even when Brett wasn't a dragon, he couldn't undo the ice spell. In the meantime, he wanted desperately to help Ena and watch over her.
While he did that, Elorian would look in his spell books to see if he could find a way to teach Brett how to undo what he had done. Besides, he hated to think Ena would be out there alone, sure, with Alton, but Brett was certain he could protect her flank better while Alton was busy destroying wagons. And not watching over her.
Not that Ena would feel the same way. Brett halfway expected her to be annoyed with him for following them into battle.
But no matter what, he was doing this.
When he saw them, he was worried the way that Ena turned to observe him that she wouldn't know it was him. Then Alton wheeled around and joined her, as if protecting her. They must have known he wasn't anyone that would give them any trouble when they turned again and headed for the main trail going through the woods.
The two of them got way ahead of Brett, knowing just how to fly on the currents to add to their speed. He was having a time getting it right. He could fly, but he didn't have the maneuverability or speed that they did. Most likely because they knew just how to use the air currents to their advantage. Unlike with him—it was hit and miss and he got it wrong more than right.
Shouts warned him Ena and Alton were in the midst of a battle ahead on a trail winding through the forest. Blasts and explosions sounded, and then the whirring of bolts shot into the air.
"Hit their wings!" someone shouted.
Brett's heart thrummed furiously and he worried he wouldn't be able to protect Ena in time. Brett shot forward again, listening to the shouts and the sound of panic, saw curls of smoke, and heard the burning of wood as it crackled and popped. Then he saw Ena going after an archer while Alton burned a wagon. But another archer was now aiming at Ena from one of the trees behind her.
She couldn't see him since she was so focused on the archer running from her now. He was baiting her for the other archer, or he would have just vanished.
Brett didn't want to kill the phantom fae archer so he blew fire in front of him. Startled, the archer whipped around and saw Brett.
The man gaped at him, and then he instantly vanished.
Brett flew after Ena, who had lost her prey and was flapping in place, staring at him. He was afraid she was angry with him for not incinerating the phantom fae who could have shot her. "It's just me, Brett," he roared, still unsure if he had dragon speak down right, and he realized she probably wouldn't be certain it was him either.
She made a wide berth around Brett as if she wasn't too sure of him, and then headed toward the wagon train again. Because she didn't confront him, she must have thought he was safe enough, and she had to get back to Alton and her business here.
Brett flew after her, realizing the new problem he faced. He really couldn't outright kill the phantom fae, not unless one of them was trying to kill him. It wasn't the same as killing monstrous creatures or anyone who attempted to murder them. Well, in this case, the archers were doing their best at it. But this time, he knew them. Not by name, but he'd seen them at archery practice and saw them eating in the Great Hall. He just couldn't kill them when they were protecting their supply wagons.
Brett figured Ena wouldn't be happy with him at all.
He realized more and more how important that was to him. That he wanted to impress her in every manner possible. That she saw him in a good way. He didn't even care if she still saw him as her prisoner. He wanted her to notice him. But not in a bad way.
When they reached the wagons, they were all in flames. Brett instinctively flew down to free the horses from the burning wagons. Alton was staring at him as if he'd never seen a dragon before. Neither dragon shifter helped him. While struggling to free the horses from the closest wagon, the fae all gone, he noticed Ena and Alton were keeping an eye out for archers.
But they missed one of them. A sneaky archer was hiding in a tree. Even Brett hadn't seen him until it was too late to stop him. Hammer was a crusty old phantom fae archer, who still got out and practiced with the younger ones and gave them training tips. His gray beard was braided, and some of his long, shaggy hair was also. He had gray eyes to match and they were narrowed on Brett as he pulled back the bowstring. Brett was close enough to hear the vibration of the bow as it stretched, whereas Alton and Ena were not.
Didn't Hammer realize that Brett was freeing the horses, so the phantom fae could use them again? He was saving their lives?
At first, Hammer had his crossbow aimed at Brett, while Brett turned away from him and continued to bite through the ropes holding the horses, too concerned about them. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Hammer twist around and aim at Ena. Brett flamed the tree the man was in, far enough below him to make him vanish. Brett didn't want to incinerate Hammer. But he couldn't allow him to hurt Ena.
The tree exploded in flames beneath the fae.
But Hammer had loosed two bolts at Ena anyway, then vanished. Brett shot into the air to stop the deadly bolts. He could do nothing else at this point.
He didn't know his own speed. Instead of intercepting them with his snout, as he thought to dive at them and grab them like he was a big dog fetching sticks, he got way ahead of them instead.
He knew his mistake before they even broke through his protective scales and penetrated his flesh and two stabs of excruciating pain shot through him.
 
 



Chapter 8
 
The golden dragon couldn't be a dragon shifter, Ena told herself as the archer vanished before she could turn him into toast. She and Alton flew toward the ground to see to the downed dragon, two deadly bolts wedged into his side, blood trickling out, staining his beautiful, glistening, golden scales a bright red. He had spoken to her when he was protecting her from an unseen archer, but in an ancient language she didn't understand.
And then he had been tender-heartedly releasing the horses, though she knew the fire would have set them free and none would have been injured.
But for him to have put himself in mortal danger by flying in front of the bolts meant for her? Why would he have risked his life for a dragon shifter he didn't even know?
He hadn't killed the archer either, but missed him when he flamed the tree, as if he had been trying to avoid hitting the man, only wanting to scare him into leaving. What was wrong with him?
Tears filled her eyes. He saved her life and now was on death's door.
The dragon wasn't old. His ridged spine hadn't peaked yet like that of very old dragons. He was muscled and large like Alton, but he still looked to be no more than their age. So she didn't believe he had made a mistake in missing the archer due to an advanced age.
Who was he? She'd never seen him before. He wasn't one of the dragon shifters who were members of the dragon fae kingdom. She felt terrible for him as she and Alton checked him over and heard his heart beating, but way too slow. She moved around to take hold of his legs. Looking back, she saw Alton watching her, then he positioned himself to take hold of the golden dragon's hind legs. She gently wrapped her claws around his forelegs and led the way, while Alton held onto the wounded dragon's back legs, and they flew him to the hawk fae kingdom.
Twice, the golden dragon had attempted to protect her, well, hadn't just tried but had done so. She prayed the hawk fae healers could heal him, and that he wouldn't die. She'd never seen a dragon so badly injured who had survived.
His heart was beating so slowly, she was afraid they were losing him as his blood dripped over the sands of No Man's Land on the way back to the hawk fae kingdom. The sandworms were amassed and frantic to reach them, the blood putting them in a state of frenzy, like blood dripped into ocean water drew sharks.
They stayed high above as the sandworms arched up to snap at them, but couldn't reach them. The wraiths weren't fast enough to follow them either.
When they finally reached her castle, she and Alton landed with the wounded dragon in the inner bailey. She saw the frozen mage apprentice, and Freya, in raven form, sitting nearby as if she was guarding the man, but no sign of Brett or Elorian. She and Alton shifted.
Freya immediately cawed and landed next to the golden dragon and turned into her fae form. "Brett!" Her eyes filled with tears.
"What?" Ena said, so shocked she forgot to run for a healer. If her staff was here, which they were supposed to be, she would have sent one of them. She looked at the dragon, but no way could he be Brett. And yet, he had always been that way with her, taking care of her and her staff, not worrying about his own health or welfare, despite being human, or at least so she had thought.
Even though he had faster healing properties with being a fae, they could still die from blood loss or any number of other calamities.
"That truly is Brett, the human turned phantom fae turned mage?" Alton asked, staring at him also. "He saved your life, even if it was an idiot way to do it."
"I'll get a healer." Ena vanished and reappeared in the Great Hall. She saw a servant and called out to him, "I need a healer at once!"
"I will get one."
"He is in dragon form and two bolts have struck his body. He's lost a lot of blood and we have to remove the bolts."
The man's face lost all its color. "Yes, aye, right away." He hurried off.
Ena returned to her castle and found bandages to at least stop the bleeding. When she reached the bailey, Alton had removed his shirt and placed it underneath Brett's boney golden head. She was shocked that he would do something so kind for Brett, and she appreciated it more than he would ever know.
She moved to wrap the bandages around the one bolt to stem the bleeding while Freya took the other bandages and copied what she was doing.
Ena prayed to every god and goddess that Brett would pull through as a dozen or so of the hawk fae hurried to gather—some with tools to extract the bolts, others with medicines and bandages, needles and thread, and some with chains.
She knew what they were for, but she didn't want to see Brett chained like some crazed animal.
"For his protection," a man said.
"And ours," another said.
The pain could be excruciating, she realized, and Brett could lash out in agony, not realizing he was doing so. She nodded. "What can I do?"
"You must know him," a man said.
"I do." But not the way he probably thought. Not as a shifter like she was. Had Brett used his mage abilities to shift? He had to have. What other abilities did he have?
"Then speak with him. Comfort him," the man said.
Elorian hurried to join them. "This is utterly remarkable. Not the wounds though." He was frowning with worry.
"I didn't know mages could turn into dragons." Ena sat next to Brett's head on the grassy ground, then moved his head onto her lap. She ran her hand over his scaly skin to comfort him, though he seemed dead to the world, his breathing shallow, his eyes shut tight. It didn't look good.
"We can't," Elorian said.
Ena frowned at him. "Well obviously some of you can."
"Let me put it this way, if some can, that's a new one on me. I would be surprised, though given his injuries, I wouldn't think he could hold his mage-conjured dragon form. I would think he'd turn back into a fae."
"Are the mages who are different fae have different abilities maybe?"
"Some, yes. But as I've said, I've never heard of a mage having the ability to shapeshift into other creatures."
"I'm afraid we can't do anything for him," a healer said. "We are sorry."
'"What?" Ena couldn't believe what she was hearing. They had to make this right. The healers had to fix Brett.
"We don't have the tools to dig out the bolts without causing further damage to the muscles, tissues, and nerves surrounding the injuries. Certainly not as weak as he is. He's lost a lot of blood and will lose a great deal more if we were to manage to pull the bolts out. We fear we'll kill him when we try to save him."
Ena looked at Alton, her heart beating as her mind swirled with turmoil. She wasn't leaving Brett to perish like this without trying something.
"We could take him to the dragon fae kingdom. They have a healer there who might be able to remove the bolts. She has worked on our kind before," Alton said.
Carrying him there meant Brett would lose more blood.
"We face being incarcerated or killed by Prince Grotto's men—which would include them killing Brett," Ena said, still holding Brett's head on her lap and caressing him.
"So what other alternative is there? Letting him die isn't an option."
She couldn't believe Alton's change of heart concerning Brett. That he would risk his own life to take him back to their kingdom in the middle of a war? "Unless we take him to the human world."
"Are you serious? They don't have dragons in their world."
"They would give him blood," she said, "if he would shift."
"He's fae like us."
"Their blood works fine on us. Any type." Ena looked at how pale Brett was. "I don't know, Alton."
"I think you already do. We need the healer who healed me before. She will be discreet. We just have to find a way to sneak him there."
Alton was right, but she was certain Prince Grotto would know this, too. "They will be watching her, I would think, just in case one of us is wounded and goes to see her."
"Then we'll have to create a diversion."
"I'll be a diversion," Freya said.
Ena had forgotten the phantom fae raven girl was still there.
Freya shrugged. "I will be a raven always if Brett doesn't help me. If he dies, then where will I be? I'm supposed to be helping Prince Grotto and his minions. So no one will suspect that I am not on their side."
"All right. We must move him at once," Ena said.
"I will continue to learn a way to unfreeze Zane, but then if Freya is gone…," Elorian said.
"Just hold him until we return," Ena said.
"Will you need our help?" one of the burly men asked.
"No. The fewer who go, the less likely we'll get caught. It's bad enough that dragons are so noticeable. Maybe he will turn back into his fae form before that and it will be easier to move him." Or not. She could just see how disastrous this could be.
"I will help to carry him while you fly ahead and make sure the way is clear," her brother said, startling and shocking her. She turned to see him looking over her shoulder. How long had he been there?
Halloran hadn't wanted to fight the dragon fae because they were relations of a sort. So he had stayed behind even when her suitors had gone ahead and joined in on the fight. Some of it was to protect her. Some of it was just because men liked to fight, she suspected.
She was glad he wanted to help. But like with Alton's offer, she was just as surprised to hear her brother's proposal.
She didn't want to seem ungrateful, but she wasn't entirely sure she trusted his motives.
"One of the hawk fae came and told me that the human turned fae saved your life. I will help return the favor. Do we have a deal? You fly ahead and I'll help Alton carry him?"
"Yes." She stood and gave her brother a heartfelt hug. They hadn't been this close to each other in years.
He glanced at Alton, and she was afraid he was drawing some conclusion about her relief that he would help, more so than that she didn't want to see Brett die.
"Are you ready?"
"When you are."
"Let's go." In the beginning, Ena flew with them,
only this time they were traveling away from the roads and the supply trains. By the time they reached the phantom fae lands, she flew in the lead, watching for signs of archers anywhere in the woods.
She wasn't certain what shape her castle would be in, whether or not Prince Grotto's men would have destroyed her things, or if he might have taken it over and given it to someone loyal to him. Which she suspected was probably the case. At least if she had been in his shoes, that's what she would have done. No sense in ruining a perfectly good castle and fortifications.
Soaring overhead, she cast worried glances back at her brother, Alton, and Brett. She was glad her brother had offered to help. She would never have managed to carry Brett all that much further.
The worst part was they had to stop and rest. They couldn't fae transport such a long distance without having to stop for some hours to recuperate. The only good thing was that Brett was still breathing, his heart still beating, and the wounds seemed to have stopped bleeding. Maybe his fae healing ability was starting to help heal him, yet it couldn't finish the job with the two bolts in his side. Then again, the bolts would help to keep the blood from pouring out even faster.
She felt sick with the notion he could still very well die.
She and her brother and Alton landed in the forest, still in the phantom fae territory and couldn't even light a fire for warmth for fear they'd alert the phantom fae of their whereabouts. Not that they particularly needed warmth when their scaly hides protected them from heat and cold. But she thought it would give her solace, and maybe Brett, if he stirred from the sleep of the dead. She suspected he was unconscious so his body could attempt to heal. When she was injured, though never as badly as this, she needed the sleep.
She hadn't seen Freya in forever, just a glimpse of a raven nearby once or twice, and Ena assumed it had to be her because most birds thought of dragons as big birds of prey. Though normally, neither she nor her brethren hunted birds when they were dragons.
Her brother shifted and reassured her, "He is still alive."
But for how long? Ena wanted to do something, anything to get help for him now, not later. Not when it might not make any difference. She looked about for Freya, but still didn't see any sign of her.
Alton had stayed in his dragon form and was curled up between pine trees to sleep, his wings wrapped around himself like a cocoon.
"Thank you for helping us." Ena wanted to tell Halloran to sleep while she stood guard because he and Alton had to carry Brett so far. And they had a long day ahead of them tomorrow, too.
"I'm not sure why Alton is helping you to save this—"
"Brett," she said. She didn't mean to sound so irritated, but her brother rarely, if ever, called Brett by his name.
Her brother smiled a little, then he grew serious. "I want to know how he changed into a dragon."
"I don't know. Neither of us do. We didn't even know that's who he was when he rescued me—twice." She wasn't certain her brother knew that Brett had saved her from an archer earlier, and hadn't managed to get himself shot that time. But she wanted her brother to know how much he had risked his life both times.
"Okay, but I still want to know how he managed to shift. By magic?"
"What other way would there be?" she asked, annoyed. "He's a phantom fae!"
"He's an enigma."
Brett was that. Ever since she had found him holding Princess Alicia hostage, intending to kill her, Ena had been torn between terminating him, for the sake of all fae, or agreeing with the princess that he might be one of the fae, and not just a human fae-seer.
After all that he had done for Ena, she couldn't see him in the same way any longer. He was a true friend…and if she was being honest with herself, more. She was certain he didn’t see her as simply a friend, either.
"I don't want to see you get mixed up with this mage."
She opened her mouth to tell Halloran to mind his own business, but when Alton stirred, she said nothing. She would do what she felt right in her heart to do. Her parents had long ago died, persecuted because they were dragon shifters and the ruling dragon fae feared their power. The dragon shifters had tried to keep their bloodlines pure, so that they would continue to exist and not die off like in the human world, though they hadn’t been shifters. Just pure dragons. But look what had happened there? The humans didn't even believe dragons had ever existed. They thought they were just myths and legends.
She had always felt the same about keeping their bloodlines pure, until Brett had turned her world inside out with his strange ways.
"Sleep," she finally told her brother, who, she was sure, was waiting for her to agree or disagree with his comment. But she wasn't going to discuss it with him. She would do what her mind and heart told her.
He raised a brow at her, questioning her tone with him—commanding him to do anything. She was his younger sister, and if anyone commanded anyone, it was he who told her what to do. She tilted her chin up. "You've done the bulk of the work today and will again tomorrow. Get your rest and I'll pull guard duty."
She leaned over to stroke Brett's bony forehead, hoping the soothing contact would make him know someone was there for him, reaching out, trying to connect.
Halloran shook his head at her, shifted into his dragon form, and curled up nearby.
She glanced at Alton, and suspected he had been listening in on the conversation. She was glad she had bitten her tongue and not said anything to Halloran about Brett.
A woman's soft voice spoke nearby. Ena whipped around, sword unsheathed, but she found only Freya. "I thought you were staying behind in case Elorian could undo the freeze spell on Zane and force him to recant the curse he put on you."
"He said he couldn't. That Brett has to do it. Elorian hoped there was some loophole that would allow him to unfreeze enough of the mage apprentice to make him comply with his wishes. But since he couldn't, I wanted to be with Brett."
"Where have you been all this time then?" Ena hadn't meant to sound so accusatory, but she had worried that since Freya was a phantom fae, she might tell others of her kind where they were taking Brett. Maybe with the notion her people could save him when they were closer to the phantom fae queen's castle than to Ena's.
"I have been watching for my people's movement, much more unobtrusive than if I were a large dragon flying overhead. Ravens are abundant. No one knows me from any other." Freya shrugged, then drew close. "How is he?"
"Breathing still. His heartbeat is too weak for my liking."
"I know of a healer nearby. She might be able to take care of him."
"Why didn't you say anything sooner?" Ena suspected the healer would want payment and they may not like the bargain.
"She will not like that she is going against our own people's wishes. She will believe Brett has turned and is working for your side. Maybe even that I have."
"So then she wouldn't aid us."
"I think she still would aid me. I've done a lot for her in the past. Kept her company, too. I think if I ask, she'll do it. She wished the curse on me to be withdrawn. When she learns Brett may be able to help me, she might agree. But, she will probably wish something from you in return."
"But the hawk fae healers couldn't do anything for him."
"He is a phantom fae. She might try to save him for that reason alone. You have nothing to lose. It is not far."
Ena thought Freya was being sincere about the healer wanting to help her, but she still didn't trust that the woman wouldn't turn on Ena and the other dragon shifters.
Still, they could fight a battle. If it meant saving Brett, they had to give it a try.
She glanced at her sleeping brother and Alton, but they weren't sleeping at all. Both were sitting up, Halloran as a fae, and Alton still in his dragon form, waiting for her to decide, she thought.
"What do you think?" she asked them.
"We're with you, whichever way you want to go," Halloran said.
Alton nodded in agreement.
"Let's go then."
Halloran shifted and he and Alton lifted Brett, who groaned slightly.
Ena's heart went out to him. Freya looked just as concerned. "I'll show you the way." She transformed into the raven and flew toward the dragon fae border. Ena shifted and flew after her. Halloran and Alton followed behind them.
In the fading light, they found a small clearing around a thatch-roof cottage, a pine fence surrounding it and a well-tended herb and flower garden next to the side of the building.
"What have we here?" a beautiful young woman asked, coming out of her cottage, not looking like the kind of healers Ena was used to seeing—gray-haired, wrinkled, and ancient.
Freya shifted and stood before her. She motioned to Brett. "He is one of us."
The woman shook her head. "No, he is not. But he is the one?"
"Yes. He promised to make Zane remove the curse. What do you mean that he is not one of us? Of course he is. He…" Freya abruptly quit speaking. "I don't understand."
Neither did Ena, but she didn't care as long as the healer could see to it that Brett lived.
"We must put two tables together so that when we pound the bolts through his body, they will exit freely on the other side."
"What?" Ena said. The woman had to be mad.
"The arrowheads are loosely attached to the rods. They're designed to break away and make it more difficult to extract. If we attempt to pull the bolts out, the arrowheads will remain inside. Even we cannot heal with metal such as that inside us. You know how it is. Archers rest the bolts in the dirt before they fire them, and so the young man will have dirt inside his wounds also. I have herb poultices that will fight any bacteria, but the arrowheads must come out. The way they are shaped, we can't pull them the way they went in. We would have to cut more tissue and through tendons and muscle to extract them. If you have already had a healer see to him, which I can see you have as she packed the wounds with herbs, she knew how difficult this would be. And how risky to the injured young man."
"But he will have more damage to tissue and such as we push the bolts through," Ena said.
"He will die if we do not try."
"All right." Even though Ena had hesitated to agree, her brother and Alton had already set Brett down, shifted, and were moving tables close together, but with a gap so that the bolts would have no blockage as they pushed them through.
Then they lifted Brett on top of the two tables.
"Now, as much as I know this will hurt him, it has to be done. The two of you men will pound the bolts through. I will prepare the herbs medicine, and my needles and thread. I will require more light as the sun fades. So Freya and you must fill all the lamps with oil and light them. When we are done, I'll have one of you offer him something to drink that will help ease his pain."
"He is so still," Ena said, moving to fill the lamps with oil as Freya was doing.
"He is in a catatonic state from the pain. Maybe he called on mage skills to counter the pain. No matter what, if he doesn't stay still, it could be worse than it already is for him, and for us," the healer said.
"All right. Do you have chains?" Ena asked.
"No use for them. But I have vines clinging to the trees out back that are as strong as ten men. Freya can take you to get them. In the meantime, I'll apply some of this medication to his wounds."
"And his blood loss?"
"Only our healing genetics can take care of that. Which may take some time even at that."
Ena didn't like the sound of that. "All right. Let's go, Freya." Ena prayed again that they could save Brett's life and hoped he would want to stay with her after all this was through. Though she loved the hawk fae's generosity, she wanted to go home to the dragon fae kingdom. If they could rid themselves of Prince Grotto, and Princess Alicia took over, maybe they would be able to return home to their own castles.
But first, they needed to save Brett's life.
 
 



Chapter 9
 
The healer was right in thinking Brett had used some kind of mage ability to numb the pain. Maybe some of it was from the severed nerves, the adrenaline rushing through his blood, and the shock of it all. Except for some discomfort, he didn't feel anything but a throbbing ache.
He wished he could have knocked himself out completely. He didn't like the idea that they would have to hammer the bolts clear through him. He was afraid all the magic in the world wouldn't make that much pain go away. But he didn't understand the healer's claim that he wasn't one of them. Why? Because he was a mage? Because he had turned into a dragon?
He couldn't believe Halloran had come to help take him to a healer. Nor that Alton would either. Not after he pummeled him good with his fists. Yet even then, the fight seemed to make Alton see him in a different light. More like he wasn't just a weakling human.
He thought Alton and Ena's brother would not like it that he had turned into a dragon like one of them though. Most of all, what helped him to ignore the pain was concentrating on how Ena had been caressing his head. Even though a dragon was all scales and impervious to heat and cold, to fire and ice, to so much more, he could still feel the tickling warmth of her hand on his head, the way she was so tender with her touch. He had wanted to open his eyes, smile at her for her thoughtfulness, something, but he hadn't been able to manage anything but breathing in and out, the effort taking the greatest of strength beyond keeping himself from feeling the pain.
He was surprised to hear Freya was also at the healer's cottage when he had hoped Elorian would unfreeze Zane and then force him to recant the curse he'd bestowed upon her.
When they began to tie Brett down with vines, he didn't like the confinement one bit and started to move.
"No, Brett, stay still!" Ena called out, and put her hand on his nose.
Instantly, he quieted. Not because he wanted to for anyone other than Ena. He wanted to please her. Had always wanted to please her for the way that she had saved his life. He would be indebted to her always.
"He is aware," the healer said, even though his breath was ragged, and he still couldn't open his eyes. Even though he wished to, just to see Ena and to let her know he had every intention of coming out of this ordeal alive.
"He'll feel the pain," Ena said, worried.
"Keep comforting him. You have helped to calm him," the healer said.
Then she must have motioned to the men because without another word, they began to pound on the bolts. Both of them at the same time! Why couldn't they do one and then let him rest up for the other. He roared in pain and Ena wrapped her arms around his neck, her face against his, her tears dripping onto his cheek. He stilled then, as much as he could, gritted back the pain, tried another spell to numb the agony.
"Almost through," Halloran sounded triumphant, but then there was a crack, and a pause. He swore under his breath.
He'd cracked one of Brett's ribs, but he hadn't broken it clean through. He must have angled the bolt and hammered again, missing the rib.
Brett didn't remember anything after that. He was shrouded in pain and clouds, of floating faces and the smell of antiseptics. Like he was in a hospital room.
He attempted to open his eyes. He couldn't be back home in a human hospital bed. Not as a dragon. Not when he was not human but a fae.
"Brett," Ena said softly, stroking his arm. "The healer said you had lost too much blood. She did what she could, but I had to bring you to a hospital. The same one you were in before."
"Dragon," he said, his mouth feeling as though it was stuffed with cotton and the word sounded foreign to his ears.
"You shifted. I brought you here at once. We heal if we haven't lost too much blood. We don't do transfusions in the fae world. It's too…" She wrinkled her nose. "Just not done. No fae would stand for having blood from another fae running through his veins."
"Transfus…," Brett said, unable to get the rest of the word out. He felt a low throbbing pain from one side of his body all the way through to the other side and every centimeter in between.
"Yes. I gave blood for you. Though it's not normally done. I…I had to do something for you after what you did for me."
"You would have done the same for me," he finally managed to rasp out.
"Don't kid yourself. After seeing what you went through? No way."
He smiled, though he thought if a bolt had nearly killed him, she would have done anything to protect him.
As if she knew what he was thinking, she folded her arms and looked cross at him. "I would have killed the archer, not flown in front of the bolts in flight. What were you thinking, pulling a stupid stunt like that? You could have died!"
"I…I thought I could grab them in my teeth. I flew faster than I thought I would. And got ahead of the bolts when I believed I would have been able to snatch them out of the air."
She laughed, then shook her head. "Okay. I feel better. I was afraid you were insane to have done something so—"
"Heroic?"
She smiled and he felt heartened by it. Then he frowned. "How did you get me here?"
"My brother carried you into the hospital, saying we'd been out playing paintball in the woods and some guy was hunting with a crossbow and shot you. But afraid he'd be charged with a crime, he ran off. After the police questioned Halloran, which thoroughly amused him, my brother left. He decided to help fight against Prince Grotto. The police will be questioning you also."
"Great. I hope different police officers are here this time."
"Might be, but we're in the same police jurisdiction. I'm certain from the last time you were here they probably have a record about you. What was it you said? You were playing some game reenactment the last time you were injured?"
"Yes. How did your brother come up with the idea of a paintball game? That's a good one."
"He's played them here before. He would like to bring the game back to our world, but we fight for real, so those ruling the kingdoms said no."
"How bad are my injuries?" Brett was afraid it would take forever to heal and how was he going to pay for all this?
"Your injuries were bad. Halloran said he was sorry for breaking your rib. He didn't break it clean through, but he really was trying to hammer the bolt as quickly as he could so that it would be out of your body and you could begin to heal. But it wasn't enough. Not with all the blood loss."
"What did the doctor say?"
"I read your chart, but it was a little cryptic, hospital jargon. But I was eavesdropping during your surgery, too. You are lucky to be alive. They cleaned out the debris, sutured you back up, pumped you full of antibiotics, and they said it would still be a miracle for you to live as many organs and muscles were severed as the bolts tore through them. Not to mention the blood loss. The police kept the bolts. I overheard them say they were handmade. The doctors don't know about our healing genetics though and you'll need to leave before they discover you're healing too fast."
"I might be healing fast, but it sure feels slow to me. By the way, what did the healer want in payment for helping me?"
"She didn't save you. The humans did."
"But she risked discovery if anyone investigated what was going on."
"She wants you to undo Freya's curse. That's it. She seems to love her like a sister," Ena said.
"I've already promised to."
"She thinks you'll forget."
"Why?"
"I cannot take you back to the hawk fae kingdom right away where you would be safe. It's too far to travel. We would have to camp out in the phantom fae woods and we would be at risk of capture."
"We stay here then?"
"We can't risk the human staff seeing you heal so quickly. Yet you need several days to be more yourself."
"Where then?"
"It's risky, but my brother and my suitors plan to get rid of whoever has seized my castle. We will use it as a staging ground for battle maneuvers. There, you can heal."
"Will you return to your home if Prince Grotto's reign is ended?"
"Yes. It is home."
"Will you take me back as your gardener?"
Ena let out her breath. She was totally exasperated with her staff. "You may be the only one left in my employ."
"What has happened to your staff?"
"Unless I am mistaken, they have disobeyed me and are trying to fight this war also."
Brett smiled.
Ena frowned at him.
"They love you."
"If they loved me, they would obey me."
They heard someone coming and she said, "Shoot, I had hoped you'd be dressed before anyone came."
"I don't think I can get out of this bed yet."
"It's the police. I recognize their voices." She got Brett's fae clothes out of a cabinet and shoved them into his arms.
He groaned.
"Sorry. We have to move, now. Hold onto the I.V. also, and I'll hold onto you. Are you ready?"
He was in pain, generally sore all over, and trying to keep his grip on his clothes and the pole with the I.V. was going to be tough. Until her arms went around her in a firm hold and all he could think of was Ena, the light fragrance of honeysuckle she wore, the way she held him fiercely as if she was afraid she'd lose him, the way she placed her cheek against his chest. When the darkness faded and he was sitting on the grassy ground in a forest, he thought she had lost her way or couldn't hold onto him any longer.
But then she was kneeling beside him, holding his hand and looking worried.
"What's wrong?" he whispered.
"You passed out on me. I thought I was going to drop you. We're near my castle, but I needed to make sure that it's safe to take you there. If my brother and my friends haven't retaken it, we'll have to wait here until they do. Are you going to be all right?"
"Yeah. I'll just lie down here and wait for you."
She glanced down at his bare legs. He was wearing only the hospital gown with little brown bears on it. "I should have grabbed the blanket off the bed."
"I'll try to dress while you're gone."
"All right."
That was the last he remembered before the darkness descended again.
 



Chapter 10
 
Ena was torn about leaving Brett alone in the woods in his injured condition should anyone happen upon him. She heard fighting in the distance, though not from the direction of her castle. She would be quick about it and return pronto. She couldn't leave him alone long, not in the bad shape he was still in.
She appeared in her castle courtyard, and was expecting either a fight with whoever had taken over her castle, or her brother and friends to come out and greet her. What she didn't expect was for her butler, Ryker, to come bounding out. He did not bound out of anywhere. Not ever. He was the most sedate man she'd ever known. She thought it was because he believed that's how butlers behaved. So in a momentary burst of enthusiasm to see her, he suddenly realized his reaction and quickly slowed his pace and took on the role of her usual dignified butler.
"Brett's badly wounded," she warned. "Was my brother here?"
"Yes, and he found we had driven Prince Grotto's men from the castle—all on our own. Well, with some of the merchants' help, since they want very much for you and the other shifters to return and do business with them because of the most generous way that you—"
Ladies shrieks rent the air as the women working for her ran out to greet her, then quickly stopped in place and looked chagrined.
"If you have to fire us, we will understand, but we had to come and make way for your return," her lady's maid, Muriel said.
"Aye, we had to put the kitchen back in order," Cook said.
"I need help bringing Brett here. He's badly wounded," Ena said. "Where's Jacob?"
"Here," Jacob said. "Where is he?"
Ena showed Jacob the way, though she didn't mean for all her staff to come with her. They did anyway.
Of all the fussing! She swore they never fussed that much over her when she was injured or sick. And yet, she loved them for it. Brett would need all the tender loving care he could get until he was healed enough to make it on his own.
"Where did my brother and the others go?" Ena asked.
"They decided to take over their castles one castle at a time to use as a safe haven for the dark fae and hawk fae. The shifters' staffs are ready to join them."
"Don't tell me they did the same as you?"
"Rightly so, my lady," Ryker said.
At hearing him use the courtesy, she raised a brow.
"You are a duchess, by the dark fae queen's ruling. Which means you are now to be called a lady," Ryker reminded her, as if she needed to be reminded.
She heard the two cleaning maids in Brett's chamber fussing over him. Then her lady's maid hurried to take a new blanket into his room, and Cook was carrying a tray of sweet treats and a bowl of steaming potato soup to give to him.
"They are glad to see him returned." Ryker folded his arms across his chest as he stood in the Great Hall with Ena, observing the flurry of activity.
Jacob joined them. "Your brother is sending men to protect the castle and everyone in it. He said to get your rest and watch over Brett. Freya has been with them, but she'll come here once she learned Brett was here."
Ena frowned at the notion. She knew Freya needed Brett's help. That part she understood. But she felt there was more to it than that where Freya and Brett were concerned. At least as far as Freya was interested.
She heard Brett say something, and Ena strode off to talk to him. She didn’t want her people to think she was going to fall all over him like they were. But when she walked into the room, she saw the members of her staff were all smiles to see him back in his bed. At least they had the foresight to step away from the bed to allow her room to speak with him. His gaze fell on her and the oddest sensation slid through her. In that instant, it was as though something had changed between them. Like no matter how much her staff coddled him and how much she did not, he only had eyes and an interest in seeing her.
"The castle is secure." She didn't know what else to say when everyone was listening to her. She didn't want to dismiss them and make it seem as though she wished to see him alone.
Everyone was expecting her to say something more, as if he already had to have assumed the castle was secure and she was supposed to say something else. Something more personal.
"I want you to rest well. I will stay the remainder of the day and then the night, but after that, I must leave to help win this war against Prince Grotto. My brother is sending reinforcements, so the place will be well-protected."
"Thank you for bringing me here."
"I had nowhere else to take you." No matter what, he would not make it sound as though she desired him here.
"The first time. Thank you for making me part of your—"
"Staff," she quickly said in the event he was going to say family. Yes, her staff was like family. She treated them that way. Loved them dearly. Paid them generously. Could not leave them behind when she had wanted to protect them, but they had given up everything to go with her. How could she not see them as family?
But she was a dragon-shifter fae, and she had a reputation to uphold. She wasn't a duchess who wore fancy gowns to functions all the time. She was Ena, wearing her black leather corsets and breeches, and thigh high boots, her hair cut short, not wearing it long like most fae women, and her nails painted black, her eye shadow black too. Some would call her Goth in the human world. In the fae world, there was no such thing. It was just Ena's look. And derived from surviving her parents' death and living under her brother's thumb until she was old enough to break away, earn enough gold, and have a castle built of her own.
She was ready for battle, ready to find missing persons, or anything else she could do to help others. But she didn't see herself as being the head of a family, exactly. They were her paid staff.
When everyone smiled at her, she sighed.
"Staff," he said, but the smile in his expression told her he knew better.
Even as bad as Brett felt physically, he didn't want Ena to go fight anyone without him being by her side.
"Ena," Brett said.
"Lady Ena," Ryker corrected from the doorway.
Brett smiled. He couldn't imagine her wanting to be called anything but Ena. But he would call her anything that pleased her. The sharp look she gave her butler made Brett think calling her Lady Ena was out. Ryker, being his usual unflappable self, just looked at her as if he was in charge, and she would go by her new title or else.
"Get your rest," Ena said, returning her attention to Brett. "You still have to take care of this business with Freya."
He then noticed that Freya was standing near Ryker. He hadn't even realized she was there. Which he instantly felt bad about.
"And then you have gardening to do."
"Gardening?" Freya said, sounding offended. "He is a mage." As if that trumped a gardener by a mile.
"Mage apprentice," Ena corrected her. "And from what he says, until he can do something useful with his mage skills, he's my gardener." Her tone of voice clearly stated she was in charge of her people, and him. Freya was an outsider, a phantom fae, and she hadn't any say in how Ena conducted her business.
And yet, Ena did Brett the courtesy of glancing back at him as if waiting to see his response.
His smile broadened. "I will be whatever you wish of me."
Ena's cheeks blushed a little. The Goth-like fae rarely blushed. Certainly rarely around her suitors. But when she was with Brett, she blushed. And he took that as a good sign.
Her housekeepers, Addie and Kerry, giggled. Ena gave them a growly look. No matter how she acted, he knew she had the hots for him.
But then he felt so tired all of a sudden, and without his permission, he closed his eyes. That was the prompt for everyone to leave him alone. But he opened his eyes just as quickly and said to Freya, "I will help you as soon as I can."
She nodded. "Thank you."
Then Ryker ushered everyone out of the room, except for Ena. "If you need anything, ring the bell. One of the ladies will fetch it for you. Sleep now, and then I want to know how you shifted into a dragon."
Then Ena turned and stalked out of the room.
He had wished it. That was all. He wasn't sure why he had turned back except he'd heard Ena discussing with her brother how they needed to get him to a human hospital, but couldn't when he was a dragon. Had he wished to be human again? Well, fae?
He wasn't certain if it was the medicines flooding his cells or what, but he felt he was moving through the whisper quiet castle in the dark as a winged bird, though he could see as well as if it were daylight. He flew around the statue in the Ena's entryway, feeling free, until a roar of pain stabbed into every nerve in his side and out the other side, blinding him for an instant. Or maybe he passed out.
The resounding crash stirred him to consciousness. In pain and dazed, he sat amidst the cracked pieces of a six-foot tall hand-decorated vase, the green eye of a dragon painted on one shard staring up at him as if accusing him of the wreckage.
"Oh, my heavens," Cook exclaimed, her hand to her chest, her eyes wide with shock.
He wasn't having a nightmare, unfortunately. He was sitting near the entryway of the keep, having roused the whole household as everyone rushed to see the matter and then stood gaping at him like they couldn't believe he had just ruined a vase of Ena's. Was it really special to her? He would have to make this up to her. He was getting deeper and deeper into debt with her.
Despite his groggy and pained state, Brett noticed Ena was not there with her staff. The only way she wouldn't be there scolding him for wrecking her place—or maybe a little worried that he was hurting—was if she was off fighting a battle.
He tried to stand up, but couldn't muster the strength and was totally exasperated with himself.
"Where is Ena?" he growled ferociously, or at least he tried to. His growl was more of a hiss and at the end of his words, a puff of smoke appeared.
Everyone stood back. And then Ryker motioned with his hand in the universal way of saying be at peace, we mean you no harm. "It's just us, Brett. Your friends. Just us. Come, let's get you back to bed. You're…bleeding…all over the stone floor." He said it as if he believed Brett would be more eager to obey if he thought he'd earn more of Ena's ire if he made even more of a mess. But Ryker also truly sounded worried that Brett was bleeding again.
"What did he say before he blew smoke at us?" Cook whispered.
"He said he didn't mean to break Ena's favorite vase," Ryker said, as if he could understand Brett's dragon tongue when Ena couldn't.
"Can you shift back?" Jacob asked. "We'll carry you to bed. Or if you'd rather, you can fly there. But you look a little…"
Everyone was watching Jacob to see what he was going to say.
"We'll help you," Jacob continued as if anything else he might say could offend a dragon that they didn't know well enough. When they thought Brett was only a human, that was one thing. Even as a phantom fae, he might have had some other abilities that could have been dangerous. A mage? Definitely, especially since he couldn't control his spells well enough yet. A dragon? He could incinerate them all. Either on purpose or by accident.
At least that's what Brett figured they were thinking.
He told himself he wanted to be a human, well, fae. He really, really hadn't gotten the hang of that notion. For eighteen years, he had been a human. For a couple of months or more? A fae. So it was easy to forget that he wasn't really human.
So he wished he was human and then he wished he was in bed.
And then he was human, or fae! Only he hadn't made it back to bed using the traditional fae transport. Instead Ryker, who said that carrying half-dead mages who turned into dragons in the middle of the night was not part of his buttling duties, and Jacob, carried him there. So a fae transport of another kind.
"Should we get word to Lady Ena?" her lady's maid asked, wringing her hands as they all looked down at Brett lying in the bed.
As a raven, Freya was sitting on top of a chest in the chamber watching him. She cawed, "Of all the dumb things to do." She shook her head. "You were healing and now look at you. Just so you could fly around as a dragon?"
He realized the housekeepers weren't in the chamber, but they
soon returned with bandages and they gave them to Cook who went to work bandaging him again.
"Ena," Brett said, his voice only a whisper.
"She is busy. When she returns, we'll tell her what you've gone and done." Ryker shook his head. Then he ordered the two housekeepers, "Clean up the blood and the remnants of the vase and dispose of them. I'll tell her when she returns."
"When," Brett gritted out. Oh, the agony. His whole body roared with pain and his insides burned.
"Get the healer," he told Ena's lady's maid.
"Aye." She hurried off.
"Jacob, you've got guard duty first. Make sure he doesn't leave the chamber."
"Aye."
Ryker glanced up at Freya. "Will you keep him company?"
She cawed.
"She will," Brett managed to whisper.
Ryker frowned. "You can understand her?"
Brett closed his eyes.
"All animals, or just her?"
Brett heard the question, but he was already soaring off into the night, searching for Ena. At least in his dreams.
 



Chapter 11
 
Ena was trying to concentrate on the conversation between the dragon shifters who had come to fight Prince Grotto. She and her brother, and the others had fought a terrible battle to regain Halloran's castle.
Why the dragon fae thought Prince Grotto's word was rule, when she and her dragon shifter kind came back to claim what was rightly theirs, was beyond her comprehension. They should have known that even a handful of dragons could oust them.
Despite talking about their next strategy, and how important that was, she couldn't stop worrying about Brett.
"Ena?" Halloran asked.
All her suitors looked at her as they sat at his dining table. She realized she really hadn't heard what they were planning.
She waited for him to repeat the question.
"Princess Alicia is pinned down with her force at Warblers Creek. Prince Deveron is pursuing some of Prince Grotto's elite guard force up to the North. Even his mother is leading a force against the royal castle where Prince Grotto had his grandfather murdered."
Ena hoped her brother had not already said all of that while she was zoned out, concerned about Brett. "Right."
"But Princess Alicia is most concerned about her mother's welfare. Last we heard, Princess Viviana is still in the dungeon there, but if Prince Grotto feels he's losing the battle, he might have her put to death. He has been using her as leverage so far, but he's unpredictable."
"So we are to go in and free her."
"No. Brett and Freya will. They're supposed to be on Prince Grotto's side, the phantom fae pledging their loyalty to him. They'll be less suspicious if they try to gain entrance."
Ena knew her brother and the others there could hear her rapid heartbeat. No way did she want Brett, in his current condition, for one thing, to try to enter the castle by any means. "Prince Grotto knows who Brett is. He knows I saved his life. He knows I had taken him in as a member of my staff."
"But the word has gone out that you betrayed Brett by giving him up to the phantom fae so you could obtain safe passage through their lands," Halloran reminded her.
He didn't do it in a way to make her feel bad, but she still did. She would always regret that moment, yet Brett had gone freely to help protect her and her staff. No matter what, he was always doing that.
"He can't do anything yet. He's too weak from his injuries," she argued.
"Which gives Brett the perfect excuse. He's seeking refuge until he can fight the dark fae who injured him so badly," her brother said.
Ena didn't believe Brett could even manage to walk there on his own. If he did, he would be too weak to even fight. "If any of this is possible, what exactly are we to do while he's risking his neck? Freya is unable to retain her fae form for long. Prince Grotto will only want them there if he feels they can prove useful. What if he believes Brett cares something for me? Then he could use him as a hostage."
"You proved you didn't care anything for Brett's welfare when you gave him up to the phantom fae," her brother reminded her. "Brett only needs to get in and cause some kind of diversion for us. Maybe he can use his magic to help us gain entrance."
"He isn't very good at it. What if he turns into a dragon at the wrong time? They will think he's really one of us and finish him off. He's already half-dead."
"It's the plan we all agreed to."
She looked at all the other men there. No one said anything. Her brother had to know she wouldn't agree with this. Too many things could go wrong. "Brett and Freya would have to agree."
"They will."
"Only if Brett is well enough. I'm not handing him over so that he can be thrown in the dungeon and die there."
"If he agrees, it's up to him, Ena," Halloran said, using his sterner, older voice.
"If he's even capable of making such a decision in his condition. When do you propose to do this?" Ena asked.
"Before first light. We don't want to wait because word of our taking back our castles will most likely reach Prince Grotto's ears before long. We fear Princess Alicia's mother will be more at risk, the longer she is there. The faster we free her and take down the prince, the faster the bloodshed ends."
"And if Brett isn't healed enough to carry out your plan?"
"We'll worry about that then."
"All right. I'll check on him and send word of his condition in an hour."
Feeling reluctant to go along with Halloran's plan, when Ena arrived home, she smelled blood—Brett's blood, in the entryway. Where her ancient vase had stood, now a tall shelf filled the spot.
"What…" She vanished and reappeared next to Brett's chamber. Jacob was now sitting outside his door, in guard mode.
"What has happened?" she demanded.
"My lady, Brett turned into a dragon and injured himself further. Cook gave him something to aid his sleep."
"My vase?"
His eyes downcast, Jacob looked miserable. "I'm sorry to say that he flew into it as if he had suddenly lost control, hit a wall, and then he collapsed. Ryker and I had to carry him back to bed. He was bleeding again, but Muriel stopped the bleeding."
"Why in the world would he do such a thing? Shift and fly around the castle?"
"We think he was sleep flying."
"Oh, just great."
"What is the plan your brother is devising?"
"It concerns Brett and Freya and the dragons. Not you or any of the rest of my staff. You must make sure none of Prince Grotto's loyal men try to retake my castle."
"Aye Agreed. Whatever plans Halloran has for Brett, unless the mage recovers quickly overnight, it better be that he's pretending to be nearly dead. I believe that's that only role he's going to be able to play. When is this to happen?"
"In a couple of hours. I'm afraid he'll end up in the dungeon or worse—that Prince Grotto will have him killed outright."
Jacob shook his head. "Brett is sleeping now. But if you are going too, you must get your rest."
Ena wasn't used to her staff telling her what she should do for her own health and welfare."I'll just check in on him first."
She opened the door and saw him sleeping soundly. She walked into the room and when she reached the bed, she put her hand on his forehead. No fever, thank the goddess.
Brett stirred.
She quickly drew her hand back.
His eyes opened, then widened. "Ena," he whispered.
"I hear you are flying through my keep while you are supposed to be recovering."
He managed an elusive smile.
"And broke an ancient vase."
His barely-there smile faded. "I'm sorry."
She waved a hand of dismissal. "You can pay it back. It will take several lifetimes, but you know the human store policy."
"You break it, you pay for it."
"Right."
"Does this mean you're keeping me for good?"
She couldn't help but smile at his words. "As hard as you will have to work in the garden, you might decide you wish you had made other choices."
"I intend to become a master mage and take care of it with a sweep of my hand."
Which brought to mind this business with him turning into a dragon. "Brett, you must get your sleep and I must, too, but my brother has proposed a plan where you and Freya will enter the castle grounds and pledge your loyalty to Prince Grotto."
"He will want me dead. Before you took me in, he wanted the king to eliminate me."
"I…I gave you up to the phantom fae. You're one of them, so you say. I…betrayed you."
"No, it was my decision. It was the only choice we had at the time. You don't truly feel that I would believe you sacrificed me to them, do you?"
She didn't say anything, and she tried hard to conceal that she did.
"I have to admit I was afraid of what they would do to me, but we did what was right. I would have done nothing differently. As it was, it turned out fine. I met my grandfather before he died, and he gifted me with his magic."
"That you still don't know how to control or use."
"Yes, but learning something new always takes practice."
"Elorian said that he knows of no mage who can do what you can do—turn into a dragon or any other non-fae form. How did you do it?"
"I wished it. I don't know how I did it. And then I wished I was human after that."
"Human." She snorted.
He gave her a whisper of a smile. "Fae, then."
"Can you control your shifting, if you can even get to your feet and go to the royal castle? Or are you too weak? My brother thinks if you say you're suffering from wounds we gave you, and the fact Prince Grotto knows I gave you up to the phantom fae, and that you're with one, Freya, another phantom fae, that should put you in good stead with them."
"And then?"
"You've heard of the Trojan Horse? You'll find a way to let our forces in. But I still worry that they'll want to put you in the dungeon. Or worse."
"I will do it."
"Only because you wish it," Ena insisted. "Not for any other reason."
"To do it for you? For your brother? For your kind? Princess Alicia? Her mother? I do it for all these reasons and more. Princess Alicia told you not to terminate me when you had asked her if you should. She had been like me—living in the human world, believing she was only a fae seer, not knowing she was one of the fae. And she worried that I might be the same." Brett suddenly switched topics. "Speaking of fae seers, what of my friends? Where are they?"
"I don't know. They were at my keep, supposed to be doing your gardening work. But when I returned from burning the wagons, all my staff was gone. All of them were here, except for your friends. We don't know what became of them. When we can see King Tiernan, the hawk fae may have taken them with his forces. I didn't see Freya when I came in. I'll have to ask her if my brother's plan is agreeable to her. But I must get some rest if I'm going to be able to do anything myself tomorrow."
Then she said good night, hating how bad Brett still looked, and left the room. After she closed the door, she asked Jacob, still sitting guard duty, "Any word on Brett's friends?"
He shook his head. "They disappeared the morning you left and when we took off for here, we never saw any sign of them."
"All right. Wake me in two hours." Ena looked for Freya and found her in a guestroom sleeping. Ena hated to wake her, but told her what they hoped she would do.
"I will go with Brett. If he's agreeable, I'll stay with him. I'll try to hold my fae form and when I'm out of sight of Prince Grotto's people I will let you know what's going on inside the castle."
"That sounds like an excellent plan. Thank you, Freya." Ena was grateful to her because she was going against her own queen's wishes. But Ena suspected since the queen had ruled that Freya be turned into a raven for most of the time, she held a deep animosity for the queen's rulings. "We'll leave in two hours."
Then they said good night and Ena sent Muriel to tell her brother his plan was a go. Then Ena went to bed, wondering again what had happened to Brett's friends. She hoped they had not gotten themselves into dire circumstances and they'd have to save them. They hadn't shown any fae tendencies so she thought they might still be human fae seers and nothing more.
Ena had barely gone to sleep when Muriel said at her door, "My lady, your brother is here. He said the mission is a go. Brett is well enough to go to the castle. Cook has prepared breakfast."
"I'll be right there." Ena was already out of bed and getting dressed in a black leather padded corset, fit for maximum movement and protection, thigh-high boots and leather pants She armed herself with her sword, two daggers, and several throwing stars. Though she figured for most of the time, she'd be a fire-breathing dragon. But if she had to shift into her fae form and storm the castle inside, to go after Princess Alicia's mother or Brett, or Freya, she'd be ready.
She ran a brush quickly through her hair, which was why she loved that it was short and very manageable. Then she applied her makeup, the only thing she allowed herself to do that was in the least bit girly—she loved long black lashes enhanced with the mascara wand and olive green eye shadow that matched her eyes and her dragon's scales when she shifted. Did the shadow disappear with her shift like her clothes and weapons? She'd never seen herself in a mirror when she shifted. Just her form as she'd cross over a reflective body of water. But nothing where she could see her dragon's face up close. She imagined the shadow would vanish along with the rest of her fae appearance.
She applied a bit of lipstick, and then hurried into the dining hall where a feast fit for a king and his courtiers had been prepared. All her suitors were there, waiting for her arrival before they chowed down. Brett, looking worse for wear—despite saying he was fine—was seated near her usual chair, the same one she had made him sit in when he had first arrived as her prisoner. Except for the tenuous situation he was putting himself into, the morning seemed like any other, the sky still dark, clouds hiding any stars or hint of the full moon.
All her staff was up at this ungoddess hour, scurrying about to get them anything else they wanted. She noted Brett was having trouble cutting up his sausage or even lifting his fork to his lips. She watched him struggle so hard to do it and pretend nothing was wrong. She couldn’t help him. Couldn't let him see that she recognized his weakness. Everyone was quiet, subdued, eating, but casting glances Brett's way. They knew what she did. This was so not good.
She prayed it would work, but she had serious doubts.
Freya was sitting on the side table in her raven form. Despite being a winged creature part-time herself, Ena wasn't fond of the notion of having a bird in her keep. Not that Freya pooped anywhere, but Ena couldn't help seeing her as a dirty bird, not as a fae who was cursed. Maybe it all had to do with the reminder that birds in her garden left behind. Or the time she was sitting outside on her stone patio, enjoying a cup of tea when a bird flew overhead and pooped on her shoulder. She loved birds, when they ate the bugs, but not when they made messes on her.
But she understood Freya had to conserve her ability to remain as a fae when she first arrived at Crislis Castle so she could slip away as a raven later, unnoticed by Prince Grotto and his men.
Giving in, since no one else would help Brett with his food, and knowing he needed it for his strength to return, Ena finished the last of her sausages and rose from her seat. When Alton stood, she said, "Brett hasn't finished eating." He had barely begun, except to drink a cup of cocoa Cook had prepared specifically for him. Ena cut up his sausage in small amounts, then offered a bite to him. She hoped he wouldn't find it degrading. She would, in his place. But they had to leave soon and he really needed to eat. After several bites of food, she realized no one else had said a word, which irritated her, because she hoped everyone wasn't watching this fiasco. But they were. Then she wondered if none of her staff had offered to assist him because they were waiting for her to do the job in a matchmaking effort.
"I can't eat any more," Brett said. "Thank you, Ena. I'm ready to go."
He looked like he could barely stand, and when Alton took hold of his arm to help him, she was certain this was going to be a disaster.
 
 
 



Chapter 12
 
 
Brett was going to do this if it killed him. Which, considering the way he felt, it might. Not only was he nauseous, maybe from the pain medication, but he felt woozy and like he could just pass out at any moment. He and Freya were riding a horse together, while she held onto him, trying to keep him on the horse. He hoped he could make it to the gates of the royal dragon castle before he fell off. Likewise, he was praying she wouldn't shift into a raven all of a sudden. They needed to keep that secret. If anyone suspected she was cursed by her own queen, they might realize she wouldn't be on the queen's side in this. And if she needed to make a hasty escape, she would be better able to do so as a raven.
Brett wished Ena could have been with him, but she and the rest of the dragons were keeping out of sight of the archers on the wall walk. They were positioned in the woods near the castle as he and Freya made their approach. He kept expecting men to surround them at any moment. He felt eyes upon them from all around the dark woods and heard the breeze catching the oak leaves, swishing them in a fluttery dance. Overhead, the canopy of the woods kept all the dim light out. He realized once he'd gained his fae abilities, he could see somewhat in the dark. Not as if it were daylight, but in shades of gray and black and shadows.
"How are you feeling?" He wondered if Freya would suddenly have the urge to turn into the raven or if it just happened without warning.
"I can stay in my fae form for longer periods. I was a raven all last night, even when you were wrecking Ena's castle so that I could be in my fae form longer. But it seems I'm able to stay a fae longer because I'm farther away from Zane's influence, you froze him, or I'm getting the hang of it."
"Good."
"How are you holding up?" Freya asked, her arms tight around him as the horse cantered toward the castle.
"I won't have any trouble feigning I'm wounded," he said. "The only thing I worry about is that they will wonder how come I'm here on my own, well, with you, but not with any forces. I'm certain they'll wonder why I'm a new phantom fae just walking into the castle without someone to confirm I'm supposed to be here."
"That's all you worry about? What are you going to do if they attempt to kill you?"
"Protect myself, and you, in a way they won't expect."
"As a dragon."
Prince Grotto had to know that some of the dragon shifters had returned to reclaim their castles. He might have even had word that they had destroyed wagons coming to supply the troops with food, medical supplies and anything else they might need to prolong the ongoing battles. Fires and smoke could be seen off in the distant woods, and Brett hoped the fires wouldn't lay waste to all the lands.
Suddenly, Brett heard movement to the right and left of him.
"Dismount, now!" a gruff man said.
"We're phantom fae, come here on Queen Everlee's orders. Brett is badly wounded and we seek shelter until he can offer his services and fight on King Grotto's behalf," Freya said.
"Dismount now, or ye will both be dead."
"You'll have to help him down. I tell you, he's badly wounded."
"You, woman, get down."
Brett squeezed her hand, and then Freya climbed down. They quickly put her in iron chains to keep her from fae transporting out of there.
Then they waited for Brett to comply. He knew this was going to hurt. He tried to swing his leg over the horse's back, but all he managed to do was upset his precarious seating and went flying for the solid earth. And cried out as pain shrieked through every bit of his torso and short-circuited his brain.
"We should have left him on the blame horse," the one man said as he and two others hoisted Brett over the saddle. He was barely conscious at that point, but he was certain if he could remain so, riding on his belly would knock him out again he would be in so much pain.
Sure enough, as soon as they began to lead the horse toward the castle, Brett groaned as the pain was unbearable, and then he was out again.
The next thing he knew, he was in a filthy cell. And Freya was next to him, coaxing him to wake as he lay on a ragged wool blanket atop a plank of wood.
"Freya," he ground out, his teeth clenched against the pain.
"Aye. I'm so sorry," she whispered. She motioned to the window. "I can fly out there and let Ena know what has become of us."
"Ena," a woman whispered from the cell next to theirs.
"Aye. I'm Freya," Freya said. "Who are you?" The gray stone wall blocked their view of the woman and they could only see the prisoners in the cell across from them. Four men, bearded, dressed in padded armor.
"Princess Viviana."
"Princess Alicia's mother?" Freya asked, glad to hear she was alive and sounded well.
"Aye."
Freya fought shifting into her raven form while she held Brett's hand as he rested on the wooden plank that served as a bed. He was manacled in iron bracelets, though Prince Grotto hadn't believed he was anything more than the human Ena had taken as her prisoner. Even so, Brett couldn't move as a fae would anyway. Not yet, at least.
She so hoped he wouldn't suddenly shift into a dragon either.
"Was that Brett with you?" Viviana asked.
"Yes, and he's been badly wounded by an archer's bolts. Then Prince Grotto had him beaten when he was just coming to. Now Brett's unconscious again."
"Why…why are you here? Where is Ena?"
"She is with her own kind, destroying supply trains." Freya didn't want to say that Ena and her brother and suitor were here, waiting for the word to attack. She was afraid the jailer might overhear and send word to Prince Grotto.
"But why are you here? You are…a phantom fae?"
"Yes. Ena was forced to offer Brett in payment to my queen and he and I became friends. He would not fight Ena. You know how she saved her life. He would never go against her."
"I'm so sorry they've taken you prisoner. Have you any word of my daughter? And son-by-marriage?"
"The last I heard, they are leading their own forces and doing well." Freya glanced up at the small arrow-slit window high up above. A man couldn't slip out through it. But a raven could.
She looked in the direction of the cell opposite hers. Like her, the four men were wearing iron manacles. They were chained to the floor, though they had chains long enough to allow them to sit on wooden planks covered in thin, ragged wool blankets. She wasn't chained. She guessed Prince Grotto assumed she couldn't do anything to get away. It wouldn't have mattered. Chains wouldn't have kept her in place. As soon as she shifted into the raven, the manacles would drop away.
"I'm Prince Deveron's cousin, Count Micala. You are a phantom fae? How did you manage to get yourself locked up in here?" he asked from the cell across from theirs.
"We didn't support the queen's alliance with Prince Grotto."
"We heard you were captured in the woods and that you had no weapons. What exactly was your plan? Or did you have none?"
"It appears our plan didn't work." Which wasn't true. This was Plan B, get into the dungeon, learn if Princess Alicia's mother was still alive, and report her whereabouts to Ena and the others.
"You say Brett was shot by two bolts?" Micala asked.
"Aye."
"Then how does he still live? Any fae would have died with those kinds of injuries, unless they just nicked him. But he doesn't appear to be just slightly wounded."
"He's remarkably strong." And kind and caring. Yet, if Freya had any notion Brett might favor her as something more than a friend, she knew she was mistaken when she saw the way he had looked at Ena. He adored her, would risk his life for her, and had. Freya had virtually held her breath when she saw the tension in his whole body, and in Ena's, when he first saw the dragon shifter standing quietly in the woods, annoyed with Alton and Brett for fighting. Freya could see that Brett had wanted to run to join her and give her a hug. Maybe wary of what Alton would do to him, or how Ena would react, Brett stayed put. But did the dragon shifter return the interest?
Freya thought Ena did. Only she was fighting showing her true feelings for Brett. Freya knew that any dragon shifter who gave up such jeweled weapons valued beyond priceless to someone who had just worked for her had to mean she truly cared for him. Freya had heard how the dragon shifters were concerned that their kind would be further decimated if they mated with fae other than the dragon shifter kind after the dragon fae rulers had killed so many of the dragon shifters. They had an uneasy truce with them up until now, but not with Prince Grotto in charge. So she assumed that was why Ena fought showing how much she cared for Brett, who was not a dragon shifter like her.
Freya had been amused that Ena had been annoyed with Alton for finding her nice looking. Freya had expected him to be really upset or angered with her for flying in his face as a raven, trying to avert his attention from Brett so he could escape to the safety of the den-like cave.
Freya liked that Alton had been impressed with her courage to fight a mighty dragon. If Ena had feelings for Brett, why should Ena care if Alton said nice things about her? Then again, maybe he only did so to rile Ena for liking Brett. Freya thought Alton's comments were genuine though.
When Brett fell asleep, Freya let go of his hand and walked over to the bars to their cell, closest to the wall that adjoined their cell with the king's daughter's.
"Are you all right, Princess Viviana?"
"Yes. I'm fine. The guard said Brett wasn't a fae. Are you certain he is?"
"Aye. A phantom fae. He saw his grandfather before he died at Queen Everlee's hand."
"Why was Brett's grandfather put to death?"
"Disloyalty. He rebelled against some of her rulings." Freya knew that wouldn't set well with this woman either. If they didn't have compliant subjects, they would have anarchy.
"For Brett's sake, I'm sorry to hear it. Was he treated poorly because of his association with his grandfather?"
"The queen wishes him dead."
In the cell opposite Freya's, Micala snorted. "He can be one of us, if Queen Irenis wishes it. Any man who can survive being struck by not one but two bolts and live to tell the tale would make for an excellent warrior."
"I agree. He still wishes to serve Ena."
"A dragon shifter?" Micala shook his head. "He needs to be a warrior. What could he do for the shifter?"
Love her, Freya thought morosely.
As soon as everyone went to sleep, Freya would shift and fly off to tell Ena what had happened. She sat down on the pallet that was hers, intending to rest until it was dark out and then she'd shift and fly through the window.
She must have fallen asleep herself when she heard a whispered voice say, "Freya?"
"Brett?" She jumped up from the pallet and joined him at his bed. "How are you feeling?"
"Like I've been beaten when I wasn’t looking. Just when I thought I was getting better."
"You were just coming to when Prince Grotto had one of his men beat you into unconsciousness. I'm so sorry. If I could have turned into a dragon, I would have killed every last one of them. Prince Grotto believes you are still human, but just in case, he manacled you against fae travel. Princess Alicia's mother is in the cell next to ours. Prince Grotto has had some dark fae imprisoned also. Do you know Count Micala?"
"I do. We must free them also."
She sighed. As if Brett could do much of anything right now. "We will. Sleep. I'm off to find Ena and the others."
"Go. I'll be here, waiting."
Smiling a little at him, she kissed his forehead. He smiled a little in return, but he didn't look well. She wished she could fly him out of here and to safety. The whole plan had been a mistake. "I'll be back as soon as I can." Then she stood and shifted. The manacles dropped off to the stone floor. She flew to the arrow-slit of a window. With a backward glance, she paused to look at him. Brett had already closed his eyes. She turned and spread her wings, then took off cawing, trying to catch the dragon shifters' attention.
***
Ena, her brother, and Alton had stayed as close to the royal dragon fae castle as they could, sitting in trees, not flying overhead as targets for Prince Grotto's minions. Even though he had proclaimed himself king, he had gotten the crown by murdering the true king. She would never see him as anything but a ruthless coward. She would never call him king.
It was killing her not to fly around while they waited for an interminable amount of time, hours, until Freya told them what was going on. Ena reminded herself that Brett and Freya would have to wait for the perfect time before Freya could bring them news. So Ena tried to be patient. But she was agonizing over how Brett was faring, and Freya, too. She wouldn't stop worrying until she heard from them.
When Ena heard the raven cawing, she was certain it had to be Freya. She rose from the tree, flew above the canopy of the forest, and gave a soft roar, as soft as a dragon could make it. She had to get Freya's attention, but she didn't want to alert the warriors at Crislis Castle that any dragon was near their defenses.
The raven cawed again, getting closer. It had to be Freya. Relieved, Ena waited for Freya to join her as she remained in a holding pattern. It was dark enough that the castle archers couldn't see her unless she flew over the castle.
But then a dragon called from a long ways off. Kiernan, her red-scaled dragon suitor. Halloran rose up beside her and gave a roar of welcome. It was done.
The castle defenders would know that the dragons were now gathering for a fight.
Freya and Ena dropped down onto one of the branches and both shifted. "What news do you have?" Ena asked.
"Brett's in the dungeon. Prince Grotto had him beaten, even though Brett was practically unconscious."
"I'll kill the prince."
"I wanted to protect Brett, but the guards kept me manacled and away from him. Princess Alicia's mother is in the cell next to ours. And some dark fae have been incarcerated. Count Micala is one of them."
"Micala? All right. Can you get the keys that unlock the cells?" Ena asked. "We'll work to create the diversion in the main courtyard, and as soon as I can break through, I'll come down to help. You can release the dark fae in the meantime. Once they are armed, they can help us fight inside the castle."
"All right. And Brett."
"Yes. As soon as we can, we'll free him and Princess Viviana. Can you do this without getting caught by the jailer?" Ena asked.
Halloran flew to the tree and shifted. "Princess Alicia and Prince Deveron have moved their forces to the portcullis and are getting ready to strike.
"Her mother. Brett. Everyone in the dungeon is at risk of being slaughtered by Prince Grotto's men," Ena warned.
Freya shifted and flew off, cawing.
"Come. The rest of your devoted suitors are on their way and will be here shortly. Let's keep the archers busy," Halloran said.
Ena and Alton and her brother shifted, then flew for the castle. They had run out of time.
 



Chapter 13
 
Brett heard the explosions and shouting. The castle was under siege. He was glad, but worried that the prince would have all the prisoners murdered. Or maybe attempt to use the king's daughter as a bargaining chip while the rest of the prisoners were forfeit.
Brett didn't hesitate to shift, which caused considerable pain that shot through every muscle. Trying to ignore it, he wasn't certain his dragon fire could melt the grate in front of his cell, but he had to give it a shot. He shifted and the manacles dropped off his forelegs. Then he shook them off his hind legs.
With all the noise up above in the castle courtyard, the dark fae prisoners were all awake now and staring at him, their jaws dropped. "A dragon shifter," one of the men said. It was Count Micala, Prince Deveron's cousin, and he was a welcome sight. Then the count smiled. "Goddess be praised. Who would ever have thought you were a dragon shifter." Then he frowned. "Where did the phantom fae go who was with you?"
Unable to answer him as a dragon, Brett hurried to work on the cell door with a blast of fire, his whole body filling with pain at the same time all over again. Every effort, movement, shifting, he swore even blinking his eyes hurt. The men stood back in one corner of their cell away from the flame. Brett hadn't quite got the hang of how much to blast and his torch reached all the way to the men's cell. Within seconds, the metal bars of his and the dark faes' cell were red hot. Brett gave his bars a kick with his dragon foot, afraid he'd burn it, then discovered the heat didn't bother the soles of his feet either. His foot went through two of the metal bars and he was able to squeeze through. Then he did the same to the dark fae's cell. Once he freed them, he heard cawing at the window, and looked up to see Freya fly in through the narrow opening.
"Brett," she cawed at him.
He was relieved she was fine.
Driven to free everyone in a simpler manner, he headed for the stairs, figuring to get the jailer to give up the keys for the rest of the cells.
The jailer must have heard the noise and with his sword readied, he hurried into the corridor, torch in the other hand.
Brett roared. A torch wouldn't hurt him in the least. He didn't think the sword would either. As soon as the jailer saw him, he dropped the torch and tossed the keys back into the corridor as if his action would give him time to escape, then raced up the stairs.
Intending to get the keys, Brett shifted back, but he was in so much pain still, he thought he might have a newly fractured rib. He staggered and nearly fell. Prince Micala grabbed Brett's arm.
One of the dark fae took the keys from Brett. "Let me do this."
Two of the other freed men along with Prince Micala helped Brett back into his cell to sit on a pallet. But he couldn't lie back and rest while he needed to defend those in the dungeon. No one had any weapons. He was the only one who could truly protect them.
Footfalls sounded on the stairs as men rushed down the stone steps to the dungeon.
Unless they were some of the good guys, Brett feared they were the prince's men and intended to kill them.
He tried to stand, and one of the men helped him. Then with monumental effort, he shifted again and stumbled toward the entryway and leaned against a wall for support.
The first of the dragon fae appeared, wearing lightly padded armor, sword in hand, his mouth a snarl and his eyes narrowed, but he stopped abruptly when he saw the large dragon.
The man behind him on the stairs ran into the first one. "What's wrong? We have to kill them all! And use Princess Viviana as a hostage."
"Get back. Back!" the first man yelled in a panic.
The stairs were too narrow for more than one man to manage at a time, and he couldn't get around them if he tried.
"What?" the man behind the first one said.
"Dragon shifter!"
"What?"
As much as Brett hurt when he used his flame on the metal bars of the cells, he was afraid casting a flame at these men would make him black out.
"Back!" the man shouted and cursed when the men behind him didn't move fast enough.
Then they disappeared up the stairs and the dark fae gathered around Brett.
"We have no weapons," Micala said. "But as injured as you are you're in no shape to leave here. We'll go up above and confiscate some weapons."
Brett shook his head, groaned when even that made him feel stabs of pain throughout his battered body, then he staggered toward the stairs. His wings were tucked in at his sides as he moved unsteadily up the stairs, hoping he wouldn't fall backwards and tumble down the steps. He hoped the men would stay far enough back for their own safety.
As soon as he reached the top of the steps leading into the inner bailey, he saw chaos reigning. Dragons were shooting streams of fire down on the archers trying to shoot them.
"Go!" Micala said, as he reached the inner bailey and grabbed a dead guard's sword. "I'll protect Alicia's mother. Can you burn the portcullis, then return here to watch over Princess Viviana?"
Brett nodded. He was in utter agony, but he flew toward the closed gate and used his fire to burn the wooden gate and iron portcullis.
From the other side, men were hammering the burning gate with a battering ram until it finally broke through. When Brett was assured Princess Alicia and Prince Deveron's troops were able to make it through the barrier, he turned, intent on returning to the dungeon to protect Alicia's mother.
Somehow, he managed to make it to the bottom of the steps and collapsed, the sounds of the battle raging fading to nothing.
***
Freya flew onto the ramparts, then into the castle tower, around the stairs, and down until she reached the throne room.
There, she found Prince Deveron sword-fighting with Prince Grotto. Two guards raced in to aid someone, she wasn't sure which man. But when she saw their gazes focused on Prince Deveron, she feared the worse. They were allied with Prince Grottos. She dove at the man closest to Deveron and used her raven's talons to pull out a few of the enemy's hairs.
He slashed upward at her with his sword in a high arc, but she flew away before he could hurt her.
"You'll be tried for murder, Grotto," Deveron said. "Your plans to become king are over."
"I am king," the prince said, his eyes narrowed in hatred as he took another swing at Deveron. But the other two men were trying to bushwhack Deveron from behind, while Freya cawed and attacked one of the men, clawing his forehead.
He cursed her and attempted to swing at her when several men ran into the throne room, including Count Micala. He charged after one of the men and killed him outright.
With a mighty clang, Deveron knocked the sword from Grotto's grasp. Grotto yanked a dagger out of his belt and readied to throw it.
From the main entrance, an arrow flew through the room and struck Prince Grotto in the chest, followed by another, and a third. All centered on the prince's chest as if it wore a big red bull's-eye. He sank to the stone floor, his lifeless gaze on the archer.
Freya turned to see who it was. Princess Alicia, his cousin, and the rightful heir to the throne.
"Alicia." Deveron rushed to take his wife into his arms.
Her dragon wings spread wide, Ena flew into the room and settled on the floor. Halloran and Alton followed after her.
Freya turned into her fae form. "Where's Brett!"
"With me," Princess Viviana said, her arm under his, helping him to make it into the throne room.
Ena rushed forth to take one of his arms and wrap it around her shoulders, while her brother shifted and relieved the princess to do the same thing for Brett.
Tears in their eyes, Alicia and her mother hugged. Queen Irenis entered the throne room dressed in full battle armor herself, her face smudged with dirt, a trail of blood on her cheek where someone had cut her. She nodded when she saw Prince Grotto was dead. "And who shall be queen?" she asked pragmatically.
Before Princess Viviana could say, Alicia announced, "My mother."
"Your grandfather decreed—" Viviana said.
"He decreed I would rule instead of you, even though you are next in line. Deveron and I have discussed this. We want you to rule."
Queen Irenis bowed a little to Alicia's mother, a smile curving her lips. "Seems you and I shall be allies then."
"Aye," Viviana said. "I want those who allied with my nephew to be banished from our realm. If anyone has grievances against any of those who fought on the prince's behalf, I will hear them first thing tomorrow. I want the wounded taken care of immediately." She looked at Brett. "I want my physician to see to Brett in my favorite guest chamber now. After the deceased are buried, we will feast in honor of my father, who was struck down by his own kin."
She turned her attention to Halloran, as the oldest of the dragon shifters and the one everyone naturally asked for counsel. "Will you and your kind return to the dragon fae kingdom? I promise that you will be treated with the utmost kindness for all that you and your people have done for us over the years."
Halloran bowed his head a little. "It may take a week or longer, but we will return."
"Good." She glanced at Brett now sitting on a velvet bench, unable to stand. "Go, now. I wish for Brett to be my Dragon at Arms, but he needs to recover."
"He's not a dragon shifter," Ena quickly told her.
Viviana frowned at her. "He was fae and then a dragon. How could he be anything but a dragon shifter?"
Ena looked warily at Brett. "He's a mage who can cast a spell to turn into a dragon."
The queen and everyone appeared skeptical. Even Freya wasn't certain. Especially after the healer said he wasn't one of them. He wasn't a phantom fae? Phantom fae didn't shift into dragons. Dragon fae who were dragon shifters were the only ones known to be able to do such a thing. But he was a mage, too. And Freya could clearly see his tattoos, which indicated he was of the phantom fae.
"Come on, Alton, let's take Brett to the chamber the queen has reserved for him." Halloran and Alton carried Brett as Alicia hurried to show them which chamber the queen referred to.
"Not a gardener," Brett rasped out.
Ena took his hand. "It appears not. Look at all the money you have cost me."
"I will pay you back."
She scoffed at him. "If you can serve the queen, ask for lots of gold, like a good dragon would. No bargaining with the merchants. Pay their full price. We always are generous with them."
"I…will pay you back," he whispered.
"Get well, Dragon at Arms, and that will be payment enough."
***
Glad Brett was being cared for by servants and the queen's own personal physician, Ena finally felt that he would heal. But she would miss having him stay with her, sharing meals, and the like. She supposed this was best for all concerned, but she didn't feel like it.
When she returned to her castle, she was glad her people were there, safe and sound. But now she had to move her gold and jewels back to the castle. The phantom fae would be a pain to deal with when the dragon shifters tried to move all that treasure back to the dragon fae kingdom, though the dragons planned to initially move a few of the dragons' treasures at a time, using the others as guards during the move. They would fly to Edinburgh in the human world, and from there it was a short distance to the hawk fae kingdom. But they couldn't carry all that gold via a plane trip through the human world on the way back.
She would also have to return Brett to her castle in the hawk fae kingdom to try to undo Zane's frozen condition and force the mage apprentice to remove the curse on Freya.
Ena wondered what the phantom fae queen would think when she learned not only had she lost Brett, but Zane was missing, and Freya also. And, the queen had allied with the loser in the battle for ruling the dragon fae kingdom. So she had lost a new ally.
Just too bad. Play with dragon fire...
Then Ena thought of the situation with Queen Everlee. Now they weren't really sure what Brett was. Then she wondered if it even mattered as long as he was loyal to her. But Ena would miss having him work for her. Not that she thought she'd be able to keep him in the position of gardener for long. She assumed once his mage skills improved, she'd be the only dragon shifter to be able to say she had her very own mage. She would have even come up with a brand new title for him. New clothes, too, as befitting his mage status. Though it was up to him as to what he wanted to wear. As long as she approved. She would not abide his wearing squeaky human sneakers again, no matter how much he might want them.
She took a deep breath. She hoped he wouldn't get into any trouble with the queen. She could just see Queen Viviana asking Ena to take him back under her wing to keep him in line. Ena smiled a little at the thought.
A knock at her castle door had Ryker calling out, "I will get it."
As if she couldn't take two steps to answer the door herself. But he was the butler and that was his job. He took great pride in reminding her which he considered his duties and which he did not.
She folded her arms and stood there, waiting to learn who it was.
"Your brother, Halloran, Lady Ena," Ryker announced as if she could not see just who was filling her entryway. "And Alton."
"Come in," she said, feeling like she needed to bathe before she did anything else. The dragon fae were having a big feast in honor of their victory, but she was more worried about her gold and the rest of her treasure. She knew all her shifter friends would be also.
Muriel hurried out to greet them. "My lady, where is Brett?"
Ena almost shook her head. She paid for her staff's services. Yet here she had come home from an awful battle, survived it, and her lady's maid wanted to know where Brett was?
Halloran's eyes sparkled as he smiled.
Ena squared her shoulders. "He's recovering at Crislis Castle at Queen Viviana's behest. After he is fully recovered, I will have to take him back to the hawk fae kingdom. We can't risk trying to bring the mage Zane here."
Muriel looked so disheartened that Ena didn't want to tell her the rest of the news. "Ask Cook to prepare us a meal. My brother, Alton, and I need to discuss plans."
"Aye, my lady. We'll have Brett's room ready for him when he returns."
Ena wanted to groan out loud. "The queen has taken favor with him. She intends to make him Dragon at Arms."
Muriel's jaw dropped. "But, he's not a dragon shifter, my lady."
"We've informed the queen he's a mage, but she wanted him to stay at the castle in that capacity anyway. We have a lot of business to discuss. Go tell Cook we wish a meal."
"She will be upset as she has fixed Brett's favorite black plum jelly and oven-baked white bread."
"Go!" Ena said, before she really lost her temper.
Her brother and Alton were smiling.
"I wouldn't be surprised if they didn't all try to seek employment with the queen so they could see Brett more often," Halloran said. "As much as I wanted to hate him—kill him even—there's something about him that is hard not to like."
Alton snorted. "As much as I hate to agree, I have to."
"I don’t want to delay traveling back to the hawk fae kingdom," Halloran said, as they made their way to the dining hall. "I know you have to wait for Brett to recover sufficiently. But the rest of us want to begin moving our gold. Several of us will serve as guards while many of us will carry the sacks of treasure in our talons. We'll get a few of the dragons' treasures moved before you join us. We will leave tomorrow."
"That sounds good to me," Ena agreed, as they took their seats at the dining table.
Cook and Muriel began serving ale, cheese, and bread to them.
Ena coated a slice of bread with the jelly Cook made for Brett. "I would go with you—"
"No, stay here and be the dragon shifters' advocate if the queen needs anything from us. And see to Brett. When you're ready to return, we'll help you with transporting your treasure," Halloran said. "Now about this business concerning what Brett is—"
"That may take time to learn. Does it really matter?" She didn't want to speculate further about it.
Halloran looked at Alton. Her suitor reached out to take her hand, but she tucked it in her lap. He sat back in his chair, frowning. "If you are interested in having him as your suitor, yes, it does matter."
 



Chapter 14
 
By the third day of everyone waiting on Brett hand and foot at the royal castle, he was ready to leave the bed. He couldn't believe how his life had changed so much from being known as a human fae killer to someone who was highly respected by a fae queen.
When he had the audience with Queen Viviana—he thought the world of Princess Alicia ignoring her grandfather's wishes and wanting her mother to rule instead—Brett was surprised to see the turnout in the Great Hall. It appeared as though everybody in the kingdom was there.
The queen proclaimed that he would be Dragon at Arms, a prestigious position held by some of the most distinguished dragon shifters in ancient times. But Brett didn't feel he deserved such an honor for doing one heroic deed for the queen. Most of all, he wanted to work for Ena, but he wasn't going to give the reason why—in that she needed payment for his clothes—just as a jest now. He wanted to work for her, be close to her, and if he was being honest with himself, he wanted in the worst way the chance to court her.
"After all that Halloran has done in acting as the spokesman for the dragon shifter kind, I believe he should have the honor of being Dragon at Arms, with all due respect, my lady," Brett said.
"Despite being raised by humans, and according to you and Freya you are a phantom fae, you still seem to have some common dragon fae sense. If Halloran wishes the position, so be it, and I will be happy to have him take on that job. It has not be filled for way too many years. But I will still bestow a title on you as it is my duty and my utmost desire to do so. In that regard, you will be given the royal title of duke and you may have any job in my employ that you wish."
"Master Gardener to Duchess Ena?"
The queen glanced at Ena who was blushing furiously. He smiled a little at her. The color in her cheeks turned redder. His smile broadened. He loved it when he made her blush.
The queen, and everyone who was close enough to see, watched the exchange. Then the queen smiled and nodded sagely. "If you ever need a different position, the offer to work for me remains open."
Then she asked Halloran to step forward.
He looked so serious, much more like the man who should hold the position.
He knelt before the queen. Shoot, Brett always forgot that part. He was still a human at heart who hadn't lived around royal persons of importance.
"Will you accept the honor of serving as Dragon of Arms, Halloran?"
"With the utmost honor and with my undivided loyalty, I will, my lady."
Well, at least Brett remembered the "my lady" part. Though he seemed to have the queen's favor, and she didn't seem to be bothered by his lack of proper royal courtesy.
After Halloran proudly accepted the position, she named others to serve as her staff, including Countess Saliness, who had freed Princess Alicia from a fae prison earlier.
Then the celebrating began in earnest, but Brett noticed right away that Freya wasn't there. He needed to fulfill his promise to her.
Ena was eyeing him with a look that he couldn't quite comprehend. He moved toward her, surprised none of her suitors were anywhere near her. Most were congratulating Halloran and telling him he needed a second in command, and vying for the position. He realized they were always intrigued with something else. Except for the one time that Alton transported her from her keep when Brett was dining with them as her prisoner, Brett hadn't once seen him act affectionate in any manner toward her. Maybe dragon shifters weren't much for dating. What did he know?
Brett made his way through the crowd of courtiers and though he noticed several turned to see where he was headed. He didn't care if anyone knew how much he cared about Ena as long as she was aware of it.
As soon as he stood in front of her, she folded her arms and looked cross. "You don't have any gardening skills. You turned down a prestige job to weed the garden?"
"I will be rewarded richly in treasures untold."
She raised a brow.
"I've heard dragon shifters pay a lot of money to merchants and the like."
"Ah, but you are also a dragon shifter—of a sort."
"Yes, but I'm a gardener. Which means I don't go on high-risk missions to earn my gold. I doubt anyone would want to pay a mage-created dragon the kind of treasures you get."
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Princess Alicia approaching. "Duke Brett." She curtsied.
He laughed. He hadn't thought how it would sound to be called that. "Princess Alicia." He gave her a low bow. "I heard that you shot Prince Grotto with three arrows, all on target. How did you ever learn to be that accurate a shot?"
"She is a dragon fae," Ena said for her. "When Prince Deveron learned how well she could use a bow, he challenged her to a contest. She was so good, he realized she had to be a dragon fae."
Suddenly both Ena and Alicia's eyes widened as they cast each other startled looks.
Ena said to Brett, "How well do you shoot a bow?"
***
Ena couldn't help feeling the excitement thrumming through her veins as she prayed to every god and goddess that Brett was truly a dragon fae. He might have had one parent who was phantom fae. But what if his ability to shift into the dragon had nothing to do with being a mage?
It was dark out as archers set up torches to help light the targets in the area.
Brett was adamant he'd never held a bow before, let alone used one. Ena showed him the rudiments. Yes, not all dragon fae excelled at the task in the beginning, but they had a natural talent for doing well with the bow. With practice, they were better than nearly any fae in other realms.
Brett said to Ena in private, "I don't want to disappoint you."
She frowned at him. "I'm just curious, is all." More than curious. Hopeful. But she would try her best not to be disappointed if he didn't have any skill with the bow.
"I would do anything to please you, you know," Brett said, with his usual charming smile.
"I bet you broke girls' hearts all over the place back home."
"Not me."
And then she realized he'd probably worried he'd get a girl into trouble with him being a fae seer and how dangerous that was. She didn't want to even bring that issue up.
"Okay. Are you ready?"
Brett fired the shot and hit the farthest stake out. The archers had set them up at various distances and gave him free reign to shoot the one farthest away that he felt comfortable with. There were gasps because if it was true that he had never used a bow before, he truly had a gift.
"Beginner's luck." Brett sounded like he couldn't believe it himself.
Everyone waited to see what Princess Alicia wanted to do. "Set up another farther out."
If he could hit another even farther away, he had a rare talent. But did it make him a dragon shifter?
"Do not miss this one on purpose," Ena said low for his ears only.
He glanced at her. He should have been surprised that she said that to him if he had not planned to miss the target. Instead, he looked like he'd been caught.
"Why do you think I would do that?"
"Just a hunch. Do it right, Brett. Do what you know in your heart you can do."
"I want to court you, but I don't want you to court me if the only reason is that I have dragon shifter genes."
She snorted. "What if you are related to me?"
"Kissing cousins?" He grinned. "I'm not fond of the cousin part, but…"
"You want to court me?" she finally said, sounding surprised.
"Ever since you took me prisoner, I've wanted to be as lucky as Alton or any of your other suitors who were eligible to win your heart. Except I wanted to show you how much I really care about you."
"Oh?" Ena's voice had challenge and he loved it.
"But I don't want my being one of you the only reason you would consider it."
"I don't date my hired help."
"I'm a duke in my own right. And you're a duchess." He smiled. "No one else is qualified to court you."
She chuckled. "You think you have it all figured out. You don't even know courting protocol."
"I believe we can work out something that's mutually agreeable."
She smiled. "Take the shot. And hit it."
"Yes, my lady."
She snorted. He'd never called her lady yet. It sounded funny coming from him.
Then he took the shot and hit the target. Silence, then cheers.
If he truly was a dragon shifter and not just good at archery without some prior knowledge, she had to know his family roots. She had to, because if she was going to court him, she couldn't be related to him.
Before she was ready for it, he turned and smiled. "Farther?"
Princess Alicia laughed. "Show off. And yes, make him keep shooting until he can't make the target."
He hit the stake so far out, three of the archers whistled. One said, "Don't let Queen Viviana hear of this or she'll make you the Master of the Archers. You really want to be a Master Gardener?"
"It's what I pledged to do. And I'm bound by duty to do the job."
The men cast a look in Ena's direction.
"Aye, duty," the one said, grinning.
***
Brett was glad when he was headed back to the hawk fae kingdom where Freya had gone while he was healing up. He hadn't wanted to delay aiding her even this long, but with his strength back, he was ready to help her end this curse.
It took several hours on the flight to Edinburgh, Scotland before they arrived, and then they transported to the hawk fae kingdom from there.
"You can do this." Ena assured Brett as Freya had turned into her raven from and landed on the castle wall walk.
They had moved Zane into the stable, and Freya flew off to tell Elorian they had returned and needed his help.
Elorian was in the stable in a heartbeat with a book of spells in hand. Freya shifted and sat on top of a haystack, looking hopeful.
"I know how to do it," Brett said, a flash of clarity that suddenly swept the fog out of his thoughts. It was like taking a test in high school and knowing the answer to a question, yet it eluded him no matter how hard he wracked his brain to come up with it. Suddenly, it was like the clouds parted and the shone through and he had the answer.
He thought back to how he had made flames surround the sword. He didn't just wish it. He had to call on the power to aid him in a case that meant life or death. Maybe it would work on just imagining something equally as important. Freezing the wizard, yes, because the action had saved Brett and his friends from whatever fate would have awaited them when the soldiers were on their way. But unfreezing him, no, unless Brett thought of it as being crucial to end Freya's curse.
This time, he thought of how much he needed to unfreeze Zane so that he could force him, in some way, to remove the curse on Freya.
Frozen solid still, Zane stood there in his regal mage robes as if clothes made the man, or in his case, mage. Brett waited a little longer, while everyone else watched to see the great miracle.
Nothing happened. Not one drop of water sliding down the frozen figure. No sign of melting at all.
Brett frowned at Zane. "I was certain I had it figured out." He explained his reasoning.
"I've never heard of casting magic in such a way. Either you know how to do it, or you don't." Elorian began flipping through his spell book to a page where he had inserted a feather to mark his place. "I did find a spell I thought might work though."
Brett hated that he couldn't do this on his own. He'd botched the situation with Freya, and he felt bad that Ena would see him as a failure. He glanced at her.
Ena was watching Freya, her arms folded, her dark brows knit together. "Freya, turn into a raven," Ena suddenly said.
But Zane was still frozen to the core. The spell hadn't worked.
Freya let out her breath and nodded. When she didn't do anything, Brett said, "Are you trying?" He couldn't help sounding both astonished and hopeful that this had worked.
Freya's lower lip dropped. "Oh…my…goddess."
Ena smiled. "Try again."
Everyone watched as they heard the hawk fae warriors returning after the battle to the royal castle a half mile away.
"Are you sure you can't change?" Brett asked, astounded. He thought thawing Zane out and forcing him to revoke the curse of Freya was the only way to manage this. No way did he believe he could reverse the curse another mage invoked. At least in all the PC games he played, it wasn't possible.
"No, I can't." Freya jumped off the haystack and wrapped her arms around Brett in a heartfelt squeeze and kissed him on the cheek. He gave her a hug back, not wanting to see how Ena was viewing this. But it was such a miracle that he could undo it, and he was as thrilled as she was.
"I can't believe it," Elorian said. "I have never heard of a mage being able to undo the curse of another." He slapped Brett on the back. "You will be much valued by any ruler to serve as the royal mage with an ability like that."
"Queen Viviana wanted him for her Dragon at Arms," Ena said. "I think it was because he rescued her from the dungeon no matter how injured he was."
"Halloran should have such an honor and now does," Brett said.
"I couldn't believe when you suggested it. Usually when a ruler makes a ruling, even if you're unhappy with it, you're stuck with it," Ena said.
"Like being made a duchess?" Brett asked.
"You know what happened then. I still can't believe you told her you wanted to be my gardener."
Then Brett remembered about his friends. That was his next mission—to locate them. "Where did my friends go?"
"We'll look into it. We'll probably be called on to celebrate with the hawk fae royal family before we settle in for the night. What are you going to do about the mage apprentice?"
Brett just smiled. Zane couldn't harm anyone as a frozen fae. He rather liked to keep him that way.
Ena shook her head. "I doubt anyone will want to store him on their property."
After celebrating with the hawk fae, Ena, Brett, and Freya finally retired for the night. Ena, out of kindness, offered her a job at her castle—since Freya was a weaver and Ena could use a good weaver. Freya could sell whatever she made extra to the merchants in town.
She hadn't immediately accepted the job, and Ena thought she might not like being a phantom fae in the dragon fae realm. On the other hand, Ena did consider Freya liked Brett a lot too, probably for his having rescued her from the curse. What was not to like about Brett? He was just too charming. Still, Ena had to offer because the phantom fae couldn't return to her own people.
She'd made inquiries into what had happened to Brett's friends, too. But they had just vanished without a word. As humans, they had nowhere to go on their own. That had her more than worried about them. And she would solicit everyone that she could tomorrow to help them locate the two teens.
***
Late that night, someone knocked at Brett's chamber door, waking him from a sound sleep. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he crossed the floor and opened the door. A servant was standing there, holding a note. "Sorry to disturb your sleep, my lord, but a messenger has left this for ye and said it was urgent that you receive it at once."
It was about five in the morning. Brett needed another three hours of sleep to get with the program. He opened the note and read: You will bring Zane back to me at once, bring no one else, and I will free your inconsequential human friends. Deviate from my command, and I will have them terminated. You will complete the mage trials. And then and only then will they be released.
His heart pounding, Brett thanked the servant, shut the door, and hastily dressed. He grabbed the guard's sword, his jeweled sword, and daggers and sheathed them. The guards who had come to take them hostage when he had frozen Zane and then taken him away must have immediately gone to the queen about it. Somehow, they had located Brett's friends, took them hostage, and waited until Brett was back in the hawk fae kingdom, where they must have suspected Zane was. Good thing they must have had fae trackers who couldn't track a frozen mage, no fae dust to leave behind like they did when they were fae traveling.
Brett had to do this now even though he knew the queen intended him to die this time around. He thought he had a good chance of proving her wrong.
He hadn't even made it outside of the inner bailey when Ena in her dragon form dropped from the sky, landed in front of him, shifted, and said, "Where do you think you're going, armed for battle, and without a word to me?"
He handed her the note. "I'm going as a dragon and I'll shift in the woods and then walk to the castle. I have to do this."
She hastily read the note, then shook her head. "You can't go alone. And you can't go as a dragon."
"I seem to have that under control."
"No. Don't you see? Unless the queen got word, she probably doesn't know you can turn into a dragon. If anyone saw you, she would know. You have the advantage. We could leave a frozen Zane there, grab your friends, and return here."
"If they're not locked away."
Ena paced. "Right. That's why you're not going alone. Not all the dragons are here. Several have moved their treasure. But several more are here. I'll ask them to go with us."
"No. She said to go alone."
"She's not going to make this fair. She probably doesn't know that you've frozen Zane. She probably thinks you've only kept him hostage. She probably assumes he still can beat you at the trials or she wouldn't risk Zane's life. How can you trust that she'd release your friends? And where? In No Man's Land? In phantom fae territory? She's not going to have them escorted to the hawk fae or dragon fae kingdoms."
"She says she'll kill them if I bring anyone else."
"Believe me, she intends to get her mage back and kill you and your friends. End of story. Besides, you should have someone on your side cheering you on, don't you think?"
"What if archers try to take you out?"
"We burn the place down, free your friends, and that's the end of that."
"Somehow, I don't think this is going to be as easy as all that. But…I have to agree with you about Queen Everlee. I'll go with your plan. But we have to go quickly. If anyone wants to go, it has to be now."
"Halloran will kill me. But he will go. I'll be right back. Ask Freya."
"Yes," Freya said, joining them. "I will go."
 



Chapter 15
 
Ena knew the phantom fae queen would have Brett killed. It probably was really irritating her that he'd gotten away from her, fought on her enemy's side, and taken her mage apprentice hostage. Ena was certain the queen would be more than furious when she saw a dozen dragons headed with them to the phantom fae kingdom also.
Halloran carried the frozen Zane, while Ena carried Brett. Freya transported fae-style, but was to keep out of sight until they all arrived to ensure the queen didn't have her taken hostage.
Then the dragons flew together but spread out enough that they could encircle the walls of the castle.
"It is me, Brett. I have come at the queen's request," Brett said to one of the guards as he arrived with Ena.
"I doubt she said for you to bring an army of dragons," the guard said, brows raised, but he seemed to be amused, more than concerned.
"I didn't have any say in it. I couldn't come here by myself. I don't have the ability to fae transport. And one dragon shifter couldn't come alone for fear of being shot. So she brought an escort—for herself."
"All right. Then tell them thanks and that they must now go," the guard said
"After traveling so far, it would be impossible to travel across your territory and No Man's Land again tonight. They wish to watch me best Zane in the magic trials."
"What has happened to Zane?" the guard asked, staring at the mage's frozen form.
"He will stay like that until I'm assured the queen releases my friends to the dragon shifters."
Brett had only planned to leave Zane there in his frozen state and free his friends. He was certain the queen intended to kill them in any event.
In her royal purple gowns, Queen Everlee stood on the royal dais in the courtyard, Maracose, her adviser, by her side, and like with the previous trial, courtiers stood on either side of the courtyard. Except this time, they had an audience of dragon shifters standing on top of the wall walk, looking extremely imperious. Brett was truly grateful. And proudly between Ena and Halloran, Freya stood and smiled at Brett. He was glad to see her smile, that she had come home without the curse, but the queen could still be her undoing.
Which made him realize he couldn't leave Queen Everlee in power.
"I have completed the second trial," Brett said, motioning to Zane. "As you can see, I've eliminated my competition."
At that moment, he saw an archer ready his bow to shoot an arrow at Brett. The queen must have given the order before Brett even arrived to have him killed. Brett shifted into his golden dragon form and the phantom fae gathered gasped or cried out in shock as the arrow hit his scales and bounced off. Ena turned her dragon fury on the archer and incinerated him.
Everyone was quiet, then a low rumble of conversation filled the air. Brett remained standing in his dragon form, eyeing the queen. Then when she sat down on her throne on the dais as if in defeat and there would be no more unprovoked attacks, he shifted back.
"You have your mage apprentice back. Now, release my friends."
Scowling at Brett, she motioned to the frozen mage apprentice. "Zane is no good to me like this."
"I will take care of it once my friends are with the dragons."
She waved a hand at a man, and he hurried into the keep. "What a surprise to see you as a dragon. We never knew what your mother's fae kind was. I didn't know a dragon shifter mating with another kind could create a dragon shifter. I thought the shifter kind had recessive genes. That if they ever mated with any other fae kind, the offspring couldn't shift into dragons."
Brushing away a strand of blond hair, she looked truly in awe. Not like she was fearful or hated him for it. Which totally surprised him and made him wary all at once.
"You won the trial."
"Who were my parents?" He couldn't believe he was both a phantom fae and a dragon fae, or that he came from a family of mages also.
Ignoring his question, she said, "You will do as my mage. I will tell you about your parents when you agree to work for me."
"What about Zane?" Brett couldn't believe she'd dismiss her favorite mage apprentice so easily. And he didn't trust her one bit as far as how she would treat him if he stayed here under her rule.
"Clearly you have defeated him. I told you. You have won."
The guard brought Mark and Bryan out of the keep, still manacled.
"Remove the manacles," the queen said.
His friends' eyes widened when they saw Brett.
"You came for us when you have to know she means to kill you," Mark said, frowning.
"Of course. You would have come for me if you'd had a way to get here." Brett knew they would have been upset when Ena gave him up as payment to the phantom fae. "Some of my friends will return you to the hawk fae kingdom." He was glad he could call Ena and her dragon brethren friends. What if one of them was even a relation? He was dying to know. He said to the queen, "Why would I want to work for you after you wanted me dead? After you murdered my grandfather and parents? And murdered Freya's parents. Most likely countless others also."
Without another word, he flew to the dais as a human, with only two thoughts in mind, of manacling the queen so she couldn't use fae transport to vanish, and to take her prisoner. He would remove her from here so that the people could have a new ruler and hopefully, a better existence.
His action startled her so, she wasn't prepared for what he did next. He grabbed the manacles that one of his friends had worn and attached it to her wrist. That was enough to stop her from going anywhere. Then he said, "It's time for a new ruler. Maracose?" He hoped the queen's advisor would be agreeable. He seemed to have a kindness that the queen didn't have, and Brett hoped he'd have the people's best interests at heart.
Maracose smiled. The queen was scowling, then she said, "You'll pay for this. Release me at once!"
"We will take you to your new kingdom," Brett said, and without even asking her to do anything, Ena dropped down beside him still in her dragon form.
"Would you take the queen and I'll take her defeated mage?" Brett asked.
"Gladly," Ena said.
Alton and Halloran dropped down beside them.
"Do you want your sword back?" Brett asked the guard one last time.
The guard shook his head. "You have earned it and our gratitude."
"We could use you as our mage here," Maracose said.
Freya agreed.
"I had a home with the dragon fae before I came here. I will return there, but I thank you for the offer." Brett had decided he was going to marry Ena. Her home would truly be his then, he thought, smiling. But he didn't care about the home as much as he cared about her. Though learning who his parents were was too important also. That was the hardest part for him when he'd been a prisoner of the phantom fae queen. He had wanted to be with Ena, and he had worried about how she was faring. He'd also wanted to be with her staff. Every one of them was just as much family.
"You are welcome to visit us anytime. You and your friends," Maracose said.
"Thank you. I would love that at a future date."
"Thank you," Maracose said. "A soothsayer predicted a dragon would be the queen's downfall, which is why she killed any dragon that she could if they ventured within an archer's range over her lands. Who would have ever thought a human fae seer who was really a phantom fae and mage would be the one to bring her down as a dragon?"
"Certainly not me." Brett had thought if he could ever master his mage skills, he would love to come back and take her down. But he'd never imagined being able to call on a dragon, and having Ena and her friends come to his aid. "Take care, Freya."
"Take care of yourself, Brett." She gave him another hug, and he thought she really wished he wasn't going. But his home was with Ena.
He shifted and went after Zane. He carried him in his talons and led the way back to the hawk fae kingdom while Ena carried the queen, and Alton and Halloran had hold of Mark and Bryan. After they passed through the phantom fae territory and reached No Man's Land, Brett swooped down to the sandy soil, the sandworms quiet for the moment. He set Zane down on the soil. They wouldn't eat an "inanimate" object. They went for blood and were attracted to heat.
Ena set the queen down next to him. She couldn't do anything but run for the safety of the phantom fae land that bordered the edge of No Man's Land. She would never make it. Heartbeats, the rush of the blood through her veins, and her body temperature would call to the sandworms.
After she had killed any number of people, and how she intended to do the same to him and even Freya, he wasn't about to let her escape her fate.
They left the two of them in the sadny soil and continued on their way to Ena's castle in the hawk fae kingdom.
Brett was glad he could be one of the dragons helping to move the dragons' treasure to the caves where they stored them. Except for Ena, who stored her treasure in her dungeon. She said it was because she didn't like to pay guards to protect her treasure, but he believed it was because she loved to sort it into piles and enjoy it.
Now it was time to settle into Ena's castle, but Brett had to learn if he was related to Ena or not.
"Do you have…genealogy records?" he asked, as he was sitting with Ena at the meal.
Cook and the housekeepers had served turkey, mashed potatoes, gravy, rolls, peaches, and cottage cheese with cherries on top. He loved the meals that Cook prepared.
Ena sat back in her chair. "We do. But it doesn't mean that you're one of our local dragon shifters. A few other dragon colonies exist in different parts of the world. Three of my suitors and several more are from various locations. We have to have new blood, you know."
"I haven't seen any golden dragons here. Would that be something that shows up in the genes?"
"It could. Though my brother and I have scales of a different coloration and so did our parents. It's like a friend of mine who has green eyes when both her parents have very dark brown eyes. Her maternal grandmother had green eyes, so that might be what happened in your case."
What if he was related to someone here? What if he still had family? He was hopeful that he did. But what if he was related to one of Ena's suitors? He figured the guy wouldn't like it when he had every intention of pursuing her.
"We'll help you learn the truth," Muriel said brightly. "We have archives at the library."
"Oh, yes," Cook said. "First order of business. If your family was from here, we'll find the pedigree."
Mark and Bryan were shaking their heads.
"I can't believe you can turn into a dragon," Mark said.
"Me either," Bryan said. "You've got to go back to our world and make an appearance at school."
The idea sounded like fun. First official date with Ena? He glanced at Ena to see her take on it.
She shrugged. "Works for me. But I've got some assignments to take care of, and I won't have time to go with you. For your first time, you shouldn't go by yourself. What if you got stuck there?"
"I sure wish I was a dragon shifter," Mark said. "And a wizard."
"Paladin," Brett corrected him.
"Oh yeah, wow. Here I always wanted to be an elf mage, figuring they had the neatest powers, and you always chose to be a paladin. Well, you got your wish for real." Mark finished off his turkey leg and served up some more mashed potatoes and gravy. "And more with being a dragon shifter also."
After they cleared the table, Ena said, "I want to speak with you in private, Brett."
Everyone smiled a little at the two of them.
"Absolutely," Brett said, smiling. He knew it had to be something important. Not something like courting her, but he liked that everyone thought that's what this was all about.
He and she went to her parlor and took seats on sofas opposite each other.
"I wanted to talk to you about something." He had it in mind that since he seemed to be a dragon shifter, he should pull his own weight and help pay some of the bills by doing the kind of missions Ena did. With Mark and Bryan also living here, the cost was ever increasing for food. And no way did she need three gardeners to care for her grounds. "I forgot that Mark and Bryan are gardening for you now."
"You're the master gardener, so you are in charge of them."
"But as a dragon shifter, I want to do what you do."
Ena smiled. "You want to earn the kind of treasure that I do. But you would have to learn the trade."
"Right. You can be my teacher. I need to earn my own way if I'm going to court you. How will I ever be able to buy you the most extravagant gifts when I am still trying to pay off my boots and other clothes?"
She smiled. "You intend to buy my affection?"
He chuckled. "That's just part of the deal."
"All right. I'll agree if you follow my lead on everything. I don't want you getting yourself into trouble and then getting me into trouble."
"Agreed."
"I was going to tell you that I'm going on a mission first thing in the morning, and to…well, watch out for my staff. But since you'll be going with me, if you wish it, I'll just leave Ryker in charge as usual."
"I'm all for it."
"Okay, I've already got three jobs lined up. The first is to rescue a fae who's been taken hostage by a group of fae seers. We only know the one teen's name. I have the case because I can hide my fae aura and don't leave a fairy dust trail so fae seers don't recognize what I am. I usually don't go to the human world. Because of rescuing Princess Alicia, the word has gotten out that fae seers won't see me coming. You could be the bait."
"What fae aura do I have?" he asked, intrigued.
"Come to think of it, you don't seem to show one either. I would have known that you were a fae."
That had Brett worried. What if he was related to Ena because of this similarity?
"Does your brother also have this ability?"
"No. It's…" She studied Brett as if she suddenly had the same thought as he did. "No. It's really rare. It's amazing that you have that ability, too." Then she frowned. "You still can't fae transport?"
"Not yet."
"Are you certain?" She gave him a suspicious look. "You're not just saying so because you want to hold me close, are you?"
He laughed. "No. I want to be able to do both, of course."
"You know the rule is we have to eliminate fae seers when they've taken a fae hostage."
"You know it's a trap."
"Right. This will be perfect. You've been a 'human' for years so you know the scene. It's a different location, different school from yours. But the question is can you terminate fae seers, having believed you were one before?"
"If they're trying to murder an innocent fae."
"Any fae is innocent if they are captured by fae seers."
Brett rolled his eyes.
"Don't do that. It's sooo…human."
"The fae go to our…the human world to cause mischief. They break up engaged couples, steal things from people, and wreak all kinds of havoc. They're not innocent."
"Humans misplace things all the time. I do, too. Do I blame it on other fae? Of course not. As for humans breaking up, if a fae can do that to a couple, they would never have lasted through a marriage."
"The human world is the playground for the fae."
"Not all do such things. Take me, for instance. I rarely go to their world. My saving Princess Alicia was crucial, but normally, I don't go there. Especially not to play with the humans. So can you help eliminate the fae seers holding him hostage, if it means protecting and freeing the fae?"
Brett hoped he could. He wondered if he'd ever see himself as a true fae and not as a human fae seer. "I'm sure I can."
She looked skeptically at him.
"Where are they located?"
"Portland, Maine. We've had word that at least two boys and a girl are fae seers, but we only know the name of one of the boys."
"Which kingdom is the fae from?"
"Dragon. Though I've rescued other kinds of fae before. You might not want to rescue him. In which case, I'll leave you home for a more suitable mission."
"Who is it?"
"Duke Tully."
"The dragon fae who takes highborns hostage for money? Not his own kind or he'd be in trouble with the ruling family. But I've heard King Tibero got kickbacks from Duke Tully's ransoms."
"Right. But Queen Viviana wants good relations with her neighboring fae realms so she said if he takes anyone hostage any further, he'll be hanged. So he went to the human world to steal items of value that the fae would love to have and pay handsomely for. That way he could continue to enjoy his lifestyle."
His lifestyle? As a forest dweller? "I thought he lived like Robin Hood in the woods, no home but the trees, except he didn't give to the poor."
Ena shook her head. "He's a duke. He has a castle and he slips off to it whenever he wants more royal treatment."
"Wait, you said he's innocent. No way."
"Okay. You don't have to go with me on this case."
"He was stealing from humans. He's taken tons of important people hostage for money—even Ritasia and her husband-to-be."
"When the fae seers caught him, he hadn't been doing anything but enjoying a Starbucks peppermint mocha. Apparently, it's something he really loves when he visits their world."
"Okay." Brett could see Ena was dedicated to saving the fae no matter what his criminal background. He was curious about payment though. "Who's paying us to bring him safely home?"
"His men. He's got the money."
"Ill-gotten gains." Brett couldn't help but say it.
She ignored Brett's comment. "The queen said he must get honest employment the next time because she doesn't want to risk any fae's life for his if he insists on continuing to commit crimes to support his lifestyle."
"All right. Have you planned this all out?"
"We've been busy and I had to set this business aside, but yes. We go to the school tomorrow and look for these three kids. I thought you could be bait. But it won't work because you don’t show any fae aura."
"Someone else then? One of your staff?"
"I don't want to risk their lives. Some fae seers are horribly ruthless."
Brett agreed. "Another dragon shifter?"
"He would want equal payment. I'll already be sharing a quarter of it with you."
Brett smiled and raised his brows.
"You're in training. I'm the teacher."
"You're a dragon, who loves to hoard treasure."
She smiled.
"Someone then who has the courage to do this—the heart of a lion."
"The ways of a raven?" Ena asked.
"I was thinking of Freya. But you might know someone who's better suited to the job."
"If Freya will do it, I'm game."
"But if the fae seers are ruthless…"
"She attacked a fearsome dragon. Remember?"
Ena was right. "Yeah, she nearly gave me a heart attack. But she could turn into a raven back then."
"We'll ask her."
"And if not her? Do you have anyone else in mind?"
"I'll ask someone on my staff, but I really don't want to get them involved. Let's get some sleep. Tomorrow morning will come soon enough."
When they rose from their seats, Brett closed the distance between them. He wanted to hug her in the worst way—but she immediately put her hand to his chest to keep some distance between them.
He smiled and took her hand and pulled her close, then gave her a warm embrace. "I've wanted to do that forever."
She hugged him lightly back. "What if we're related?"
"Then think of this as a brotherly hug."
She socked him on the shoulder and he laughed. In the blink of an eye, he was in his chamber.
He couldn't believe it. He was thinking how he had to go to his chamber and then he was there.
A rapping sounded at his door. He quickly crossed the floor. When he opened the door, Ena was frowning at him. "Just how long have you been able to fae transport?"
"Thirty seconds." Brett was telling the truth, though Ena looked like she didn't believe him for one second.
 



Chapter 16
 
The next morning Ena woke and quickly dressed in her usual Gothic style clothes and joined her staff and Brett for breakfast before they left for the human world to rescue Duke Tully. What she hadn't expected was to see Freya seated at the table.
Freya smiled at Ena. "Good morning. Brett came to see me and asked for my help with your job. How could I say no after all he's done for me? He said I would earn a quarter of the payment for the mission, but it really isn't necessary."
Ena glanced at Brett. He shrugged. "I figure her part will be worth every penny she earns."
Ena couldn't believe it. He made her feel miserly because she was only paying him a quarter of the treasure. Now he was giving away every penny of it to Freya?
Ena was just being a dragon and that was their nature. Nothing wrong with it at all. She wanted to remind Brett that if he didn't earn his keep, he was back to being a master gardener in charge of his friends.
Mark and Bryan scarfed up a half dozen sausages and more eggs than a couple of bodies could eat in a week.
Freya forked up some more of her eggs. "This should be fun. I haven't had the freedom to visit the human world except for a couple of minutes."
Both Ena and Brett frowned at her for making the comment about it being "fun." Brett said, "You know we may have to eliminate the fae seers?"
"Knowing you, it will only happen if it's absolutely necessary."
"What about the risk you could be taking by going with us?" Ena asked.
Freya finished her cup of tea and set the mug on the table. "Alton said he's coming with us."
"What?" Ena couldn't believe it. How much did Alton think he'd get paid? And why in the world was he even asked or why had he assumed he could just tagalong without Ena's permission?
"The fae seers can take us both hostage and he can protect me as a dragon if things get out of hand," Freya said.
"Wait, this is my case," Ena said. Maybe no one else would realize it, but dragons were territorial over missions and Alton would be well aware of it.
"He doesn't expect payment. He only wants to help."
Since when did a dragon shifter do a mission like this for free and not mind that he wasn't being paid for it? Alton often asked for even more treasure than she did on assignments! Not that she wasn't worth as much as he was, but she was magnanimous to an extent.
"All right, where is he?" Ena asked. "We have to leave right after we finish eating."
"He's coming and said he'd meet us after we eat breakfast," Freya said.
Sure enough, just as they got ready to leave, Ryker let Alton into the keep.
"I want to go also," Mark said.
"And me," Bryan added. "We've always been human, no fae aura. We're fae seers. We can talk their language. We might be able to convince them that the fae don't intend to kill them."
"Not true," Ena said.
"We can help." Mark was already wearing human clothes and so was Bryan as if they thought Ena would automatically just take them with them.
Brett smiled at them. "You won't get any treasure for the job."
"We want to visit home, as it were. Not our home, but you know what we mean." Mark shoved his hands in his pockets.
"Yeah. We really want to help both sides if we can." Bryan looked to Brett as if he could make Ena agree.
Brett wisely didn't say anything.
"This was a one-person operation. Now there are six of us going?" Ena shook her head.
"The more of us, the better the outcome for us," Mark said.
Still, Brett didn't agree or disagree.
She let out her breath. He knew his friends best of all. "What do you think, Brett?" She swore his chest swelled a little with pride at being asked.
"I think they could be a great help, truthfully."
Not sure he was right, she nodded. "Okay, let's get our army of people on our way. Brett, take one of your friends, if you think you can manage." Then she changed her mind. It was one thing for him to fae transport to his chamber from within the castle walls for his first time ever, but to transport so far away in the States when he'd never done such a thing alone could be a disaster. "Forget it. You're coming with me. Instead of me transporting you though, I'll have you transport me to ensure you can do it. The rest of you can figure out what you want to do." She gave them the address, and then waited for Brett to lock his arms around her.
When she felt his warm body pressed against hers and heard his heartbeat thundering in her ear, she thought she was in heaven. For the first time since she'd met him, she was all for his courting her and more, if he continued to be the man she'd grown to love over the past several months.
"Ready?" he asked, his warm breath caressing the top of her head.
"When you are."
***
The high school where the fae seers attended, who held Duke Tully hostage was huge, filled with students headed into school. Brett thought he could easily get lost in the place if he'd gone to school there.
The fae were all invisible, which meant anyone in the school who wasn't a fae seer couldn't see them. Then they went to the office to locate where Kenny Smith was at first period.
They'd already made plans, like searching for where he was, and then everyone entered the classroom—Mark and Bryan as new students, Freya and Alton were the bait, and Ena and Brett were watching surreptitiously for any students' reactions indicating any of them saw the invisible fae.
While the fae watched for everyone's reaction to see if anyone looked surprised or shocked, the students eyed the newcomers—Bryan and Mark—from time to time as the teacher talked about the American Civil War. Brett couldn't tell who Kenny Smith was. When the class ended, everyone left the room and Brett and the others watched the students hurrying off to lockers or other classes.
"Any clue?" Ena asked.
"I thought maybe the guy in the yellow shirt," Freya said.
"I'll go for the one with the gray T-shirt," Alton said.
"A guy wearing a navy shirt looked suspicious to me. When we first entered, his shirt was dry. But he began to sweat a lot during the class," Brett said.
"Then two of us will follow each of them," Ena said.
"Which one did you think it was?" Brett asked Ena.
"A guy in a faded red shirt. It had fae dust on it. He might have bumped into a fae, but I want to follow him to be sure. Brett, why don't you go with Freya? If she gets into trouble, at least you'll be there to protect her. Alton is visible so he can trail the other guy. He can protect himself if he has any trouble."
"All right." Brett and Freya hurried after the guy in the yellow shirt. "Why do you think it's him?" Brett spoke low for Freya's ears only because he was invisible.
"The guy smells of sweat and fear."
Brett had the same thought. He and Freya kept pace on either side of the guy. Instead of going to a classroom, he ducked inside a restroom.
Freya didn't hesitate to follow him into the boy's room, shocking Brett He had just assumed she'd wait out in the hall. He should have realized she hadn't been here before and wouldn't realize she wasn't supposed to be in there. She was just doing her mission: following the fae seer to learn if he was going to meet up with any others, or lead her to where Duke Tully was being held hostage.
But having been "human" before, Brett had to admit he felt a little uncomfortable with her going in there. Luckily, no one else was in the restroom.
The boy immediately turned, yanking handcuffs out of his back pocket, and clamped one on Freya's wrist. They had to be iron, the only way he could keep her from transporting. "Ready to join the other one?" the guy snarled, his dark eyes nearly black, his black hair cut military style.
At least they knew for sure now that he was one of the fae seers.
Brett so wanted to take care of the guy and free Freya, but he knew that they had to let this play out and learn where Duke Tully was being held hostage. Hopefully, this guy would take them to him. Brett wished he had a cell phone like in the "old days"—at least it felt like—before Freya took him to the fae world and that was the end of his cell phone.
Not that Ena or anyone else had one to communicate with anyway. But this kid did and he pulled out his phone. As soon as he did, Freya did the unexpected. She turned visible so that anyone could see her. And they were still in the boy's bathroom!
"Turn back into your invisible self," the guy growled.
If he got physical with her, Brett would get physical right back with him. Brett couldn't help but smile at Freya's audacity though.
Two guys walked into the restroom and one said, "Hey, dude, take it somewhere else."
"Cool, Kenny," the other said. "I never knew you had it in you."
Kenny forced Freya out of the restroom. He opened his mouth to speak to her, but she spoke first. "Hey, watch it. I've got powerful friends who wouldn't hesitate to turn you into ash."
"Like I was a vampire or something?" he said. "Right." He pulled her through the hallway where students were entering their classes.
"Where are you taking me?" Freya asked.
Brett spied the guy with the faded red shirt, a manacle around Alton's wrist as he moved him in their direction. Alton was still invisible to the normal population, but when he saw Freya was visible, he did the same thing as she did. A few students gasped when Alton suddenly just appeared.
"Hey," one of the boys said. "Let them go."
"Yeah," another said.
Brett was glad that some of the kids were standing up for the ones they must have thought were being hazed or something. Though he understood what a mess this was from a fae seer's standpoint and how dangerous the fae could be to them and to him when he thought that's all he was.
But in this case, the boys had to take the fae to their hideaway where they held Duke Tully. Brett was glad he was still alive unless they were holding a different fae hostage. That would be bad news.
"Gary, we've got a real problem." Kenny glanced at the three boys blocking his path while another said he was getting a teacher.
"Tell me about it. Did you get hold of Jim?" Gary asked.
"I didn't have time."
"We're part of a class project." Freya smiled, trying to assure the other kids that they weren't really hostages. "We're fine."
"Class project." Alton agreed, smiling just as brightly, though his eyes were glowing gold, which meant he was really pissed off. No fae liked being confined in iron manacles.
The fae seers cast glances at them. They had to know they were way out of the faes' league. They might be able to take one fae hostage, but at school in front of everyone?
The boys moved them quickly through the hallway to the exit door to get out of there before the one kid got a teacher involved who would investigate this class project story.
When they reached a blue sedan in the students' parking lot, the boys manacled the two faes together, then forced Freya and Alton into the backseat. Before Gary could climb into the backseat to keep them under control, he called their other buddy. "Jim, we got two fae we're taking to the storage facility. Do you want to go with us, or stay here? Hey, that's great news. Okay, see you in a minute."
"What's up?" Kenny asked.
"He's found two fae seers like us. He wants them to come with us. What do you think?"
"Is he sure?" Kenny appeared wary that all of a sudden two fae seers just happened to make themselves known when they had just captured two more fae. Then again, Bryan and Mark were human—as far as they knew—so were bona fide fae seers.
"Yeah, just like any of us here."
"How did they know about him? We don't advertise what we are. We don't really exist as far as most people are aware," Kenny said.
"They said he had fae dust on his shirt. So either one had just walked into him at some time or another, or he had taken one hostage recently when he was wearing that shirt. The guy named Mark joked as if he wasn't serious, but you know that's the only way we can meet up with our kind. Make light of it and see what the response is," Gary said.
"Okay. Great. Unbelievable, but we can always use some new guys on the team."
They saw Jim coming with Mark and Bryan, both looking glum, like fae seers would who had a grim task at hand.
Ena was with them, nicely invisible and no aura showing.
"We'd better get rid of them pronto. Who would have ever thought any more of them would show up like this?" Gary said.
Mark cleared his throat. "That's the trouble with taking one hostage. It's not like they don't have friends and family back home."
"You sound like you're sticking up for them," Gary said.
"Yeah, what gives?" Jim asked. "Either you're on our side or—"
"Look, why would we be on their side when they could easily kill us, too? We're the same as you, remember? I'm just saying that killing one of them has consequences. I know. We've lost good friends that way. Even my stepdad was killed by one of them. They took my friend Brett with them to the fae world. Who knows what they've done to him?"
Made him a mage, dragon and phantom fae, Brett thought. At least his parents had.
"Then there's another possibility to consider," Mark said. "That we are fae."
"What? You're out of your mind," Gary scoffed. "What? Did some of them brainwash you?"
"The one we had taken hostage was a fae princess. One of her rescuers killed my stepdad and took Brett as her hostage. Princess Alicia had been taken hostage earlier because she was a fae seer."
"Wait, so you're saying she was just human, then they turned her into a fae princess?" Jim asked, skeptically.
Gary was frowning, but Kenny looked interested.
"No, she was a fae princess all along, but she didn't know it. Her mother never told her, and she had notes from her dad, who taught her what to look for in the different fae realms. When she was taken into the fae realm, she discovered—to her shock—that she was a fae princess," Bryan said. "She hadn't been killing fae, just keeping her fae seer ability secret. Then she turned out to be one of them."
"How do you know this?" Gary asked.
"I told you. We had taken the princess hostage, thinking she was fae, which she was, but she'd been human at our school before this, no fae aura. So we were confused, until she said she'd been human, or thought so all along. Then here comes this other fae, who had always been a fae and never lived in our world. The princess saved Brett's life, saying he might be a fae himself. So see? We may not really be human. It's just something to consider," Bryan said.
"Well, was Brett one of them or not?" Kenny asked.
"We were taken hostage in the fae world," Bryan said.
Jim folded his arms. "What? No way. You're making all this up."
Mark shoved his hands in his pockets. "Yeah, way. We had stolen a fae princess. And we were taken hostage, but the fae who had taken Brett in, and given him room and board, not treated him like a prisoner, came for us and wanted us released. That was her payment for saving the princess's life. So yeah, we saw their fae kingdoms, and lived to tell the tale."
"So you don't know which side to be on, sounds to me," Jim said.
"Hey, just telling you that this might not be all black and white," Mark said.
"Come on, let's take these two fae to where the other is. I'm not sure we should take these two with us," Kenny said. "Sounds like they're fae lovers."
"Yeah, until the fae come for them and kill them," Jim said. "Let's go. You two are on your own."
Jim got into the passenger seat. Kenny drove. Ena sat on Jim's lap, which meant he'd lose the feeling in his legs. Gary sat in the backseat with the two fae. And Brett stayed with Mark and Bryan. But they were already moving toward another car.
"We're stealing a car," Mark guessed.
"Borrowing. We'll have it back before school lets out, hopefully," Brett said.
Bryan found a brand new, black mini-van. "What parent would give their teen a mini-van?"
"Works for us." Brett appeared inside of it, unlocked the doors, and then Mark got to work on hot-wiring it.
They hurried after the other car and drove out into the country until they reached a facility with storage units ranging from small to boat-sized lockers.
The boys parked at a small unit and Kenny got out to unlock the door as the others waited in the car. Within viewing distance, Mark parked the mini-van down at the end of the row of storage lockers. A truck drove past them and parked in between them, the bed of the pickup stacked high with boxes.
"As soon as they disappear into the storage facility, you can join us. I'm going to the car now to lend Ena a hand if she needs it," Brett said.
"Stay safe," Mark said.
"They won't be expecting dragons." He transported to the car, standing just beside it, waiting to see what would happen next. The storage unit was dark and empty, except for a fae chained to the floor. Had to be Duke Tully. His eyes widened when he saw Alton and Freya arrive as hostages.
Kenny motioned for his friends to come and bring their hostages. Gary then yanked Freya out of the car, she cried out in pain, and Brett growled. He hadn't meant to make a sound, but it just slipped out. Everyone was quiet then. The fae seers stared in the direction that Brett had been, though after he growled, he quickly moved into the storage facility to free Duke Tully.
The duke's eyes were saucer sized to see the fae—the unknown phantom fae, and the known dragon shifter, Alton.
"Someone else is here. Someone we can't see," Gary said, his face ice-white.
The color had drained from Kenny's face also.
"What do we do?" Gary asked.
"We get the other one in the car and drown the three of them, pronto," Jim said. "Come on, Gary, you put that one back in the car. And stay with them. You, too, Kenny. I'll get the other one."
This worked even better. As soon as Jim moved toward Duke Tully, who was very calm, knowing he had a dragon at his back now, Brett waited for Jim to bring out the keys to the manacles since Jim had to unlock Tully from the floor.
Ena stayed with the car in case the two fae seers decided to do something to Freya or Alton, though Alton could shift at any time and show them what a mistake they'd made.
"We should have brought the two new guys," Jim said. "We could have made them kill these three and seen just whose side they are on."
Gary said, "Yeah, too late now. But that would have been a great idea."
As soon as Jim touched the key to one of the manacles, Brett punched him, knocking him on his backside. Jim cried out and did a quick backward crab crawl. Still invisible, Brett unlocked Duke Tully's manacles.
"Thanks," the duke said, though he looked a little startled that he couldn't see Brett either.
"Go home. Tell the queen that Brett and Ena and others came to save you."
Jim was still sitting on the floor, looking too scared to move. Then Brett turned visible. "Yes, I was like you—a fae seer, and the tale my friends told you about me was true. I'm Brett, by the way. Who knows if any of you are also fae, or if Mark and Bryan are, but we've come to terms with it. Wise up, or you can be the ones drowned in the lake. Or worse. Incinerated?" Brett turned into his very scary dragon form. Beautiful gold scales, but still very wicked teeth and talons.
Even Duke Tully took a step back, his jaw dropping.
The boys stumbled backward away from him. Then they heard sirens and four police cars roared down the drive into the storage facility, blocking each exit. Brett immediately turned back into his invisible state. He'd had enough talks with the police and if they saw any more of him, he figured he'd get them all in trouble.
Mark and Bryan, thankfully, had already exited the stolen vehicle and were motioning to where the trouble was—the boys with manacled hostages, telling how they'd drown them in the lake.
Well, they hadn't expected this. Then Brett noticed the men with the pickup truck and their cell phones in hand. Apparently they had seen the manacled teens and had called the police. Now, as fae, they could just vanish. Wouldn't it be better to pretend to be the innocents in all this?
Freya began talking before Mark or Bryan could speak when they should have been the ones to talk because they knew more of what to say. "Oh, sir, they wanted to get rid of us because they say we're fairies."
The boys looked aghast and Jim immediately shook his head. "We were just playing a game. Just a game. Nothing more. We didn't call them fairies."
Officers had manacled all three boys while others had removed the manacles on Freya and Alton.
One officer was taking notes. "So, you're saying this was a hate crime?"
"Oh, no, not at all." Kenny pointed at Freya, as if she'd back him up on his story. "She told the other students at school we were working on a project."
"Is that so?" the policeman asked Freya.
She showed her red wrists where the fae seer had yanked at her and bruised and rubbed her fair skin raw in places. "No. They were going to drown us in a lake. What school would allow us to work on a project like that? They said if we didn't tell the other kids that at school, they'd go after others." She let a tear slide down her cheek and then several more followed. She looked so sweet and innocent and so very sad. Then she fell against the police officer as if the horror of it had finally sunk in.
Brett smiled at her. He thought she would do great at this business of rescuing fae in the human world.
The officers asked each of them in turn—who were visible—what the story was.
Each of the fae accused the fae seers of believing they were fairies and wanted to get rid of them, and the boys vigorously denied it.
But the witnesses that had driven the pickup truck said the same thing and since they were adults, and the fae had been manacled, it really sealed the deal.
Freya suddenly straightened as if she was feeling less intimidated now. "You know, you might still be just like us and end up joining us so there's no reason to hate us." Then she smiled so sweetly that she had the police officers totally bowled over.
As to the fae seers, they knew they were in real trouble as the policemen hauled them to different police cruisers.
"We'll need to call your parents," the one officer said.
The fae could all disappear at that point, but then the boys would be released and well, they had such a great story going, they couldn't do it. Not that the fae would be around to testify or anything.
A pink Cadillac drove up and a woman got out. Not any woman, but Queen Viviana herself. She had a home in the human world and had raised her daughter, Alicia, as a human for years, so she did have a driver's license and all the ID she needed to prove who she was. "I'm responsible for these teens. Freya, Tully, and Alton are my stepchildren."
"Will you see that they come forth as witnesses concerning this case?" one of the police officers asked.
"Of course. Gladly."
"Good. This kind of thing needs to be stopped. We appreciate your cooperation."
"Okay, kids," the queen said with humor lacing her words, "Let's go back to school. I'll talk to your teachers about your absence."
"Oh, Momma, thank you. I had a test in English and…" Freya said, climbing into the pink car.
Tully and Alton hurried to join her, grinning. Brett was sure the queen was getting a kick out of Freya calling her momma.
Ena took Brett's hand and said in a hushed voice. "Let's go."
"What about Mark and Bryan?"
"The others will come back for…no, the queen is waving for them to get in also."
"But…maybe they should return to their home, as far as what was their home."
Queen Viviana asked the very same question of Brett's two friends. "Would you prefer living in the human world?"
Mark and Bryan emphatically said no. "We have so many more adventures with Ena and Brett. Life would never be the same back home," Mark said.
Bryan agreed.
Ena pulled Brett into her arms and kissed him, sweetly at first, and then much more like a dragon shifter with a mind of her own. They were floating in the dark between worlds, wrapped up in each other, and Brett was eager to be the one and only one for Ena.
"Does this mean—?" He was hoping she'd settled on him and no more considering the other dragon shifters.
"It means you passed one of my trials. At least the first one. If you want to be my mate, you'll have to earn as much as I do. We'll be the wealthiest dragons in the kingdom."
Amused, he raised his brows. "I thought you wanted me just for being me."
She smiled. "You know that you are the one for me. Since you seem to have declared I am the one for you. But I had to make sure that you could go on missions with me and not mess them up."
He laughed. "Man, I like this kind of trial. Or at least the finale." Then he kissed her again, loving her, loving what he was now, and yet, he had loved being human, too. Just maybe having been in both worlds, he saw their viewpoints somewhat more clearly. Maybe he could convince the fae seers and the fae that they didn't need to kill each other off, but could work things out. Maybe not be friends, but they didn't need to be enemies either.
"What will happen to the fae seers?" Brett asked, wishing this could have ended better for all concerned.
"We won't be there to testify against them. We'll have disappeared into thin air. The pink Cadillac will go back to wherever it belonged and the queen will most likely never return."
"How in the world did Queen Viviana know to come here and rescue us? I never thought we might end up facing the police and that we'd need an adult to get us out of the jam."
"When you were watching everyone else, I fae transported back home, told the queen the trouble we were bound to have, and she came back with me. She saw the pink Cadillac at the mall next door, borrowed it, and there you have it. She'll return it and everyone will fae transport back home." Ena smiled up at Brett. "Did you like turning into a dragon for them?"
"You bet. Maybe the fae seers will hope they're like me. And not kill any more fae. Maybe they will all try to wait it out and see if they are like us. If so, we have truly accomplished the mission." As they settled down in the courtyard of her castle, he asked, "So what is our next mission?"
"Find a missing dragonling, baby dragon. But I also want to help you learn who your parents were, quickly."
As soon as they let go of each other in the courtyard, her staff ran out to greet them. "Oh, my lady," her lady's maid said, "we have learned that Brett isn't listed as a golden dragon baby to any family in this area. So that's good news, isn't it? He can't be related to you?"
That was good news, Brett thought. But Ena still didn't seem real sure of the situation. "What did the phantom fae healer mean when she said you weren't one of them?"
"I was part dragon shifter." At least that's what Brett assumed.
"What if there is more to it than that? You spoke an ancient dragon language. I've heard of it, but no one uses it and hasn't for centuries. How did you know it?" Ena asked.
Everyone on Ena's staff stared at Brett wide-eyed.
"I just do. It just seems natural, as if I was Doctor Doolittle, only I can't speak to all animals. Did you want to talk to the healer and see why she said I was not one of the fae?"
"After we locate the missing dragon's egg. It's extremely time sensitive."
"Wait, dragon shifters hatch eggs? You were hatched?" Brett asked, shocked.
"Real dragons. I mean, dragons that aren't dragon shifters. They live up on the cliffs in a rugged area where the fae don't travel. But the nearby village has been attacked twice by dragons and the fae want a dragon shifter to locate the egg and return it to the mother. I don't know if the dragons will accept us since we're fae and dragons. But I've got to give it a try. Beyond that location is another community of dragon shifters. We can go there and see if maybe you are related to some of those. They have all dragon shifters there. They rule their own colony and don't work for a fae community like we do."
"Okay, sounds good to me. I'm ready to go." He was dying to learn about his heritage and rescuing a dragon's egg sounded good and heroic. He really loved being here. With Ena, that made it all the better.
"But Cook prepared Brett's favorite veal and dumplings," Muriel said.
This time Ena rolled her eyes.
 
 



Chapter 17
 
The next morning, Ena and Brett began her next mission, except that this time she didn't have an army of helpers. And she really loved having Brett for company. She still wanted to ensure that he could fae travel to places without any difficulty. She had to hold his hand though so he could learn the direction to go.
"If we locate the dragon's egg, won't the dragon suspect we stole it and want to kill us?" Brett figured it would.
"Only if it smelled our scent in her cave. And since we haven't been there before, I'm sure she would realize we're bringing her baby back to her. Dragons are intelligent animals. Though I've never had a case like this before."
"Great. Here I thought you were the expert," he said with a teasing tone to his voice.
She gave him a "watch-it" look anyway. "I am—in many cases. But I don't always have exactly the same mission as before. Just like with rescuing Duke Tully. I had rescued Princess Alicia, and you know how that came about, but it wasn't anything like how it turned out in this case. Yes, we saved him, but under totally different circumstances."
Well, he trusted her lead. He was certain she didn't want to be faced with fighting a whole bunch of dragons either.
***
When they reached the Village of Candor, Ena and Brett met with the elder, a grizzled, white-bearded man, Colin. He offered them ale and bread in his clean little cottage, a warm fire burning in the fireplace, the scent of lavender filling the air where he had them hanging to dry. Then he explained the situation. "Near here, cliffs rise high into the sky and maybe twenty or so dragons make their homes in the caves. When the young dragons grow to adulthood, they find homes of their own. Each dragon has around ten to twenty dragonlings. We live in mutual cooperation, fishing from the same sea and lakes, sharing the space, and never bothering them, while they never bother us. But when someone stole one of the eggs, the mother burned some of our outlying homes. No one was injured, thank the goddess. We were having a feast of the new moon and during the festivities, everyone joins in on the games and eating and drinking. The dragons know this, so she was aware that the homes would be empty. Which is good. We can rebuild the homes."
"Did she think someone from the village stole the egg?" Ena set her empty mug on the table. That's what Ena figured because of her attacking the village.
"No." Colin refilled their mugs. "She knows we're fae like the one who stole the egg. I assume she figures if she makes us aware of this, we'll take action to recover her egg. We have never had any trouble with the dragons until this happened."
"Do you have any idea who might have taken it?" Ena asked.
Brett sat quietly listening to the conversation and she loved that they could do these missions together, when she never thought she would ever do such a thing, even if he got a quarter of the treasure for the job. Though she hadn't asked for much from the Village of Candor, given that these people were only trying to do right by the dragon. They had nothing to do with the theft—which showed Brett was rubbing off on her because she usually asked for what she thought her price should be.
"Someone who could sell it? Someone who wants an exotic pet? Someone who wants to raise it to use for his or her dark purpose as a trained killer or something else?" Colin shook his head. "Your guess is as good as mine."
"It wouldn't be easy to hide a dragon's egg or a baby dragon," Brett said, "I wouldn't think. Not that I've ever witnessed either for real."
The elder studied Brett for a moment, his expression curious.
"He was raised by humans. He's only recently come home," Ena explained, buttering another slice of bread.
"Well, I agree that it would be hard to hide such a creature. Would a royal figure pay to have the egg stolen? Then have handlers who would raise and train it? Or is it some eccentric or power monger who lives out in the country or wilds who thinks he can tame it?" Colin shook his head. "They are wild beasts and can't be tamed for a fae's use, no matter the techniques used."
"How long before the dragonling hatches?" Ena glanced out the window at the nearby cliffs. She suspected she knew the answer before the elder even told her the situation.
"Two days, maximum. That's why the mother is so frantic to bond with her youngster. They have to imprint between mother and baby. And the father will have the same imprinting, to show he is their father. It's necessary for them to follow their lead and it's essential to their survival in the wild. And know to court their own kind. If the dragonling fixes on the thief, the baby will follow him around, thinking he is his mother."
"So the man or woman who stole him would bond with the dragon intentionally?" Brett asked, frowning.
"Yes. Which makes us believe the fae who stole the egg knew exactly what he was doing with regard to timing."
"So then the person must have been here before? Knew when the dragon was bearing her eggs and they would be ready to hatch." Ena shook her head. "This was well planned then."
"Yes. Anyone who can take off with a dragon's egg had to have been watching the behavior of the dragons for a while. It's easy to see the female and male courting each other, flying through the air in patterns, nipping at each other's snouts as if they were kissing. Once the female began sitting in her cave and the male taking turns, the thief would know they had eggs they were keeping warm."
"How long ago did it happen?" Brett asked.
"Four days ago. We asked for King Tibero's help in the matter, and expected he'd send a dragon shifter to aid us, but then we learned of his death and the battle going on and feared the worst."
"What about the dragon colony close to here?" Ena planned to take Brett there to see if he was related to any of them.
"They go on a month-long sojourn to various parts of the world. Sometimes to the human's world."
Ena pondered that for a moment. "I wonder if the thief knew that as well."
"Might have. The dragons only have offspring once every quarter. If the fae had tried to steal the egg at any other time, we could have gone to the dragon shifters near here to ask them for their assistance."
Brett looked disappointed that the dragon shifters were gone, and Ena didn't blame him. Maybe they could find a library of information there still.
"Did anyone come through the area that seemed suspicious?" Ena asked.
"We don’t get many visitors out here because we're out of the way of the hustle and bustle of other fae kingdoms. But a few said they'd seen a stranger in the woods. He wore unusual clothes, green to blend in with the forest, like he didn't wish to be seen by anyone. Like Duke Tully is known to camouflage himself in the woods to take travelers hostage. But different, his clothes were rich and more…flowing, rather than a tunic and breeches. It reminded us of a mage's garments. Anyway, that's what came to mind."
"Mage," Ena said. At least there were not as many mages as just regular fae. "Did he give anyone his name?"
"No. Whenever he saw anyone, he just vanished. No greeting anyone, which though was somewhat odd, a couple of people are hermits who live out away from the village and behave in the same way. Not all fae are sociable. So it's not entirely unheard of. He might have thought someone intended to steal from him, as richly garbed as he was."
Ena glanced at Brett. "Why would a mage need a dragon's egg? Do you know of any special reason?"
"Maybe for some potion or spell? I don't recall anything in my grandfather's books. Speaking of which, I'd like to pack those up and take them back to your castle."
"We'll do that."
"You're a mage?" the elder asked, his eyes wide, maybe surprised because Brett wore regular fae clothes and not mage gowns.
"Apprentice and I'm only just learning about all this."
Ena was wondering about Zane. Could he have done this? "Time-wise, do you think Zane could have gone to all this trouble to do this?"
"He might have. From one of my books on the subject of mages, the author described mages who do good, the ones who have an affinity for helping others out. And those who are dark mages, who love to do whatever it takes to cause more havoc in the fae world. What did the mage look like? Are there any in the surrounding area?" Brett asked.
"Long blond hair pulled back in a tail and blue eyes. Like I said, he vanished so quickly once he realized someone had seen him in the area, that no one really got a chance to really observe more than that. Well, he was as tall as you, Brett. And because of the richness of his clothes, I'd say he was a royal mage. As to where mages live—most of the major and minor kingdoms have one, some two. A few live on their own, freelancers who don't work for a royal household. The ones that are more countrified, don't dress in such rich fabrics. No need to impress anyone. Which makes me realize he had to be the one who stole the egg, because if he works for a royal house, he wouldn't be a recluse. He was attempting to hide the fact he was here for such a nefarious purpose." Colin frowned. "Despite realizing that had to be the case, we couldn't have fought him if we wanted to."
"If it was Zane, he would have kept the egg in the castle unless he had a house of his own also," Brett told Ena.
"You know the mage?" Colin asked.
"Not well. I've had some trouble with the fae from the phantom court, and I banished him to No Man's Land."
"You banished him and you're only an apprentice just learning the ropes?"
"Yes. I got lucky. So if he stole the egg, we have to find it right away before it hatches."
"Exactly. It can even imprint on an object, an old pair of boots, a shiny ale mug, or a fae within hours or days of hatching," Colin said.
"What about the timing? Could Zane have been in the area and stolen the egg while you were at the castle?" Ena asked.
"Yes. He had ample time to do so. He was gone during some of the meals even, and most of the rest of the time, I was busy with studying for the trials. He could have popped over here and popped right back in the blink of an eye."
Colin's eyes widened.
Ena shook her head. "Forgive him. He was raised by humans." She said to Brett, "Fae transport, we don't pop anywhere. And certainly not in the blink of an eye. First, let's see if we can pick up the thief's fae trail." She turned to Colin. "Do you think the dragons will mind us? We're not known in this area, and with her protecting her eggs, and since one has already beenstolen, she might be wary of us."
"I'd be careful, approach slowly, let them know you're friend, not foe. They've been standoffish, when they've never been before. I believe they know we didn't have anything to do with taking the egg, and they'll be able to smell that you didn't, but that doesn't mean they'll trust that you might not be interested in one yourselves."
"We'll be careful." Ena had gotten close to real dragons before and knew how to do it successfully, though in a case like this with a protective mother guarding her eggs, it was a little different scenario. Ena said to Brett, "Unless you think you might want to wait this one out."
"No way."
"One of us might not be as intimidating as two."
"I'm going."
"All right. Since you're only earning a quarter of the payment, I just thought it fair if I offered."
He smiled, like he didn't mind her rubbing it in. She smiled back, and then they thanked Colin and went outside to shift.
"Just follow my lead. Are you good with animals?"
"They love me," Brett said.
"Good. Think of the situation like these are big dogs. Approach with caution, offer friendship in a non-aggressive manner, let them make first contact. We don't want to fight them. If they act aggressive in any way, we take off far away from their cave, which they would be protecting. They should leave us alone after that. We'll look for any fae dust trails that might have been left behind."
"Gotcha."
After shifting, Ena led the way and hoped that Brett truly was good with animals, that if the culprit was Zane, they could find the egg easily enough, without his help, and return it to its mother before the imprinting occurred.
 



Chapter 18
 
Brett thought he was ready for this. But he was so new at doing everything, the mage stuff, the dragon flying stuff, the popping from one place to another—he would teach Ena some new vocabulary even if she was opposed to it—he wasn't sure how this was going to work out. Yes, he was good with pets, but pets like dogs and cats. Dragons? This was something entirely new to him.
As they neared the caves, several dragons in the area began to circle them like airborne sharks. He glanced at Ena to see what her take was on this new development. She continued to fly toward the dragon's cave as if she didn't see the danger all around them. The dragons didn't venture any closer. Brett followed her lead, as if they had been invited for a visit. He didn't mind admitting he was a lot nervous.
When she landed on the ledge in front of the mouth of the black cave, he landed right next to her. She peered around at the ledge looking for fae dust. He kept an eye on the female dragon, her head up, watching them, her body curled around her eggs. One had a distinctive crack. So not good.
Her tail was perfectly still, her eyes narrowed a little, her mouth shut tight. She didn't look happy at all to see them. Not that he blamed her in the least.
He didn't know what made him do it, maybe the fact he wanted to reassure her as he would have if he'd been human and tried to reassure a nervous dog. "We're here to help you. We've been asked to find your dragonling. Your egg." Of course, his voice came out as a dragon roar. He had forgotten that part.
Ena growled at him, her own eyes narrowed. She was pissed.
Hey, he was only doing what he would have done if the momma dragon had been a dog. Didn't Ena tell him to do that?
The dragon visibly relaxed, roared a thank you, and that was it.
Ena stared at the dragon in shock, then turned to Brett. He gave a little dragon shoulder shrug. She pointed to the ground where a fae dust trail had been left behind. It looked suspiciously like Zane's.
Then she bowed her head a little to the dragon. The dragon didn't seem to know what Ena was trying to say.
At the risk of earning Ena's further wrath, Brett said, "We are off to find your baby. We'll return as soon as we do."
The dragon smiled!
Ena's dragon jaw dropped.
He told her he was good with animals. He just hadn't realized that would include dragons.
She motioned with her head to leave, and he followed her off the ledge, where they flew off to the phantom fae kingdom. That night, she motioned to an area where several keeps were situated a mile or so apart. Was that where the dragon shifters lived? He so wished he could see if he was related to some of them, but he had to find the dragonling quickly. If one egg was about to hatch, wouldn't the others? What if he and Ena became its parents?
What a mess. Though he could see Ena's staff welcoming the new baby into the fold as if he or she was their baby to care for and protect.
Ena motioned for them to stop and rest in a clearing in a grove of piney woods and shifted.
"Did you see that one of the eggs was cracked? How long before the baby comes out all the way? And the others soon follow?" Brett asked.
"Hours, a day or maybe more. Hopefully more. This is going to be a disaster if we don't get the baby home before that happens. What did you say to the dragon?"
"We were getting her baby back for her."
Ena just stared at him, not speaking, as if she truly couldn't believe he could do that.
"All right," she said, skeptically. "And she said?"
"Thank you."
"You can't know that."
Brett let out his breath. "I don't know how I can, but yes, that's what she said. I thought the words I spoke and then said them, only I expected my words to come out more human like."
"Fae like," she corrected him. "Get…it…right."
"Right. Fae like. Only all I did was roar."
"You got that right. Maybe she didn't truly understand you."
"Don't you?"
"No. You don't make any sense. You speak in some ancient dragon language."
"Maybe the original real dragon's language?"
"How can you know real dragon?" Ena shook her head. "You understood Freya when she was a raven, too."
"Yeah, I thought it was because she was only a cursed fae."
"But these dragons aren't fae."
"But I'm part dragon."
"Ohmigoddess, Brett, if you can do that, it's amazing."
"Thank you. About the fae dust, it looked like Zane's, I thought. Though I'm not really trained in tracking fae dust, so I could be wrong."
"It is his. But do we go to No Man's Land and force him to tell us where he hid the dragon, or do we find it on our own?"
"I doubt he'll want to give it up unless I give him his freedom. I think that would be a dangerous thing to do. Let's attempt to find the egg before it hatches. Maracose should know where the mage apprentice lived, if not at the castle. Or otherwise, where he might have been able to keep a dragon's egg."
"Agreed. It'll take us another three or so hours to reach the castle."
"I'm good."
"Okay, let's pray that we find the egg and can return it before it's too late. If the dragon imprints with us or someone else, the mother won't take her back and the village will be at further risk, I’m afraid." Ena shifted and flew off.
Brett joined her and if it wasn't for the situation they were in, he would have loved just flying like this with her, the stars so bright in the black night sky, the moon shining like a beacon nearby.
When they finally saw the towers in the distance, he felt relief, but he was dog-tired. Without rest, no way could they fly all the way back to the dragon caves if they found the baby right away.
They saw movement on the wall walk as guards noticed the dragons flying down to the castle. He hoped they didn't think they were coming at this late hour to cause trouble.
They landed on the wall walk, shifted, and greeted the guards.
"We've come on an urgent errand," Ena said. "Does Zane live here at the castle? Or does he have another home somewhere else?"
"In the hills of Chevron. It's a quarter mile from here," the archer, Hammer, said. "That direction. It's a small keep. Maracose said he'd take possession of it tomorrow. But for now, he's been busy preparing his new rules for the kingdom."
"Thank you. We'll have to check it out." Ena shifted back into her dragon form.
"Did you need our help?" Hammer asked, sounding a bit contrite.
"If we do, we'll let you know." Brett didn't want anyone else to get involved in this.
"I'm sorry about…about what happened," the old archer said. "I saw you release the horses from the burning wagons, and for that, I didn't try to shoot you. I didn't have any idea you were the golden dragon." He glanced at Ena. "I aimed at you. But seeing's how you aided us in getting rid of the queen, I have to apologize to you also."
"At the time, you thought you were doing the right thing. No hard feelings. We've got to go." Brett didn't blame the archer. If Brett had been him and had the job to do, he would have done the same thing. Brett sure didn't want anyone to know why he had gotten shot either. Not anyone other than Alton and Ena who had been there at the time.
Brett hadn't wanted them to think he was clueless about getting in the way of a couple of deadly bolts meant for Ena. He wondered if he could have an archer practice shooting bolts, and then he would catch them in mid-air. He thought it could come in handy sometime. Maybe. But only if he didn't get shot again.
He and Ena flew to the site where Zane's castle was supposed to be and found a vacant meadow. Zane's fae dust ended right here, as if it was a gateway into the castle grounds. They set down on the ground and shifted.
Ena walked around the meadow. "There's nothing here. Would it be underground?"
"It's here. Right here." Brett looked around for any evidence that Zane had wandered about the area, but he hadn't. "I think he's hidden it, cloaked it from view like a Klingon Bird-of-Prey."
"A what?"
"Klingons in Star Trek. Sorry, you wouldn't understand." Brett had seen something about this in a mage textbook about hiding inanimate objects that were still at this same location. He had the brilliant idea that if he could do something like this, he could hide Ena's treasure in the dungeon. It would still be there, but invisible and make it appear as though the dungeon was empty. If he could undo the spell Zane had cast on Freya, Brett was certain he could uncloak Zane's castle.
"What are we going to do now if it's…cloaked?"
Brett reached out and touched what he envisioned to be the wall to the keep and wished to feel the mossy stone texture beneath his hands. Suddenly, the walls were there and a small stone tower standing inside the walls rose another thirty feet.
"Omigodess, you did it." Ena looked in awe of him.
"Yeah, but would he have set a trap?"
"No one would know it was here."
"Let me go first, just in case."
"You really think he set a trap?"
"He might have. It just depends how paranoid he is." What were the odds that another mage could uncloak Zane's castle in the first place?
It appeared there were no guards. Brett flew above the locked gate and into the inner courtyard. No one came out and fired bolts at him, so he took that as a good sign. The place appeared devoid of any fae. He dropped down in front of the massive oak door and shifted. Then he reached for the doorknob, and he saw Ena's spread-winged shadow as she hovered over him and settled next to him.
She considered the massive oak door, a mage's staff crowned with an eagle carved into the wood. "I didn't see anyone in the gardens out back where it looked like he had herbs and such for potions."
"I don't hear any movement inside." He opened the door and walked inside, Ena quickly joining him. "If he had any servants, they might have left when they learned what I had done to their boss.'
Oil paintings of landscapes of lakes and forests of the local area framed in gold hung on the stone walls. Furniture was also rich gold brocade. It looked as though the queen paid her mage apprentice well.
The castle seemed to be vacant. "Maybe Zane just paid for help to come, clean, do whatever work he needed done, then leave."
"Could be," Ena said. "I'll check the top floor and work my way down. You can check the main floor and work your way up."
"All right." He kind of wanted to stick with Ena. This scenario reminded him of a horror story where everyone divided up and went off looking in different areas. But he suspected Zane was confident no one would ever have gotten into his castle when it was cloaked.
Brett considered a horrible thought—what if the egg was here, the dragonling hatched, and no one had ever been aware of it? The baby dragon would have perished with no one to care for it.
Brett and Ena quickly began exploring every room in the castle. No sign of an egg or dragon baby anywhere.
He met up with Ena on the second floor of the five-floor keep.
"What about a dungeon? Did you locate one?" Ena asked, as they headed back down to the Great Hall.
Tapestries hung on the walls picturing mages casting spells—from a mage turning a woman into a swan—which reminded Brett of Zane turning Freya into a raven—and a mage creating a wall of fire. Were these Zane's ancestors depicted in the wall hangings?
"It's worth a try. Back that way was a cellar. But it only had ale and stored food." Brett found another door and opened it. It was dark. Stone stairs descended into the abyss. Thankfully, Brett had learned the fae way to make light.
Ena created her own to chase away more of the darkness.
In one of the unlocked cells, they found a speckled blue egg—dragon size, resting in a nest of fresh straw. A hairline crack splintered the top of the eggshell, which made Brett's heart accelerate.
"It matches the others in the dragon's nest. Let's get it out of here now," he said in a rush. They heard the sounds of several footfalls in the keep and that didn't bode well, Brett didn't believe. "A welcoming party. I doubt it's good news."
"So what do we do now?"
He smiled. "We leave."
"We can't fae transport from the dungeon. The walls are made of iron ore. The same as the keep walls."
"You know how the castle was invisible and I made it visible? I can make us and the egg disappear. Just stick close to me. Feel my heat. Neither of us leave a fae dust trail and as long as we don't physically bump into anyone, we should be good. Once we're outside the keep, we can transport. Are you ready?" Brett lifted the egg that was incredibly heavy for being an egg—maybe twenty pounds.
And then together they became invisible.



Chapter 19
 
Ena had to trust Brett could get them out of Zane's castle without detection because she certainly didn't have any other viable plan. They hoped to get to the first floor before anyone headed down the narrow stairs and bumped into them. Brett carried the egg as they hurried up the stairs. Thank the goddess, they reached the first floor just as three guards stalked toward the dungeon and missed them by inches. The guards passed them by and rushed down the stairs.
"They're not down here!" a man called out a few seconds later from down below.
What was going on? Had Hammer, or one of the other archers on the wall walk, set them up? Maybe thinking Zane had something valuable and it should belong to the phantom fae?
As soon as Brett saw the entryway, Ena went first to open the door. They hoped her action wouldn't catch anyone's attention. But at the moment, no one was in view.
The door swung open and Brett and Ena hurried outside as she grabbed onto his tunic again.
"Let's go," Brett said.
Ena was never so grateful when they left the mage's keep undetected. "Can you continue to hold onto the egg?"
They were no longer invisible to each other as they fae transported.
"How long will it take us to transport there?"
"About three hours."
"That long?" Brett sounded worried.
"What's wrong? We evaded the men at Zane's keep. They can't follow our trail dust because neither of us leave one."
"I hear and feel the dragonling pecking at the shell from inside."
Ena fought feeling panicked. "Let's hurry,"
"You're a dragon shifter. Aren't you interested in bonding with the dragonling?"
"Are you kidding? Can you imagine housebreaking it?" And more than that. Caring for it until it was old enough to fend for itself.
"Oh, yeah, I envision what a problem that would be. I had to help housebreak a Labrador retriever puppy. I can't imagine how hard it would be to teach that to a baby dragon.
Halfway to the dragon caves, a loud cracking sound came from the dragon's shell nearly making Brett drop the egg. "It's hatching! I'm afraid I'll be holding onto the shell and the baby will fall. We better land."
"It has wings," she said.
"Will it be able to fly right after hatching?"
She didn't recall how it was for her when she was just a baby. "Maybe not. Let's land and I'll take a look at the shell." As if Ena was an expert on a baby dragon that was trying to hatch from an egg.
Brett set the egg down in a forest and a beak poked a hole through the side of the shell.
"It's definitely hatching. What do we do now?" Brett was looking freaked out, his eyes darkened and sweat peppered his brow.
"Remove your tunic."
"I have every intention of courting you, but this doesn't seem like the time or place—"
"Oh for heaven's sakes. Remove your tunic. Hurry, Brett."
He pulled off his tunic and she smiled when she saw his muscles. "Nice." Then she grabbed his tunic and watched the egg, ready to cover the dragonling's head with the tunic and keep the baby from imprinting on either Brett or her or both. Hopefully, the baby dragon wouldn't bond with Brett's tunic. She thought it would simulate the inside of its shell. Then again, she could imagine it trying to break out of the tunic next.
The dragon kept moving around inside the egg, poking new holes. Ena kept following it around, readying the tunic to pull over the dragon's head. "Don't let it see you, Brett."
Brett turned invisible and she stared at the spot where he'd been. Then he turned her invisible and so was his tunic. "I can't see the tunic to put it on him now."
"Here, let me do it." He reached for her, found the tunic in her hands, and took it from her. At least now, they could do this without fear of the dragonling accidentally seeing either of them.
When the black scaled dragon's head popped out of the shell, Brett got behind it and covered it with the tunic. The baby dragon cried out, nearly giving Ena, and probably Brett, a near heart attack. Brett quickly lifted the baby into his arms.
In the woods, the sound of horses' hooves headed for them.
"Riders," Ena whispered. When she saw Duke Tully and some of his men as he led the way, she hoped the duke wasn't still committing crimes or it would go badly for him.
Right as she reached for Brett, Duke Tully saw the empty dragon shell. His eyes shimmered with greed and he smiled with sinister intent. "A dragonling just hatched and is out here in the wilderness. Find it."
Ena wondered how long the duke would search for the hatched dragonling. If he'd found it? She was certain he would have sold it to the highest bidder, not attempted to locate the mother and return the baby to her.
As much as Brett wanted to reassure the squirming baby dragon that he would be fine, he didn't want the baby to imprint with his voice.
"Are you all right carrying the dragon?" Ena asked, her words hushed as she held onto Brett's belt now.
"He's sleeping in my arms." Brett turned them visible as they traveled through the black void of space.
Ena shook her head. "You look like one proud father."
Brett wanted to laugh. "Remember, courtship and marriage. We can wait a good number of years before we have kids of our own."
Ena blushed. Brett smiled.
Later that night, the dragon caves come into view. Brett hoped delivering junior to the mother would go without a hitch.
They landed on the limestone ledge outside the cave, and Brett felt anxious. The mother dragon shot out of the cave so fast, Brett nearly dropped the baby, fearing she intended to kill him. He started to remove his tunic from the sleeping baby, but the dragon snatched the dragonling in her mouth too fast. She carried him into the cave by the scruff of the neck. After setting him on the nest, she ripped off the tunic and tossed it aside.
In horror, Brett stared at his shredded tunic. He really loved it because Ena had loved it on him when she bought it for him. He'd had every intention of wearing it for a good number of years.
The mother inspected her baby, her snout caressing his face, touching, and consoling. Tenderly, the dragonling nuzzled her back and they made eye contact, an adoring mother with her adoring son. Brett was glad that the baby had imprinted with his mother like it was meant to be.
Unexpectedly, Ena wrapped her arm around Brett's waist. He looked down at her. She was smiling as she watched the display of affection between mother and son. Then the dragon tucked Brett's tunic in the nest as if to reassure the baby that Brett was still there. The baby snuggled against it and went to sleep.
The dragon turned to address Brett. "Thank you."
Brett shifted into the dragon. "We were glad to find him safe and return him to you."
She nodded.
Relieved they had been successful with this mission, Brett realized just how important Ena's work was. But now he would like to learn something about his family's heritage. He shifted again, and asked Ena, "Do you think we can find anything about my heritage at the local dragon shifter community before we run off to do your last mission?"
"Yes, of course. We're here. But first, we need to tell the elder the baby has been returned."
"We would have rescued the baby anyway, even if no one was willing to pay for it," Brett said.
"What? Don't tell me you intend to forgo your payment. You're a dragon shifter. Act like one. People won't take you seriously otherwise."
He would have done it for free, and he suspected Ena would have also—but she didn't like showing that side of herself to others. He had to learn the rules for being a dragon shifter, he supposed, but he didn't think he'd ever ask for as much of a payment as the other dragons did. He could just see causing lots of trouble with the rest of them if he began undercutting their prices.
After making arrangements for the elder to have the gold sent to Ena's castle in payment for the return of the dragonling to her mother—for which the villagers were extremely grateful—Colin invited them to sleep in his cottage for the rest of the night.
The next morning, after enjoying a hearty breakfast of pancakes and sausages with Colin, Brett and Ena flew to the dragon colony.
Small castle towers dotted the area, and several servants were out working the soil in gardens or exercising horses and the like. Since the fae were all doing menial labor, Brett assumed none of them were dragon shifters. The dragon shifters most likely did all the kind of jobs like Ena and he were doing now. He was grateful that she had taken him on as her apprentice.
The servants all looked up to see Ena and Brett flying through the sky as dragons, and he wondered then if she'd ever visited here or not.
He and Ena targeted a keep that was in the center of a large square. He wondered if the dragon shifter who owned this castle was in charge of the colony. Ena and Brett landed in the square and shifted. Servants cleaning the square or setting up merchant stalls eyed them with curiosity.
"Have you ever been here before?" Brett asked Ena.
"No. I just know about this community and two others. I'm sure there are more, but they would be much farther away that I didn't want to check into those right away. Alton is from here."
"Ah." What if Brett was related to Alton? What a shock that would be.
The dragon shifters were gone, just like the elder had said, but a servant at this keep led them to the archives in a library that housed four rows of books shelved all the way to the top of the twelve-foot ceiling. In one section, detailed dragon shifter lineages in the area were categorized by family. As they perused the massive books on top of one of the mahogany tables, Brett found that not only did the books have names and relationships in extensive family trees, they also had hand-painted pictures of the dragons. Even though he knew his family members wouldn't necessarily be gold, he was drawn to any that were pictured.
"Do you have any golden dragons that still live here?" Ena asked the man, though she'd already said coloration didn't have a lot to do with showing relationships.
"A dozen or so."
Brett perked up at hearing it. "Did any of them end up mating a phantom fae? Who happened to be a mage?"
"Are you asking about your own heritage?" the man asked, his black bushy brows narrowed.
"Yes. I was raised by humans. I'm trying to learn if I have family anywhere."
"You're a dragon shifter?"
"Yes." Brett shifted into his gold dragon form and the man's jaw dropped. "You're the spitting image of the master in the keep directly south of here along the River Klein."
"As a dragon or a human? Fae?" Brett quickly amended.
"Especially as a dragon. But as a fae also. You'd best be leaving before they return."
Brett was disappointed that if he had found family, he wouldn't be welcome. "He wouldn't be pleased to see me?"
"If you are his grandson—after his daughter was murdered by the phantom fae queen for marrying her most promising mage against the queen's knowledge or her wishes—no you would not be welcome. I doubt he'll want anything to do with you. You're half phantom fae, are you not?"
"I had nothing to do with my parents' deaths. Who could fault them for loving each other?"
Ena agreed with Brett that it didn't make any sense, but she reminded him that he was a fae, and their ways could be strange to someone like him.
"The man she married had the support of his father even, and he encouraged them to live there." The man frowned. "We didn't think dragon shifters marrying a fae that wasn't a shifter could have offspring who were dragon shifters."
"Apparently, you were wrong. If you can leave a message for him, I'll be staying with Ena near Crislis Castle in the dragon fae kingdom. If he would like to see me, we can arrange a meeting." Brett didn't want to assume that it would be all right with Ena if he invited his grandfather, if that was who he was, to visit at her castle.
"He's welcome to stay with us," Ena quickly offered.
The old man shook his head. "He won't accept the invite. Just the same, I'll tell him you came and made the offer."
"Thank you." Disappointed to hear that his grandfather wouldn't be interested in having anything to do with him, Brett was grateful that he had found family with Ena and her people.
 
 



Chapter 20
 
After returning to Ena's castle, she wanted to have some down time before she went on her next mission. This one wasn't as much of a priority like the last two. She needed to find a lost wedding ring in the dense forest of Carlan's Pass. Not that it wasn't important, but they really needed to take a day of rest before they ventured out again.
"What is your next job?" Brett asked again, when Ena didn't tell him right away.
"I thought we'd rest up for the next one." She settled on the couch in the Great Hall next to a fire the following evening, planning on setting out the day after tomorrow. She hoped Brett would come to sit beside her, but she wanted him to feel comfortable with approaching her, and not as though he was her servant or dragon shifter apprentice. "If you wonder about the man who might be your grandfather…"
"I'm not."
She thought the notion the dragon shifter might be related to Brett, but wouldn't want to see him really had bothered him. Especially after Brett told her how his phantom fae grandfather had been murdered by the queen also.
"I'll be right back." He vanished.
She wished she could make him feel better about his family situation, but she figured he must need some alone time. She studied the flames licking the air in the fireplace. Though she'd always felt at home here, and was glad to be able to return, Brett's coming into her life had made all the difference in the world. If some fae wanted him for payment for passage through their lands again, she would fight tooth and claw to make the passage…with him and not give him up for any reason. He was more important to her than all the treasure in her dungeon. Speaking of which…
She sighed, left the couch, and headed down into the dungeon to check her piles of treasure. It was a dragon thing. Whenever she returned to rest up for another mission, she checked her hoard to make sure that it was all there.
When she reached the dungeon, she found Brett down there and all her treasure was gone.
"Ohmigoddess!" She was ready to turn whoever stole her treasure into ashes as soon as she could find the thief.
But instead of looking horrified to see her treasure was all gone, Brett smiled at her and took her into his arms. "My gift to you. I made it invisible. If anyone has any plans to steal it, they will find nothing at all."
She clamped her gaping mouth shut and looked around at the empty cells as Brett rubbed her back consolingly. She couldn't believe it.
Then he made it visible to let her see it. She relaxed. She didn't have any words. She was so amazed at what Brett could do, but she still hadn't gotten over the shock to see all her treasure vanish.
"So anytime we leave, or whenever you want, I can just make it disappear."
"You are a wonder. Thank you, Brett." She kissed him and was just getting seriously into his kissing her back when they heard footfalls on the stairs.
Ryker cleared his throat as Brett and Ena turned to see him.
"Beg pardon, my lady, my lord, but Brett has a visitor."
At first, Ena couldn't believe that Brett would have a visitor here, but then she wondered if it was his grandfather.
"My grandfather?" Brett looked half excited and half worried.
"I wouldn't know. But he's a dragon shifter from near the River Klein, near where Alton had lived."
Ena expected Brett to hurry up the stairs, but he took her hand instead. "Make the treasure invisible." She was glad he could do such a thing, after she got over the initial shock. She wanted him to know how proud she was of him.
He quickly did so and Ryker gasped. "One of Brett's new abilities," Ena said.
"Remarkable." Ryker wandered around in the closest empty cell and shook his head. "Really remarkable."
Then they headed up the stairs, Ena leading the way. Brett was still holding her hand as if to say that she was in his life now no matter what happened next. Meeting the dragon shifter was good news, hopefully, but being with her was just as important.
When they reached the landing, Muriel hurried to greet them, wringing her hands. She whispered, "He's in the parlor, pacing. He's really agitated, but oh my, he looks so much like an older version of Brett. They've got to be related. Cook gave him some tea and sweet cakes, but he's not eating or drinking."
"Thank you," Ena said to Muriel. "We'll see to him."
When they reached the parlor, Brett followed Ena into the room decorated in fine tapestries of scenes of lakes and rivers, each also depicting a flying dragon that was one of her ancestors. A small reading library sat in one corner, and velvet covered couches offered enough seating for twelve fae, though the dragon shifter wasn't sitting.
The man quit pacing and turned to face them. His eyes were as blue as Brett's and his hair the same rich brown as his. Then he turned to Ena and studied her for a moment, bowed his head in respectful greeting, and turned his attention again to Brett.
"You are Brett, son of Angelina, my daughter, and Baldwin, the phantom fae mage who captured her heart."
Brett took a deep breath and exhaled it, then extended his hand to him.
"I am Sol, the sun dragon, your grandsire." Instead of shaking Brett's hand, he took his hand and pulled him into a warm embrace. "Cato's administrator was wrong in telling you that I wouldn't wish to see you. I didn't know my daughter had a child before she died. She must have hidden you in the human world from Queen Everlee…and from me."
Brett hugged him back and Ena was fighting tears.
"Will you visit me? You have uncles, aunts, and cousins."
Brett was nodding. "Oh, yeah."
"I'll make arrangements then." Sol looked at Ena then and said, "And your…friend?"
"Lady Ena." Brett wrapped his arm around her shoulders. "My mate to be."
"Your grandson has also been honored with the title of duke." Ena slipped her arm around Brett's waist.
Sol smiled at the two of them. "I will enjoy getting to know the lady also. I bow to your title, though I am a prince, and you are also, Brett."
Ena was more than astounded.
Brett smiled down at her, and raised his brows in a cocky way.
"Don't let it go to your head," she said, laughing.
"You do know that I'm a mage also?" Brett sounded worried that his grandfather wouldn't like the news.
"I assumed it because your father and grandfather, Van, were master mages."
"And he can speak with real dragons." Ena wanted Sol to know how truly special Brett was.
"A family talent only a few of us have. I'm glad to hear the ability passed down to you, Brett."
"Will you stay with us and eat?" Ena asked.
"I would be honored," Sol said.
Ena couldn't believe how famously Brett got along with his grandfather, and yet as good-natured as he was, she shouldn't have been surprised. She enjoyed watching them as Sol shared about their family and Brett explained what he'd been doing in the human world.
She had appreciated that despite the sharing of information between the two family members, Brett had constantly made mention of Ena and how special she was to him. Sol had included her in the conversation also. She was most surprised to learn that Alton was a distant cousin to Brett.
"I still want to fly as a dragon near my old school, just for fun." Brett glanced at Sol, as though he needed approval from his grandfather.
"Will Ena go with you?" Sol asked.
Brett reached across the table and squeezed her hand. "Yeah. It wouldn't be any fun if she didn't come with me."
After finishing the meal and saying farewells, and well wishes, and setting a date to meet the rest of the family, Sol gave both Brett and Ena a heartfelt hug and Ena again was fighting tears. She was glad that Brett had family now.
After they saw Sol off, Brett turned to Ena. "I think he approves of me."
That set Ena off emotionally again. "Oh, Brett." She wiped away tears. She was a dragon shifter with a heart of iron, and this just wasn't like her. "He adored you. He couldn't have been more proud of you."
"Even though I'm part phantom fae and a mage?"
"It didn't matter to him. He loves you. You have even more family than that. It's truly a joyous time for you." But now that they knew for certain his family line wasn't related to her family line, she said, "Let's look for the woman's missing ring."
"What? I thought we needed to rest."
"It's the lady's wedding ring, and though I'm sure no one would come upon it in the woods unless he or she was a dragon. We can smell out treasures unlike any other shifter…well, I don't want to wait."
"I want to get you a ring," Brett said, as the ladies began clearing the dishes.
Ena motioned to the dungeon. "Tons of beautiful rings are in that big pile of treasure in the dungeon. Find the one you wish to bestow upon me. No need to spend hard earned money on a ring."
"It wouldn't be the same."
"I'll take you to the jeweler for the perfect ring, my prince," Ryker said.
She hadn't realized he'd been listening in. Though Ryker had told her often enough that eavesdropping to learn what the mistress of the manor wanted, or eavesdropping on the rest of the staff to learn of any troubles, was part of his butler duties.
"Prince." Ena shook her head and said to Brett, "You'll be impossible to live with now."
They left the keep, but before they went in search of the ring, Brett asked, "How will we find it?"
She pulled out a cloth and let him smell it. "We're like hunting hounds. We can smell the scent of the fae on this cloth, and we can smell gold and other treasures. It's just an instinctive ability. When we smell both the woman's scent on it and the gold, we'll know it's hers."
Then they shifted and like dogs after a bone, the two of them flew through the forest. They continued to search along the path that the woman said she'd taken when she'd been gathering herbs and lost her ring. Her wanderings ended up close to the phantom fae healer's cottage and when the scent trail led them there, Ena suspected the healer must have found the ring.
They landed in her front yard, and Ena called out, "We're here looking for a ring lost in the woods. It belongs to a woman who has asked us to seek it."
The healer peered out her window, then left her cottage. "This one?" She handed the simple gold wedding band to Ena. "I knew someone would come for it eventually, so I kept it here for safekeeping." She eyed Brett. "You survived."
"Yes, thank you for your aid. When I was so badly injured, why did you say that I wasn't one of you?"
"You are part of the ancient order of dragon. Sol is your grandsire, is he not?"
"He is. We just met him," Brett said. "How did you know?"
"Freya told me how you could understand her language as a raven. Only the old ones could do that. Not the phantom fae, but the ancient dragons. And you look so much like Sol, I assumed you must be kin to him."
"But I'm still a phantom fae, and a mage."
"You are more dragon than phantom fae." The healer looked at Ena as if emphasizing that was where his loyalties remained. "But you are welcome to visit me anytime. Blessings on you both."
Ena was glad the woman offered for them to visit. Even though she knew that Brett's heart was with the dragon fae, he still had left friends behind in the phantom fae kingdom. She wanted him to feel free to visit them anytime he wished.
"Shall we return the ring to the woman?" Brett asked, thanking the healer once more.
"She'll be most pleased. You don't have to come with me, if you don't want. I'll meet you back at the keep."
Brett shook his head. "I want to see her reaction when you give the ring to her." He wondered why Ena would not want him there when this was the best part of the job.
When they arrived at the woman's cottage at the edge of the woods, Mirabelle was so excited to see them, she threw her arms around Ena and hugged her.
Brett was amused to see Ena tense a bit before she hugged her back and offered her the ring.
"Are you sure you don't wish any payment, Lady Ena?" Mirabelle asked.
"I'm sure." Ena avoided looking at Brett. He thought she appeared a little sheepish, as if she didn't want him to know that she sometimes did work for free.
Brett was astonished at her action, glad that she had returned the ring without asking for payment. But he was sure going to tease Ena later.
"Don't say anything," Ena said about the payment issue. "Are you ready to have some dragon fae fun in the human world?"
"I am." Not once had Brett returned to the human world to be fae-like in a fun way. Mostly, he wanted to show off his dragon shifter abilities.
They headed for the human world, transporting there and landing on top of Brett's high school's main building. The flat roof was perfect for a couple of perched dragons as soon as they shifted. Students were headed out to their cars in the student parking lot and loading school buses, when Ena and Brett shifted into dragons and circled high above them.
No one looked skyward, so Brett and Ena flew lower, swooping over the heads of some of the kids. They cried out and dove behind the safety of vehicles. Then Ena and Brett settled on the roof again and watched as a number of students cowered behind the cars, a few hardy souls taking pictures on their cell phones. Brett and Ena turned to each other, nuzzled each other, then flew off. Out of sight of the school, the fae transported back home.
When they were snuggled up on the couch next to the fireplace in the Great Hall early that evening, Brett said, "Now, the kids I knew in school have irrefutable evidence that dragons do exist."
Ena smiled. "Many months ago, I was ready to eliminate you for being a fae seer and taking Princess Alicia hostage. Now you are my very own dragon mate-to-be. I couldn't be happier."
"The same here. Oh, by the way, why didn't you take any payment from the woman for finding her ring?"
"She lost her husband the year before to a sickness. The ring makes her feel connected to him still."
"I felt like that with losing my tunic to the dragon baby."
Ena laughed. "I will get you another."
"Did I pass all your trials?"
"You did."
"Good. Because you passed all of mine."
She laughed. "You are too funny."
"I didn't want to kill Princess Alicia, you know."
Ena nodded. "I think some part of you sensed your fae connection."
"And you?"
"Yes, and me, too." She rested her head against Brett's shoulder and tucked her feet up under her on the couch. "Tomorrow, I have another mission, though I really thought to take the day off."
"I'm going to be busy. You'll have to go without me." Ena lifted her head to look at him, surprised he didn't want to go with her. He smiled down at her. "I'm buying you a ring."
She let out a sigh. "Great. I guess that means I'll have to get you one."
"Find one in your pile of treasures that you love the best. I will love it, too."
"Ha!" She snuggled against him. "We'll go ring shopping together."
That was just what they did. Dragon shifter missions could wait. The jeweler was delighted to serve them, though he tried to get them to purchase the most brilliant diamond rings for unheard of prices.
Though they loved sparkly jewels, as all dragons do, they found two lovely gold bands that matched, one for him and one for her. That was all they needed.
When the wedding took place, the dragon shifters in her kingdom, Ena's staff, many of the dragon fae, and their friends with the various royal houses, some of the phantom fae, Sol, and nearly all of the dragons from his region attended the ceremony to show just how much they approved. Two humans, Bryan and Mark, were also in attendance, who were still hoping they'd turn into fae someday. Though Ena hated dresses, and Brett was happy with her wearing anything her heart desired, she wore a gown fit for a princess, all in gold to celebrate marrying into the gold dragon line of the River Klein region.
Even her staff wore gold to honor Ena and Brett's marriage like family who dearly loved them, which amused her. Even Ryker, who, according to him, wouldn't wear anything that was un-butler-like, which meant all black, like her. Ena swore that he looked like a proud father, and Lila, the cook, her mother. All the ladies on her staff had tears in their eyes and smiles on their faces. Ena wasn't sure if it was because they were happy for the both of them, or just happy Brett was staying around. Jacob wore gold also, and she thought he intended to stay with her and not just to earn enough money to afford a family. He could still live with her and start a family with them, she supposed.
Mark and Bryan? No gold clothes for them, though both were wearing gold chains. Had they been digging around in her treasure? They better not have been.
Times change all things and maybe in the future, fae seers would learn to live with the fae visits to the human world. At least that's what Brett and Ena hoped as they returned to their castle after the marriage and day-long festivities. She never realized just how loved she was. With great satisfaction, she realized the castle was no longer just Ena's, but Brett's also.
They couldn't be happier, though strife would continue to create conflict. When did it ever end anywhere in any world?
For now, they had found each other. Queen Viviana was a good ruler, and treated the dragon shifters with respect. Already Ena and Brett had a stack of missions waiting for them to complete—when they returned from their honeymoon that Brett's own grandfather had paid for. It helped to have dragon shifter family who had lots of treasure and was willing to gift some of it to family, too.
"If you’re a prince and I'm married to you," Ena said as they took a flight to Hawaii, "Does that make me a princess?"
"My princess."
She smiled and snuggled against him, not in the least bit affected by titles, although she loved to show off to her brother, who was of good humor about it
anyway. She finally was a princess, but instead of marrying Prince Grotto to obtain the title, who would have used her and then killed her, she found the dragon shifter of her dreams in Brett.
His princess, Brett thought, as he considered swimming in the azure waters of the island paradise with Ena—she'd brought a black bikini just for the excursion—and of flying high above the lush mountain peaks as dragons into the sunset.
Now that could be a way to wow the tourists. Life was good. For the moment.
But with the fae, any fae, that could change in a heartbeat.
Note from Terry: 
More to come!
I have a couple of more covers, but for now, can't think of titles for them, but will share as soon as I can.
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