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To the real life Adie, you're a warrior.

 





Prologue

“IT’S SO COLD. I’m going to go check on the baby,” Queen Jasmine said to her husband as she rose from the table drawing her shawl closer. The private dining room had become chilled despite the warm fire crackling in the hearth, it was as if the bright flames were no longer giving heat. It was mid-winter and would not normally be this cold, even high in the hills and within the walls of their stone castle here in the Northern kingdoms.

“I’ll come with you. I want to see the little one before she sleeps.” King Magnus stood and offered his hand. Magnus doted on their month-old baby girl. Mellie was the shining jewel in her father’s crown.

Jasmine took her husband’s hand, feeling a rush of emotion. She loved this man and felt so blessed. Her own mother, queen before her in this same kingdom, had had a loveless marriage, one born out of need, not desire. Jasmine had been lucky; from the moment she’d seen Magnus as a young prince, when he came for a royal visit, she had known he was someone special.

The warm feeling turned to cold dread when they opened the chamber door to discover footprints made of ice.

“What the hell?” Magnus exclaimed. He released her hand to kneel down and touch the ice on the smooth stone floor, tracing the outline of a small foot.

“It’s solid ice.” Magnus grabbed a torch from the wall and held out the flame, which illuminated a glittering path of icy footprints heading in the direction of the bedchambers.

“Mellie,” Jasmine called out as they hurried forward. Her stomach is twisted in knots as she follows the footprints that led all the way to Mellie’s door. When they reached for the handle, they found it coated in ice. Magnus grabbed the edge of his robe and used the material to protect his hand as he turned the knob on the barrier.

The door moved easily on hinges devoid of ice. She had feared it would be frozen shut. Jasmine followed Magnus into the room and stopped when he drew his sword. A thin robed figure stood by Mellie’s crib, holding the tiny bundle in her arms. Ice covered the floor in a frozen puddle around her. She turned to face them, and Jasmine shrank from this woman, this witch, fearful she would freeze her daughter. Mellie wasn’t crying, and Jasmine felt sure she could see her baby moving in the witch’s arms.

“Put my daughter back in her crib,” Magnus said firmly, but there was a waver in his gruff voice. Jasmine couldn’t ever remember hearing Magnus sound so scared. The witch ignored Magnus uncovering Mellie's delicate face and spoke to her

“Every night, from her sixteenth birthday onward, she will take the form of an ice dragon from sunset to rise. One day, you’ll see why I have done this.” The witch’s voice was hauntingly beautiful. She leaned in close to Mellie, and then she kissed her on the nose, a delicate press of pale, almost-blue lips to the pink tip, and then she put Mellie back in her crib. Frigid wind swirled around her, and before Magnus could make use of his sword, the wind rose around the stranger freezing everything in its path, and she flew past in a whirl of ice and mist, a wall of it keeping Magnus back. Magnus moved to follow her but gave up when she disappeared from sight.

Jasmine rushed to the crib, her heart beating like a trapped bird. When she peered down into the crib with a hiccuping sob of relief. She saw her baby girl looked just as she had the last time Jasmine laid eyes on her. She scooped up her daughter and cradled Mellie to her chest, warm, heavy, a solid little weight against Jasmine’s breast, wriggling slightly searching for a nipple as if hungry.

“Is she okay?” Magnus asked, his tone quiet.

“She seems fine.” Jasmine angled Mellie so her father could see her face. Magnus reached out and gently touched Mellie’s nose.

“Her nose is icy cold, but her cheeks are warm. That woman, that witch, has definitely cast a spell on our daughter,” Magnus pronounced gravely.

“What do we do? No one will accept her if they know. If the wrong people were to find out, they might try to lock her up or even kill her.” Jasmine held Mellie closer, fear for her daughter coursing through her. She didn’t know what to do or why a witch would curse this tiny innocent bundle. They’d done nothing to offend this witch, and no transgressions came to mind that would warrant cursing a child to become a dragon in a kingdom that held no love for them.

“No one can know. I trust no one with this knowledge. We’ll quietly research it ourselves with every book of magic in the library. We have years before the first transformation will happen,” Magnus pointed out.

“I’ll do anything to protect her.”

“We’ll protect her together. I love you both and I will see no harm or sorrow come to either of you,” Magnus vowed as he brushed a finger gently across Mellie’s cheek.

“Build up the fire; see if we can get the chill to leave her nose. Sweet thing hasn’t even cried. She has no idea how drastically her world has changed.” Jasmine settled Mellie back in her crib, folded blankets over her daughter, and tucked them under her chin.

Jasmine caressed Mellie’s cheeks and hummed to her while Magnus built the fire. Unlike some kings, Magnus didn’t feel the need to call a servant for every task. He was not some useless figurehead unable to look out for himself or his family, he was a wise man, a leader, a warrior, and a father.

Jasmine believed he’d do his best to find a way to break their daughter’s curse before it did her any harm. When they had gotten pregnant, they had sworn, whether boy or girl, their child would never be hurt or alone, and that together, they would raise their baby to be a great ruler one day.

“Perhaps we should have the crib moved into our bedchamber for a while. It might be best to keep her close. I know that every time I feel a chill wind, I’ll think the worst until we find and confront the witch. I’ll see her punished for laying this curse on Mellie. To curse an innocent child, how can anyone justify an action of that kind?” Magnus said, brushing the wood dust from his hands and returning to the crib.

“I don’t think she can have a heart at all. If she does, it’s made of ice, like the rest of her. And yes, I want Mellie close. We’ll have to work in secret to stop the curse. I fear the witch will return and do worse if she finds out we’re working to undo it,” Jasmine said with a chilled shudder.

“We’ll do this together, and we’ll succeed.” Magnus put his arm around Jasmine’s waist, holding her close. She turned and buried her face in his chest, hoping his faith in their future was not misplaced.





Chapter One

WAKING UP ON the day of her daughter’s sixteenth birthday should have been a joyous event, but Queen Jasmine awoke to a feeling of dread in the pit in her stomach. Almost sixteen years had passed since the ice witch, as they had dubbed her, had visited their castle that midwinter's night and laid a curse on their sweet Mellie.

Now it was spring, and they had learned little about the witch and her magic, and they hadn’t been able to break the curse. Jasmine had been praying that when this night fell nothing would happen, that the curse would simply be a terrible lie or a nasty trick. She had even prayed nightfall wouldn’t come.

“Come, my love. It’s time to get dressed and greet our princess.” Magnus’s voice called from the other side of the room.

“Are we doing the right thing, acting like it’s a normal day and telling her just before dark?” Jasmine asked, slipping out of bed.

“We’ve talked about this. We agreed to give her a normal life for as long as we could. For sixteen years, she’s been like other princesses she’s met, lived a similar if sheltered life. We’ve protected her but let her grow. Let’s watch her have one more perfect birthday,” Magnus said, and Jasmine nodded in agreement. She wanted to see her daughter smiling, to watch her opening gifts and being spoiled.

“Go wake her. I’ll get dressed.” Jasmine smiled faintly, hoping her worry didn’t bleed through and show itself to Mellie. Her sweet young lady was very perceptive of other’s emotions, she always spoke softly when people needed to be calmed, but knew how to raise her voice when it was needed. She’d make a good queen one day because she read people well. She was also fair and kind.

“Would you like my help with that?” Magnus glanced in her direction raising an eyebrow.

“Your Majesty, you flatter me, but we do not have time for such distractions. Go to Mellie. I’m sure she’s nervous about the presentation.” Jasmine loved that her husband still desired her after all these years. They had finally come to terms with the fact that Mellie would be their only child, the damage from her birth too much to allow her to have a sibling. But Magnus had only to look at her, and Jasmine felt like a young princess again, and a beautiful one at that.

“She is her mother’s daughter, so shy in the face of grand ceremonies. Who would know what a handful you both are?” Magnus laughed and headed for the door.

“Are you complaining?” Jasmine asked, pulling the cord to ring the bell for her dresser. Some days, she dressed herself, taking time to comb her long dark hair and line her blue eyes with kohl, but today, she’d be presenting herself in a fine corseted gown to face those coming to visit the castle. The birthday celebration and acknowledgment of Mellie as the future queen of Silver Kingdom had drawn lords and ladies, dukes and duchesses from near and far. It would be a long, busy day.

“Never. I wouldn’t trade my girls for anything, not the silver in the hills, not the diamond mines in the west or the gold in the east,” Magnus said, his brown eyes gleaming with pride. Jasmine laughed in delight, waving him away. He could make her laugh even on days like this, when darkness lurked closer with each passing hour. Jasmine only hoped Mellie found someone who would do the same for her.

 

MELLIE STOOD TO greet Jasmine as soon as she entered meeting her with a hug. Jasmine couldn’t help holding her little girl just that bit tighter. It seemed amazing that the baby she had birthed her, that she had suckled, was now the beautiful young woman standing in front of her.

“Happy birthday, sweet girl. Did your father give you your present?” Jasmine asked as they took their seats.

“I can’t believe you got me a team of sled dogs. I can hardly wait to see them and go for a ride. I hate having to wait for the snow to be deep enough!” Mellie said brightly, it had not yet snowed this November. Both Magnus and Jasmine had seen their daughter pouting during the past winter when she couldn’t take her horse out into the grounds, due to the heavy snow they always got in the kingdom.

Others found ways, such as dogs, to get around, which was the traditional way to travel, and now that Mellie was old enough to be in charge of a team Magnus had ordered the best dogs in the kingdom to be found and bred to have a litter of pups. They had been trained by an expert, and now the dogs were kenneled in the castle, ready for Mellie.

“We thought you’d like them.” Jasmine smiled.

"I'll just go see them," Mellie said pushing away her unfinished breakfast, her eyes glinting with excitement.

"Not so fast, not till after the ceremony, you can't get covered in dog hair and muddy paw prints."

"Yes, Mama." Mellie plopped back down with a frown.

“Don’t look so glum, little one. People are coming from across many kingdoms to wish you a happy birthday, to give you gifts, and to see the future queen of this kingdom,” Magnus pointed out.

“What if I do something wrong and make a fool of myself?” Mellie asked. Jasmine looked at her beautiful child, her long golden blonde hair pinned up in a regal style, her glowing skin, and dark-blue eyes. It wasn’t just a mother’s eye saying that the girl in front of her was beautiful. Suitors had written odes to her beauty, but Magnus was quick to make it clear that no one would be marrying his daughter until she was much older. Jasmine agreed. Their daughter would not be a young bride. She would get to live life and choose for herself. She would have a challenging life due to her curse. The least they could do was make it easier for her by shooing away forceful suitors.

“This is not your first time greeting guests, and you have never made a mistake before. You’re a charming young lady. You’ll make a great impression,” Jasmine said with pride. Her daughter was a lovely, kind girl with a big heart and carefree spirit.

“Just do your best, and no matter what happens, everything will be fine,” Magnus promised.

They ate their breakfast together and then as a group made their way to the royal receiving room. Jasmine, Magnus, and Mellie took seats on their thrones. The castle’s staff had been hard at work, and the room was beautifully decorated. In the center of the room were some of the more important guests.

Jasmine tried to keep Mellie distracted, chatting with her daughter about the people who would be coming and what to expect from them. Before she knew it, Magnus was standing and welcoming their guests.

Many of the lords had their sons with them, who would deliver their gifts in hopes they would catch Mellie's eye. They all seemed so confident, some even a little smug. Mellie handled them well. She was polite and gracious in receiving her gifts, but she didn’t get flustered or seem affected by their flattering attention.

Things changed slightly when Lord Grey from the warrior-heavy Grey Kingdom, broke the theme and came forward with his daughter. Lady Grey was just slightly older than Mellie, with gleaming brown hair in a long braid extending down her back and striking gray eyes. Muscles peeked out of her sleeveless tunic, which made Jasmine suspect that the lord allowed his daughter to train with the other female warriors that the kingdom was known for.

Lord Grey was a great ally; a huge man with a long beard and wild hair. His people were well-known for being the best in a battle of wits as they were a battle with swords.

It was not until the girl came forward to present Mellie with her gift that her hand became visible. The girl’s left thumb and the two fingers beside it were curled in at an awkward angle and appeared to be useless.

The attractive young girl held out the jeweled case to Mellie, as was proper. Magnus nodded for Mellie to open the case while the girl—if Jasmine recalled correctly, her name was Adie— stepped back to stand close to her father.

Mellie carefully opened the case, to reveal a dagger with a delicate handle, clearly meant for a smaller hand. Mellie appeared surprised but pleased. No one had ever given her a weapon, especially one so beautiful.

“I hope you take no offense, Princess but it’s a traditional gift in my homeland. One I gave my own daughter. I hope to the gods that the young princess never has to use it, but it’s my belief that a woman should have something on hand to protect herself,” Lord Grey explained, touching his daughter’s arm briefly. She had a dagger sheathed at her waist and was in long leather pants, like a man, but again, that was common with the warrior women. Jasmine sometimes envied them their fashion. It looked comfortable and practical.

“No offense taken. It’s a beautiful blade, and as one father of a beautiful daughter to another, I must admit it will do my heart good to know she is armed. I will make sure she knows how to use it.” Magnus inclined his head to Grey with a slight smile, and Jasmine took his hand. From tonight onward, Mellie might be at risk from those who would harm her. If she became a dragon by night, it would be easier to kill her by day in her human form, far weaker than a dragon, and Jasmine felt sick at the thought.

Lord Grey and Adie bowed their heads, and Jasmine glanced at Mellie so she remembered to offer her hand. The lord went first, taking Mellie’s hand and kissing her gloved fingers, and then his daughter stepped forward again, her malformed hand tucked behind her back. She gently took Mellie’s hand in hers, and despite looking like she was more used to a life of rough and tumble, with lovely full lips, she pressed a kiss to Mellie’s hand.

“If I visit again, I’d gladly give you lessons in how to use the blade, Princess,” Adie offered.

“Thank you. I’d like that.” Mellie blushed slightly, and Jasmine noticed the girls linger over parting hands and Mellie blushing. A budding friendship, perhaps? Mellie was shy with others her age. It would do her good to know a confident warrior.

Adie stepped back with a smile and rejoined her father.

They’d be there for the banquet lunch along with the other words visiting. Jasmine had a sudden idea, a favor to ask. She might never need it, but the assurance of it would be good to have. After all the gifts were given and received, and while the room was being arranged for the meal, Jasmine went in search of Lord Grey and his daughter.

“Your Highness, what can I do for you?” Lord Grey asked as Jasmine approached, seeming warm and pleasant despite his rough warrior appearance.

“I have a favor to ask, actually. We have a team of guards for the royal family, but as a father, I’m sure you understand that it would not be ideal for the princess to travel alone with male guards without us. When she is older, we would like Mellie to see other kingdoms without us. You have female warriors. Could you spare one?” Jasmine asked hoping to get the answer she secretly wanted.

“To guard the princess, I would spare my daughter. It would be when she is older, yes? My Adie is seventeen; they’re of a similar age. My daughter trains with my best warriors and shows great promise. It would be an honor to be called on, wouldn’t it, Adie?” Lord Grey asked, looking to his daughter.

“Yes, Your Highness. I will train doubly hard in case I’m ever needed. I would protect the princess with my life. You have my word,” Adie said politely. She seemed like a pleasant and strong girl. If she journeyed with Mellie, they could pass as just two women traveling together. It could be subtle, which was what they would need one day.

“Thank you, Adie. I’ll keep in touch. I’d like to hear how your training is progressing. I may well have an assignment for you in the future.” Jasmine smiled having achieved her goal and she said a warm goodbye to the lord and his daughter before rejoining her family. Magnus raised an eyebrow at her, and as she leaned close she whispered,

“Planning for the future. We’ll talk about it later,”

They had the four-course meal, while music played and a troupe of dancers performed before people started to leave. Jasmine stayed behind while Magnus and Mellie went to see the dogs they had gotten her, thinking it would be nice for them to have the time alone. Most days, Magnus was involved in political dealings, so it was nice for him to spend added time with his daughter on her birthday.

They had a quiet family dinner, just the three of them, later that day. Once the plates were cleared, Magnus ordered the servants to leave, and they took seats by the fire. Magnus poured them all a glass of strong wine. Mellie looked surprised having only ever been allowed weak, watered-down wine with meals.

“It’s your birthday. You’re a young woman now. One drink won’t hurt. Besides, your mother and I have to talk to you about something serious,” Magnus said, obviously trying not to sound too grave, though Jasmine could read the worry in her husband’s face.

“Did I do something wrong? Was there a problem during the ceremony?” Mellie asked, concern written on her young face.

“No, my darling. Everything was perfect. You carried yourself well. Everyone was charmed,” Magnus praised.

“Then what is it?” Mellie asked.

“It’s something we’ve thought long and hard about, but your father and I agreed not burden you before you needed to be,” Jasmine said softly, taking her daughter’s hand.

“Have you found a husband for me? I don’t think I’m ready for that.” Mellie’s voice shook at the thought.

“No, and we don’t think you should get married for some time. You will need to find a man who can deal with what we’re about to tell you.” Magnus sighed.

“Please, just tell me. I’m getting scared.” Jasmine hated scaring her, but she feared that the truth might upset her daughter more.

“Many years ago, we were visited by a witch. You were barely a month old when we found her in your room. She laid a curse on you that will come into effect when darkness falls tonight,” Jasmine explained.

“Am I going to die? What kind of curse?” Mellie glanced frantically between her parents.

“You won’t die, but from this night forward, you are to become an ice dragon whenever the sun sets. We have had a dungeon prepared deep in the castle. You’ll have to be locked in at night,” Magnus explained.

“An ice dragon?” Mellie repeated, her tone seemed hollow.

“We’ve been investigating this curse since the day it happened. We’ve managed to locate where the witch lives, and it’s said she’ll perform an act of kindness on the eve of the blue moon. Our astrologers have studied the stars and say that the next one will be a month after you turn eighteen. At that time you can go to her and have the curse lifted,” Jasmine explained taking Mellie’s hand.

“But, I’m sixteen; that’s two years away. I can’t be a dragon for two years. If anyone finds out, they’ll want to kill me,” Mellie said, her voice shaking.

“I know it’s a long time, Mellie; we tried to break the curse before we ever reached this point, but the magic needed to fix you does not seem to be in this kingdom. Only the witch can cure you of the curse she gave, you must know as your parents we’ll protect you until then. We’ll hide your secret, the three of us.” Magnus took Mellie’s other hand.

“We’ll talk more tomorrow, but we need to take you into the dungeon now,” Jasmine said, conscious of the time. It broke her heart to have to say it, to see the resignation on Mellie’s face.

“Okay,” Mellie said quietly.

They made their way deep into the castle to a room with a thick door and a heavy lock, they’d prepared the room with a comfortable pallet bed, food and water, fresh clothing stacked up, but it had been hard to plan for what a dragon would need.

They let Mellie into the room, and she sat on the edge of the pallet.

“Are you sure it’ll happen?” Mellie asked in a small voice, a voice asking for comfort even if it were lies.

“We’ve hoped and prayed that it will not, but I don’t want to give you false hope, my darling.” Jasmine softly kissed her daughter on the cheek. Magnus gathered her in his arms and kissed her on the top of her blonde head.

“We’ll be back at dawn,” Magnus promised. He tugged slightly on Jasmine’s hand as they turned to go. Jasmine’s eyes stinging as she held back tears at the sight of the door closing between them and their daughter. Magnus locked the door and put the key in his pocket. The hallway leading to this room was also under lock and key, so they’d had a peephole installed in the door. They waited in the hall until it was most assuredly dark. When Jasmine thought she heard something, she cautiously stepped to the door and opened the peephole.

At first, Jasmine couldn’t see anything, and then she focused on the pallet. Where her daughter had been sitting was a small, pale, blue-and-white dragon about the size of a large dog or small horse. For some reason, Jasmine had imagined Mellie would turn into something much larger. They’d feared the room would be too small, but it would hold her easily. It would be safer for them, and much easier to hide her.

Jasmine stepped back so that Magnus could look. “So it’s true. She really is cursed,” Magnus said softly, after witnessing the result of the curse. Jasmine knew it was painful for him, too, that they hadn’t been able to do more for their daughter. They’d worked to protect her from so much, but they hadn’t been able to fight this curse. She’d have to take the journey to the ice witch alone one day because it would raise too many questions if Jasmine and Magnus left the castle without guards. Hopefully now she wouldn’t be alone not with Adie as her guard.

“We can’t let anyone find out. I know we’ve talked about this, but now, more than ever, we must be careful,” Jasmine said firmly.

“I know, but for now, we should go and try to sleep. I know it’ll be hard, but Mellie will be upset come morning. We need to be able to help her.” Magnus sighed. Jasmine could tell he was reluctant, but she took his hand, because he was right, the morning after this first night of the curse would be difficult for Mellie.

The next two years were going to be filled with nights like this and hard mornings for Mellie. Jasmine just hoped her daughter would be strong enough to survive till she could break the curse.





Chapter Two

TWO YEARS LATER

 

The sheets were always cold when she woke up. Mellie stretched before reaching for her clothes, which had been knocked off the dresser and onto the floor. She had been restless last night, the dragon wanting to fly, but she hoped the nights of being locked away in this dungeon were numbered. Mellie got dressed in a simple blue dress and woolen stockings and felt much warmer when she wrapped a shawl around her shoulders. She sat on her pallet, rubbing her arms for warmth, and waited to be let out.

They’d found out rather quickly that her dragon would put out any fire lit in the hearth, coating it with a breath of solid ice. Since a fire for warmth was out of the question, her parents always made sure she had furs and blankets for warmth. It was like an instinct for her to douse any flame. Together, they had done research and found that as an ice dragon, she was the natural enemy of fire-breathing dragons. They were known to be peaceful and not a threat unless provoked.

There was a knock at the door, and Mellie called out to let her mother or father know she was dressed and awake. The sound of the key turning in the lock had her smiling when the opening door revealed her mother's happy but trepidatious face, Mellie hugged her and said, “I’m fine, Mother. You know I only get hurt if I try to get out, and most the time, I don’t.” Mellie kept her own mind most of the time she was in dragon form, but sometimes, her instincts took over, and the dragon didn’t like being locked up between stone walls with no way to see the sky above her. She felt its call, even from her room deep in the dungeon, and she wanted to fly, but people would notice a dragon, even at night, and they would fear it—her—and hunt her.

“I was worried how you’d be feeling; I know you’re nervous about this morning. Are you sure you don’t want your father and me to do this with you?” Jasmine asked.

“No, I’m an adult. I can do this myself. I want to go to the witch’s castle. I have a few weeks before the blue moon to get there. I think I’ve picked the right bodyguard. She swore to help us and has been kind over the past two years in our few meetings. My heart says to trust her, but I think it’ll come better from me alone,” Mellie said firmly.

“Well, let’s go get you some breakfast first. Adie isn’t due to arrive for some time.” Jasmine took her arm, and they left the dungeon heading to her parents’ private dining chamber. Her father was already there, standing by the fire. “Morning, sweetheart. Excited about today?” Magnus asked. Mellie joined him, giving him a quick hug, before putting her hands close to the flame to get rid of the lingering chill.

“Nervous,” Mellie admitted.

“Lord Grey has been a close ally over the years. He wouldn’t betray us, and neither would his daughter. She’s a good girl, brave, and a skilled warrior. If she agrees, she’ll make a great protector,” Magnus said comfortingly.

“She can certainly protect you,” Jasmine agreed as they took seats at the table.

It was Mellie plan to ask Adie to accompany her to the witch's castle since the blue moon was only a short time away. Mellie would be placing her life and the future of the kingdom in Adie's hands, but she felt sure her trust was warranted and she wasn't just letting a girlhood crush cloud her vision.

Adie had always been beautiful, but often months passed between her return from battle, and her visits to Silver Kingdom. Mellie had always been intrigued by the slightly older girl, even before she’d become aware of her desires for women. She’d tried to quietly explain away her growing excitement at each formal event Adie had attended, but it hadn’t been until after her first secret liaison with a woman that she had realized that what she felt every time she saw Adie had been sexual attraction.

Breakfast passed quickly, and Mellie felt her nerves building with each second that passed.

“I’ll let you know how it went after I speak to her. If everything goes according to plan, everyone will think I just went on an adventure with a friend.” Mellie said, taking a deep breath to steel her resolve.

“I’m repeating myself, but are you sure she’s the one to ask?” Magnus questioned.

Mellie paused. “I trust her, and she’s very brave. I think she’ll be able to cope with seeing my other form and locking me up at night,” Mellie said seriously.

“We’ve made sure no one will come to disturb you,” Jasmine said, kissing her cheek.

“Thank you, Mama.” Mellie tried to smile at her parents, but she was afraid it would appear forced since her stomach was in a knot of nerves.

She left her parents to finish breaking their fast and made her way to her chambers. She had a drawing room for meeting with guests, as it just wouldn’t do for a princess to receive visitors in her bedroom. Her parents might turn a blind eye and often let her do things other princesses would not be allowed, but they did make sure people saw her as respectable. One day, if she broke the curse, she’d be queen. Her father had even talked about abdicating when she got married, letting her take the lead with her husband at her side.

Mellie settled in a chair by the fire. She touched the blade sheathed at her waist, her sixteenth birthday gift from Adie and her father. She carried it almost every day. She had never drawn blood with it, but she had pulled the blade when a lord tried to take liberties. She had kept him from harming her, and then her father’s guards found them. She was proud she had been able to protect herself. The lord had been locked away, and when more women had come forward about being attacked by the man, he’d been put to death.

There was a sharp knock on the door, and Mellie stood, calling for the person to enter while smoothing out the fabric of her skirt. The door opened and Adie entered the room, closing the door behind her. She was dressed in long pants and a thick leather vest that was laced up the front. Her arms were bare and showed scars that marked her as a warrior, along with a heavy sword on her belt. “Your Highness, you asked to speak privately with me?” Adie asked, not coming closer.

“Please, come and take a seat,” Mellie invited nervously, smoothing her skirt once more before sinking once again into her chair.

Adie’s footsteps were solid in heavy boots, as she took a seat opposite Mellie, much like her parents had on that fateful day so many years before. Adie moved to tuck her hand away, and Mellie discovered that the rumors were true; Adie had had her damaged fingers and thumb removed and replaced with ones of silver. They were somehow a part of her flesh and carved to appear real apart from the metallic sheen of the metal.

“I was surprised to be asked here. Are you finally ready for a lesson in how to use that dagger?” Adie asked, nodding her head toward Mellie's knife.

“I have a rather large favor to ask which is far more dangerous than giving me a simple lesson. For one, you won’t be staying here in the castle but taking me through the mountains, and into the Winter Kingdom,” Mellie explained. The witch who had cursed her as a child was not just a witch, but a queen of a kingdom of people who rarely came to this side of the mountains. There was a pass that led between them, but stories of the witch queen and what she might do if they went to her kingdom had kept people away.

“Forgive me for speaking out of turn, but why would a princess of the Silver Kingdom want to go to the Winter Kingdom?” Adie asked.

“I have business with the witch queen.” Mellie hesitated, picking a piece of lint from her sleeve for distraction.

“I don’t know much, but I hear the witch is dangerous. They say she can fly on the wind and that her blood is made of ice.” Adie frowned.

“Those might be more than stories.” Mellie cleared her throat as it felt tight suddenly. “She came here when I was a baby. And I must ask—no, beg you not to speak a word of this to any other.”

“I can keep a secret. What business did she have here?” Adie looked worried.

“She cursed me. It came into effect on the night of my sixteenth birthday. The day we first met.” Mellie watched carefully as Adie’s face changed from a look of concern to a look of shock.

“What kind of curse? You look normal, healthy and beautiful,” Adie said, looking Mellie over as if she would notice something previously overlooked. Not noticing her off-hand compliment.

“No one can know about this. I’d be killed,” Mellie warned.

“I won’t say anything. I give you my word,” Adie promised as she straightened.

“At night, every night, I become a dragon. My parents have to keep me locked away. I need to go to Winter Kingdom to ask the witch queen to lift the curse,” Mellie said, then held her breath.

“A dragon. You? But you’re so dainty.” Adie appeared amused.

“I didn’t say I was a big dragon. Not all dragons are great, hulking, ugly beasts you know,” Mellie said, feeling oddly defensive of her other form.

“A dragon princess? Some thought a lord’s daughter fighting his wars was unusual. What would they think of a dragon princess?” Adie shook her head.

“You can’t tell anyone,” Mellie insisted. Suddenly fearful that she had chosen the wrong person after all.

“I won’t break my word to you; this conversation doesn’t leave this room. But can I ask, why now? After so many years, why do you seek to break the curse now?” Adie asked, her face softening with the need to understand.

“It is said the witch queen will grant wishes on the blue moon. It comes soon. So will you take me? No one else can know about the journey or the reason for it. It’ll be just the two of us alone, with no royal guard,” Mellie explained.

“It is a dangerous task. We’d have to keep your identity a secret to avoid kidnappers. A princess would make quite the prize,” Adie commented.

“I know. I’d not dress to draw attention to myself or bring any finery. My father has been making sure we have used but sturdy equipment and dog sleds without any royal markings. I have been thinking about making this journey since I was sixteen when my parents told me about the possibility of breaking the curse. They have been planning, and doing all they can to help ready me for this trip,” Mellie said. Her thoughts on any given day had turned to the next blue moon, her one chance to get mercy from the witch queen who had cursed her as an infant, but they held hope that the witch’s words about understanding the curse one day would help them. Mellie knew her parents would have told her before they let her go to the Winter Kingdom if they had crossed or offended the queen in any known way.

“As pretty as your dresses are, I’d recommend you wear pants, like I do, and warm clothes. We’ll need blankets and provisions. The closer we get to the mountains, the colder it will be,” Adie said thoughtfully.

“We’ll need? You’ll do it? Just like that? No demands?” Mellie questioned. “Demands? What would I ask for?” Adie interrupted.

“I don’t know, but I’m happy to pay you for your time—gold, silver, land. My father has given me free reign to do as I see fit. This is a dangerous mission. I would not expect you to do it for free. I had only hoped you would say yes.” Mellie continued. “Despite not knowing you well, I trust and respect what you have accomplished. Not many who are born a lady willingly go into the warrior ranks, even in your kingdom where women fight beside men. Will you travel with me to see the witch?” Mellie asked with a hint of pleading. To anyone who helped her lift this curse, she’d give anything.

“Only your respect,” Adie said, running the fingers of her whole hand over the unmoving silver covering the digits of her other hand.

“Of course. That’s not too much to ask, not at all. So you’ll do it?” Mellie could feel the beginning of excitement and nerves racing up her spine. She had made backup plans in case this proposal failed, but she hoped with all that she was that this would be the path she was able to follow.

“I will take you to the Winter Kingdom and bring you home safely, Princess.” Adie inclined her head in a sign of respect and to affirm her vow.

“Call me Mellie. We won’t be traveling as a princess or lady on this trip. We should get used to using each other’s personal names,” Mellie pointed out.

“It might take some getting used to. I’ve been raised to respect my betters.” Adie shrugged.

“I’m not better than you. You’ve saved lives and fought to keep your people free. I’ve been involved in politics, and word games, my whole life. I don’t think that makes me any better than you,” Mellie admitted honestly. It was refreshing to be so open with someone since Adie knew her biggest secret now. It seemed silly to hide her thoughts and opinions.

“You’ve never taken a life, have you, Princess?” Adie asked, shadows in her eyes and in her words floating heavily in the air between them.

Mellie hadn’t thought about that, about what going into battle might mean, that a warrior like Adie might have taken lives in order to live. Mellie didn’t judge her for it. She was sure Adie only killed if she had to, but she understood little of war. Her father dealt with the realities of it, and his men did not share their stories with her. Which now that she thought about it, she was both grateful for and saddened by at the same time.

“No, I have not,” Mellie admitted.

Adie changed the subject before Mellie had gathered her thoughts. “We should start preparing; if you can get me a list of what you already have, I can see if there’s anything else we’ll need. I give you my word that I’ll keep you safe on this mission. I can’t promise the Winter Queen will see you. I know precious little of her, but I will deliver you safely to her door.”

“I have the list already; I’ve gone over it so many times. I’ve never left the kingdom without heavy guard, and only a few times when not under my parents’ watchful eye. I’ve been planning this for so long that I feel sure I’ve not missed anything important.” Mellie crossed the room and collected the list from the wooden desk where she had hidden it away, then returned to give it to Adie. She wanted to convince Adie that she was in no way inferior just because Mellie was royalty and Adie had taken lives, but she felt that Adie might not want to get that personal. She had always been stoic in their few meetings. Adie had spent most of her time at war since giving Mellie the dagger she treasured, but Adie captivated her—the way she dressed, carried herself, how brave she seemed.

“That must make courting hard,” Adie commented looking thoughtful, like it had been on her mind, or perhaps because they are in Mellie's private rooms, or maybe Adie has her own lover in mind, as she takes the list. She began to read it.

“Not as hard as one might think.” Mellie couldn’t help thinking of rustling silk sheets and soft skin and quiet sighs. It had been some time since she’d felt a lover’s touch. She had to be very careful because she was not sure how her parents would react.

“Ah, some handsome prince hidden somewhere or a dalliance with a stable boy?” Adie asked and then covered her mouth. “I’m sorry, Princess. That was vulgar of me. I know it’s best people assume we’re friends on this trip, family even, but that gives me no right to speak to you that way. My apologies.” There was a hint of a blush on her cheeks.

“That was far from vulgar. I’ve had far worse suggested to me. But no, my lovers have all been of a higher station, with as much interest in no one knowing of our time together as I.” Mellie knew that some princesses would be furious at the suggestion that they were sleeping with a stable boy. Mellie didn’t mention that her interests didn’t lie with men at all.

“I’m glad you’re not angry. I speak before I think at times. If it’s not too bold, may I ask why you have not married one of these lovers?” Addie asked.

“None of them were suitable to rule at my side. I have to think about the fact that I will be a queen one day. I never felt a deep abiding love for any of them. And then there is my curse. Any person I married would have to be able to deal with a wife who spends her nights in a dungeon,” Mellie explained.

“You’ve never spoken about your curse with a lover?” Adie asked with quiet curiosity.

“No. So you see, I’m putting a great deal of trust in you. I don’t wish to burden you, but you always seemed different. I saw countless times when you did what people said could not be done, and I need that kind of strength to help me break my curse.”

“It’s not a burden,” Adie said, standing. “We must move quickly, though. The blue moon is only a few weeks away, and depending on the snow, it’ll take some time to get you to the witch queen’s castle.”

It was all a flurry of movement after that, Adie telling her what else they’d need and Mellie having the things ordered in a stealthy rush. Eventually Mellie found herself with her mother, making what she hoped would be her last trek to the dungeon to be locked in for the night. She and Adie were ready and would be leaving at first light.

“Are you sure you don’t want Lady Grey to see you in your dragon form tonight, where your father or I can reassure her that you’re not dangerous?” her mother asked as they stopped at the thick door.

“This is a woman who has seen the horrors of battle; she won’t be scared of my dragon form. Let her rest and plan tonight. She’ll be seeing enough of me on this trip,” Mellie pointed out.

“She’s battled humans; and while I can’t claim to know what that is like, I don’t think it’s the same as facing a dragon,” Jasmine warned.

“She’ll do fine. I believe in her,” Mellie said. In her heart, she felt each word would be proven to be true. She was sure she could rely on Adie.

“I just want what is best for you and for you to be safe, my child,” her mother said, pulling Mellie close.

“I know, Mother, and I want this curse broken more than anything. These past two years have been difficult, but we’ve managed. I thought I’d go crazy waiting for this chance to free myself, but I made it; we’ve made it. One more night and I can begin the journey to try to undo the wrong that has been done to our family. It’s the first chance I’ve had. I won’t mess it up. I promise.” Mellie hugged her mother tightly before stepping back.

“Let’s hope this is the last time I’ll be locking you in this dungeon.” Her mother turned away and opened the door. Mellie kissed her cheek, swiping away the tear she found there, giving her mother another quick hug, she turned and went inside. The door closing with a thud behind her.

Her mother called a goodbye, and her footsteps retreated, echoing off the stone walls. Mellie quickly undressed, she knew she was only putting off the inevitable. Either way, she’d get cold. She sat down on her mattress, so familiar, so comforting and yet so hated, and she waited for the dragon to appear.

 

ADIE WAS WAITING in the stables, checking the dog sled for the supplies they needed and making sure the dogs were tethered in the harnesses properly. At the sound of footsteps, she turned to see Mellie. Right away, she noticed Mellie’s eyes were slightly red as if she had been crying.

“Is everything okay?” Adie asked, moving closer. Mellie was dressed in long pants, a thick woolen shirt, and a heavy fur coat with a hat and mittens finishing off her disguise. She was still beautiful.

“Oh yes. I just said goodbye to my parents. We’ve never spent any length of time apart, and they’re worried about me. It was a little emotional,” Mellie admitted. She petted one of the dogs, which nuzzled her hand in return.

“I’ve been away from home a lot, but I remember saying goodbye for the first time. It was hard, but everything will be okay. I’ll protect you with my very life. I promise.” Adie wasn’t surprised to find she meant her words. From the first time she had seen Princess Mellie, she had been totally captivated. She hadn’t understood the fascination at first, well, not until she had learned more from the older female warriors.

“I don’t want you to get hurt. I don’t want either of us to get hurt. Are you ready? I know you wanted to leave before there were a lot of people to see us, and my father agreed that was a good idea,” Mellie said, looking at Adie with those dark-blue eyes. They contained an innocence that surprised Adie. The fact that Mellie had had lovers, and that she’d been allowed to be close to men belied the innocent look about her. Mellie had never harmed another or taken a life. The dagger at her waist had not known the taste of blood or the scars of battle.

“Yes, we should get going. Come, you’ll be sitting in the front of the sled, and I’ll be the musher.” Adie said. She pulled back the blankets and furs so that Mellie could climb in and get settled within their cozy confines.

“Thank you. I’ve led a sled before, so let me know if you need a break,” Mellie offered, getting comfortable.

“I’m used to long trips. I’ll be okay, but it is very kind of you to offer.” Adie checked the dogs one last time, then took her place, and their journey began.

Mellie seemed nervous, and Adie wished she could soothe the princess’s fears, but she didn’t really know how. She had never been taught how to comfort and be gentle, and she was sure a princess was used to gentleness from those around her. Adie guided the dogs quietly out of the keep and started crossing the miles between them and the Winter Kingdom. It was just her and Mellie and the ghostlike puffs of their breath on the wind.

They traveled till noon, only stopping for a bite of food and water for them and the dogs. Adie was surprised Mellie didn’t complain and had even helped her with the dogs without having to be asked. They made good time, but as it got late, Mellie reminded Adie that they must stop and make camp before the sun set.

Adie found an area in the trees and unleashed the dogs first, then got out the things they would need to be comfortable for the night. Mellie offered to help, and Adie gave her a few small jobs, once again surprised by the princess. Adie had worried the young princess would be a burden to travel with, but so far, Mellie’s nature seemed as fair as her looks.

“We need to get the chains ready and put them on now before we eat. I don’t want to risk the sun going down before I’m secure,” Mellie said, looking truly worried for the first time that day.

“Try to get comfortable. Do you want to be near the fire?” Adie asked.

“It’s best to keep me away from the fire as it seems to be my natural reaction to put any fire that may be nearby, out.” Mellie sighed.

Adie lashed the chains they’d brought to a tree Mellie had chosen and also pegged them into the ground with heavy spikes and a hammer, before calling Mellie over. The princess took a seat at the base of the tree. Adie felt a strange fluttering in her chest with Mellie’s clear blue eyes staring up at her looking so vulnerable and small. Adie had never believed eyes could appear innocent, as they were eyes and not a soul. But with Mellie’s eyes, it was so clear they had never seen the horrors of war, and Adie felt a pull, a voice in her mind telling her never to let Mellie see such violence. She was an innocent, and she should remain one for as long as possible.

“This won’t hurt. It’ll be loose until you change shape,” Adie said, echoing what she’d been told by the king and queen as she raised the metal collar attached to the chains. Adie pushed Mellie’s blonde locks off her neck with her incomplete hand. She worried when her unfeeling fingers brushed against the delicate skin of Mellie’s neck, but the princess didn’t seem revolted, though some had. She shivered slightly, but that might just have been from the cold.

Adie fastened the collar around Mellie’s neck and took a step back. She had always known her tastes ran to women, even though she also liked men. That wasn’t uncommon in her kingdom, to have female lovers before marrying a male and having children. So Adie didn’t think herself unusual until this moment, when seeing Mellie on her knees, in a collar, stirred a wisp of desire within her. She hoped it didn’t show on her face. The princess would have been disgusted.

“It’s not long till sunset. Are you ready for this?” Mellie asked as Adie moved away to finish setting up camp.

“Honestly, I don’t know. I like to think I’ll react well, but I’ve never seen a dragon of any kind, let alone a person turning into one,” Adie admitted.

“I know we’re both women, and my body has nothing you’ve not seen before, but I’m not used to undressing in front of someone I’ve not been intimate with. I don’t want to destroy these clothes, so could you stay near the fire pit and make your preparations for the night till the sun has gone down?” Mellie requested nervously.

“Of course, and don’t worry, few people travel this way, let alone at night. It’s a longer, harder path but worth it for the privacy.” Adie sat where she’d laid out things for the fire and tried to focus on that. She got lost in the simple task of building a small fire, and before she knew it, the crackling and sparking gave a warm glow to the small clearing. Though that was not the only sound she could hear now that the night had begun.

Adie braced herself and slowly turned, expecting to see a monster, an ugly beast, but instead, she found a small, no bigger than a large dog, beautiful creature of blue and silver, with elegant batlike wings. The creature was curled in on itself, watching Adie with ice-blue eyes.

“I had no idea a dragon could be so beautiful,” Adie said, standing up to edge in closer. The dragon didn’t lunge at her, just stared with those big, soft eyes, much like Mellie’s human eyes. Adie grabbed a heavy blanket and moved closer. Her heart taking over as she draped the blanket over the dragon’s back.

Its wings twitched slightly, and it looked up at Adie, reminding her of a confused animal. Instinct had Adie reaching out, her hand palm down to be smelled as she would with a timid dog, to pet its muzzle, but her fingers didn’t encounter fur. Instead, they found cool, leatherlike skin. The dragon quietly snorted and nickered like a horse before nuzzled into Adie’s hand, shocking her.

“I’ve never petted a dragon before, or a princess, come to that. You’re in there, aren’t you, Mellie? It’s still you?” Adie asked. She wasn’t sure what kind of answer she expected, but when the dragon’s rough tongue darted out and licked her palm in a quick tickly slurp, she snorted a laugh.

“Princess, you’re as mischievous as I’ve heard.” Adie sat next to the dragon, pulling some of the blankets over her own shoulders. She smiled when Mellie’s heavy head came to rest on her shoulder. Maybe she would dream of dragons tonight and not war.

The acrid smell of burning flesh and echoing screams of terror brought Adie closer to waking, but it was an out-of-place yelp that had Adie’s eyes darting open. She was still under the blankets with Mellie, but the sun had dawned, and the princess appeared totally nude in the warmth of their small cocoon. “My princess, I’m sorry. I...I haven’t seen anything.” Adie quickly turned her gaze away from the pale slope of a slender shoulder she could see. The women of the Silver Kingdom were such a pale white, not like Adie’s own dark-brown skin.

“It’s fine, Adie. You train in battle with female soldiers, yes? You must have seen a nude woman before,” Mellie said, and Adie could hear the sound of movement as the princess removed her chains and began to dress.

“Not a princess.” Adie didn’t like the high squeak of her voice. She was flustered, and she couldn’t remember the last time that had happened. She’d lived her life with warriors after her mother’s death, seeking a female influence but not liking dresses and sewing and the other accomplishments that seemed to be expected of a lady. The women warriors had seemed perfect, and most had welcomed her curiosity. And yes, held up in small rooms during battle, she’d seen her fair share of flesh. She’d taken a maid or two to bed, but for some reason, this felt different. Adie had admired the princess since she was a teen and had seen her grow into a lovely woman from a distance. She’d always looked so graceful, so ladylike, regal to a point, but Adie didn’t think those things were what deepened her feelings and led to her being tongue-tied now.

It had been over a year ago. It snowed then, too, but heavier. Adie had come with her father to address some trade deal, and he’d left her to wander while he talked politics. She had found her way into an open-roofed courtyard and stopped in the doorway when she’d seen girls around her age, playing in the snow like children. Mellie was one of them, running around with her golden hair a loose banner flowing behind her, her face flushed from frolicking in the cold and snow. She was breathtaking, her dark-blue eyes sparkling with joy as she turned and spotted Adie standing in the doorway, beckoned her with a graceful hand, and called out that they could use another on her team. Suddenly shy, Adie shook her head and stole away as soon as the girls started playing again.

“And do princesses have different bodies?” Mellie asked, jolting Adie back from the past.

“I wouldn’t know.” Adie was relieved when Mellie stepped in front of her, fully clothed.

“You must be cold. Come. I’ll build up the fire and get breakfast started.” Adie threw off the blanket and moved away quickly, feeling unsettled. “I’ll help.” Mellie followed her, and Adie wasn’t going to argue. Together, they made porridge, and Mellie fed and harnessed the dogs. Seeing her with them was another surprising joy. She stroked and petted each dog. They all seemed to love her attention as much as they did the food.

Once that was done, they packed up camp and began traveling once again. A thought was niggling at Adie, and when they stopped to water the dogs at noon, it burst out of her.

“Why did you lick my hand last night?” Adie asked, hoping Mellie actually remembered.

“I wanted to see you smile. It worked,” Mellie said simply as she settled herself into the sled once again.

“Oh.” Adie wasn’t sure what to say to that. Why would the princess like to see her smile?

“Come on. We can make a fair distance before it gets dark,” Mellie said brightly.

Adie shook herself and got back to the job at hand. She only had a few days to get the princess to the Winter Kingdom; she wouldn’t fail.





Chapter Three

SHE WOKE TO light on her face and the sounds of distress. Mellie sat up, lifting the chains that only fit her when in dragon form. Wrapping the blanket around her body, she went toward the sound and found Adie close to the fire, asleep under her own blanket, clearly having some kind of bad dream.

Mellie leaned down and gently shook Adie’s shoulder, and ended up jumping back when Adie swung an arm, a blade in her hand, which lowered quickly as Adie’s eyes opened and she realized where she was.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me,” Adie said in a rush, putting her dagger in its sheath with a shaking hand.

“It’s okay. Calm down. I’m not hurt,” Mellie said, as she reached forward without thinking, and dropped the blanket covering her like a cloak. The cold air was like a light slap to her skin, and she didn’t know what to cover first.

Adie reached for the blanket at the same time as Mellie, almost clashing heads in their attempt to evade each other’s gaze. Mellie stood quietly as Adie handed her the blanket, and Mellie covered herself again.

“I’m so sorry,” Adie repeated her gaze firmly on the ground.

“I shouldn’t have woke you so suddenly. It’s fine, really, and as you’ve seen, there’s not a scratch on me. You didn’t use the blade. If you had then, perhaps, I’d need an apology,” Mellie said, trying to lighten the tension that was still thick in the air. She could feel herself blushing, her face hot apart from her nose, which was always cold.

“I have bad dreams. I always wake thinking I’m being attacked if someone touches me. I fear when the occasion comes to share a bed with another, I might hurt them,” Adie said, rubbing her face, a hint of sorrow in her tone. After a quick glance at Mellie to ensure she was okay she turned to do their morning chores. Mellie quickly dressed and then joined her without a word, not speaking till they both had a spoon in hand.

“These dreams, are they from the battles you’ve been in?” Mellie asked.

“Yes, some warrior, huh? Having nightmares about battle. Maybe you picked the wrong guard if you thought I was brave,” Adie said, not making eye contact.

“You are brave. I know that, but you have seen some horrific things while in battle. I don’t blame you for having nightmares,” Mellie said. She’d heard tales of Adie, Lord Grey’s daughter, riding hard into battle since she had been fifteen.

“How can you be so sure I’m brave? Nightmares are a weakness. I didn’t want you to see that I was so weak that I can’t even control my dreams.” Adie shook her head.

“The other night you touched me, not knowing if I’d kill you while in my dragon form. Dragons are powerful beasts and can kill by simply breathing fire or ice. But you touched me anyway, to me that is bravery. I have bad dreams, but I haven’t seen death like you have. I don’t know how I would react if I did.” Mellie didn’t like the idea of Adie doubting herself. She was brave. Mellie could see it, even if Adie couldn’t see it herself.

Adie’s people were known for their intelligence, for being wise in the fights they chose to enter. They were a great people; stories were often told about them and the brave women who fought alongside their men. Mellie knew in her gut that Adie would be brave enough to face a dragon and smart enough to survive the battle.

“I know it was foolish, but I looked into your eyes, and I saw a person, not a dragon or anything to be afraid of. I’m not sure if it was bravery and not just the need to comfort you and let you know you were safe. Whatever form you take. I certainly don’t feel brave each night when I wake up in a pool of my own sweat.” Adie sighed.

“I don’t know how I can convince you, apart from saying I could have asked anyone to protect me on this journey, but I chose you. I trust you, Adie,” Mellie said with conviction.

“Thank you, Princess,” Adie said softly, not sounding convinced.

“Mellie. My name is Mellie, remember?”

“Thank you, Mellie. I’ll get the hang of it yet.” Adie smiled faintly.

“I hope you do, as I have no plans to call you Lady Grey, despite your lovely gray eyes. If I don’t use your title, why should you use mine? And we don't want to risk being overheard if we pass others,” Mellie said reasonably.

“Come on then, Mellie. Let’s pack up and get on our way,” Adie suggested, and Mellie smiled at the use of her name. She hoped this would be the last time she had to remind Adie not to use her title.

They gathered their things, prepared the dogs, and set off for another day of travel. They seemed to be making good time, and later that day, they reached a part of the journey that Mellie had been dreading. Crossing a frozen lake. In summer, they would have had to take the longer land-route to go around it, or they could sail across it, but the ice was thick, and they should be able to safely cross it with the dogs. Mellie was afraid, terribly afraid of falling through the ice.

“Are you okay, Mellie?” Adie asked as she checked the leads connecting the dogs before they crossed the lake.

“Will you think less of me if I tell you I’m terrified to cross the ice? I have an ice dragon inside of me. You’d think I wouldn’t be afraid of ice, but I am,” Mellie admitted.

“You seem not to think less of me for my night terrors and when I fear things that have already happened, so no, I don’t think less of you for fearing something that is an honest possibility. I’m sure we’ll be safe. The ice is thick and solid enough to carry the weight of a large wagon. It will safely carry the weight of our small sled. We’ll go slow and steady, though, okay?” Adie stopped beside Mellie and reached out to rearrange the scarf that was around Mellie’s neck a little higher over her face. The back of Adie’s hand brushed the tip of Mellie’s nose, and the warrior snapped her hand back as though it had been burnt.

“Your nose. It’s freezing. Are you okay? Do you need more blankets?” Adie asked, concerned.

“Don’t worry. My nose is always icy cold. My parents tell me it became that way the night I was cursed. I was just a month old when the witch cursed me with a kiss,” Mellie explained.

“Cursed with a kiss?” Adie repeated, tucking Mellie’s wrappings a little closer around her legs.

“My parents said that's how the witch gave me the curse. She kissed my nose, like a sign of affection, a seemingly kind gesture that was really a curse.” Mellie sighed.

“Did it give you a fear of kissing? I’d think if a kiss had cursed me, I’d worry about the next one,” Adie said, as she stepped into position then with a flick of the lines and gave a “hike” to get the dogs moving at a slow pace.

Mellie closed her eyes and held her breath as the sled slid onto the ice. The slick surface creaked and groaned a little, but nothing seemed to crack or move.

“No, no fear of kissing. Though, I had a strange dream once that I’d be kissed and everything would make sense, the curse, everything.” Mellie was surprised at herself. She had never told anyone of the half-remembered dream that she had tried to cling to as she woke, but it had been like trying to hold water in her cupped hands; the dream had quickly trickled away.

“Who kissed you in your dream, a charming prince or maybe a handsome king?” Adie asked trying to distract the princess from the ice beneath them. Mellie thought back to her dream. She couldn’t remember seeing the person in her dream. There was a bright light shining in her face, stopping her from seeing anything else, but she felt lips against hers, soft and supple. In the dream, the lips were somehow familiar. They didn’t taste like a man’s lips and the body pressing against hers didn’t feel male.

“I don’t know who it was. I never saw their face. This sounds silly, but in the dream, I felt they loved me, for who I am and not for my title or wealth. I’m not asking for pity or saying this is true of everyone, but it can be hard to know people’s real intentions. There are those who would marry me just to gain power in the Silver Kingdom.” The sapphic nature of her dream made a shiver run up her spine, even as she remembered a hand on her waist, a gentle pressure, one she knew she’d never felt but, in her dream, had been familiar, known to her somehow.

“You’ll find a suitor who wants you for who you are, Mellie. I don’t think your father will allow just anyone into your family. Everyone talks about how deeply he cares for his blood, his family. He wouldn’t let a man use you for your position,” Adie said, slowing the dogs to a trot when the ice got bumpy.

“I fear my father will not approve of my choice when the time comes. He believes in marrying for love, but at the same time, he cares so much about the kingdom, and I will need a strong partner who can rule with me.” Mellie frowned. Her father was an amazing man who had always given her anything she wanted, but to change the way things had been done since the beginning of their kingdom, she was not sure if his indulgence would go so far as to crown a queen without a king at her side.

“Why would your choice not be suitable? You seem sensible. I know your father lets you sit in on matters of the court, and I hear you are wise. Why wouldn’t you choose well?” Adie asked as they got closer to the trail leading off the other edge of the frozen waterway.

Mellie felt her chest tighten as she tried to think of an answer. She wanted to tell Adie the truth. The clever warrior would surely see through any untruths, and Mellie didn’t want to ruin their budding friendship with a lie.

“You must keep this between us,” Mellie said softly almost inaudible over the creaking ice, and her heart beat powerfully in her chest, the words trying to escape, but the tightness of her throat fought to keep her secret.

“Of course. You can talk to me, Mellie. You’ve been kind and never judged me. You don’t stare at my hand or doubt I could protect you, and that means a great deal to me. I will keep your every secret until death. What has you so worried? Do you have a love that is not of a high station or who would be considered inappropriate?”

Mellie hadn’t realized that Adie worried about her hand so. She was a battle proven warrior, and surely no one would make the mistake of thinking her hand kept her from fighting as well if not better than some of the others in her troop.

“I’m not in a relationship at this time, but I have had lovers, and I’ve known for some time that my interests do not lie in princes or dukes nor stable boys,” Mellie admitted. Her heart was beating hard enough to splinter bone, her breathing coming in silent gasps that were only betrayed by the cool vapor that puffed from her lips.

“What are you saying, Mellie?” Adie asked, easing them onto the bank of the lake and continuing on their path into the trees.

“My interests don’t lie with men of any kind at all, really, regardless of their station or looks. I desire women.” Mellie had never spoken the words aloud. She’d had secret relationships where little was said about what was between them, and usually Mellie let the woman take the lead. She had often wished she could have something more than just the physical with a woman but dared not risk it. If an affair had become known the consequences would have been catastrophic, not just for her but for the whole of her family. So she had taken what she could get from those with nearly as much to lose as her.

“Is that all?” Adie asked.

“What? Are you not shocked?” Mellie couldn’t believe Adie’s reaction.

“Oh, I forget. It isn’t as common in your kingdom. Where I’m from, love is not restricted, it is not seen as something that can only be between a man and woman. Many of the warrior women I’ve gone into battle with are wed to each other or to women back home,” Adie explained.

“I didn’t know that. I think because my parents don’t want me being rushed into marriage, they tried to protect me from growing up in that manner. They don’t talk about sex or the physical side of relationships in front of me. You have no problem with women married to women?” Mellie hoped Adie wasn’t disgusted by the women she described or her.

“No, of course not. Men do hold some interest for me, but I have known the intimate touch of a woman, and I know what it’s like to yearn for a woman, someone of my own sex,” Adie said calmly.

“So, if my parents discover my secret and turn me away, I can come live in your kingdom?” Mellie joked, but her voice betrayed her by breaking.

Adie slowed the dogs to a stop and then came to kneel beside Mellie in the sled.

“Mellie, your parents love you. They’ve protected your secret because their love is so great, knowing if certain people found out about the curse, it might have put their position at risk. They’ll never hate you, they’ll never turn you away.” Adie paused then reached out to take Mellie’s hand in her strong one.

“If they turn out not to be the people I think they are, you are most welcome to start again in the Grey Kingdom. I would welcome you into my home so you could build a life. I promised to protect you when you were sixteen, and I mean it. You’d remain a princess in my eyes. I would not let you suffer any hardship. You have my vow of that,” Adie said firmly from bended knee, and before Mellie knew it, hot tears ran down her reddened, cold cheeks.

“Mellie, I didn’t mean to make you cry.” Adie seemed to hesitate but then gathered Mellie close in a warm embrace.

“I’ve been so worried. I thought I had only two choices—marry a man I could never love, and whose touch I hated, or leave my home, disgraced and alone. I didn’t think anyone would offer to take me in,” Mellie admitted, trying to control her tears.

“I would never see you hurt or in pain. I’ve seen your kindness to all those around you. The times we’ve met at court, you made me feel welcome when most make me feel like an outsider and unworthy. Even this quest, the fact that you trusted me with your safety, has meant so much. People told me a cripple would never, could never, be anything, have anything. They’ll never know I did this with you, but I’ll know, and that means more to me than you could ever envision,” Adie said, petting Mellie’s hair gently. It relaxed her until her tears finally stopped and she pulled back to dry her face.

“Thank you, Adie.” She sniffed. “Anyone who thinks the limited movement in your hand means you are somehow less than them, they are wrong, so very wrong. You are amazing and far kinder than I even knew. We should talk more when we stop to eat, but let’s get away from the lake because even though we’re off it now, it still sends shivers down my spine,” Mellie said with a shudder. They needed to go farther before it got dark. The mountains were close and it was going to be a cold night.

“Yes, let’s go.” Adie tried to stand, but Mellie held on. She took both of Adie’s hands and kissed the knuckles on each, much like Adie had kissed her hand on her sixteenth birthday, the day she had found out she was cursed, the day that led to them being here together.

Adie blushed faintly as Mellie let go and she stood. Mellie hid her smile as she settled back in the sled. She thought Adie looked rather fetching with a blush on her cheeks, not that she didn’t always look beautiful; she did. But it made Mellie feel strangely powerful to have made Adie, a brave warrior, a worldly woman, blush, and she clung to that emotion instead of the jumble of worries and concerns she’d felt since they had reached the lake.

Mellie needed to feel powerful, to feel strong for the coming days. It would not serve her to be weak when she faced the winter queen.

 

ON THEIR FIFTH morning together, Adie guided the dogs into the opening for the path through the mountains. They would enter the Winter Kingdom later that day and be around other people for the first time in days, and Adie would miss having Mellie’s company all to herself. She had enjoyed her time alone with the princess.

The pathway into the kingdom was treacherous, and the dogs struggled to keep their footing on the icy path, but eventually, it fell away and they were no longer surrounded by jagged rocks and ice. Instead, Adie could see stout buildings, warmly wrapped people, a thriving marketplace, and in the distance, an imposing castle. Adie aimed for what she felt sure was the winter queen’s castle, ignoring the stares of people as they entered the city. Adie was braced, ready to defend them if necessary. There were a few whispers among the throng as they passed, but no one ventured close.

Mellie became quieter and more still the closer they got to the castle. Once they were in a secluded spot, Adie stopped for the day. The blue moon wouldn’t rise for another day. They set up their shelters and started a fire. A few times, people, coming from the castle passed them. None of them seemed surprised to see people camping on the roadside. Some even nodded and said hello then continued on their way.

“Are you okay, Mellie?” Adie asked over their evening meal. The sun would be setting soon, and she’d lose her chance to talk to Mellie then.

“Nervous. It feels like I have bats flying around in my stomach,” Mellie said softly.

“What’s the worst that can happen?” Adie wasn’t sure it was the best tactic, but she believed in preparing for the worst.

“She curses me again? Curses both of us.” She paused in thought. “Oh god, you shouldn’t come with me. What if she curses you too?” Mellie asked, sounding panicked.

“I’m not letting you go alone. I’ll take the risk,” Adie said firmly. There was no way she’d send Mellie into the icy castle alone, its stone walls littered with patches of frost that shone silver in the changing light.

“But what if she hurts you?” Mellie asked.

“I came with you prepared for any danger. We didn’t see the wolves or bears I’ve heard tale of, and there were no robbers traveling on the road. We got lucky this far. Maybe our luck will continue, and the witch will take back her curse.” Adie had indeed thought getting to this point would be far more dangerous when really, the worst danger they had faced was crossing the frozen lake.

“I would never forgive myself if you got hurt in any way.” Mellie put down her empty platter and touched Adie’s arm. They were sitting side by side for warmth in front of the fire. Tonight in the hills of the castle, it seemed much colder than it had before. It was a simple touch, but it warmed Adie.

“I won’t get hurt, but I’m willing to take the risk to keep you safe. I’ve risked my well-being every time I’ve gone into battle. I’m not afraid,” Adie said firmly, covering Mellie’s smaller hand with her sword-roughened one. She meant what she said. Despite the nightmares that had plagued her since her friends were killed in a vicious battle, she wasn’t afraid. It was hard to explain. She was terrified of losing another person who she cared for, but not losing her own life, as she had been prepared for that since she began training.

“I need to follow your example and face tomorrow like I’m facing a battle. Be prepared for anything.” Mellie reached towards Adie’s other arm but then hesitated.

“Does my hand frighten you?” Adie asked. She’d had children ask her if she was a monster because of her silver fingers.

“No, I remember how twisted it was before. Is it rude of me to ask why you had the surgery? It must have been excruciatingly painful. You don’t have to answer. I truly have no right to ask. I’m just being nosy.” Mellie blushed.

“I think we have become friends these past days, and friends can ask personal things. When I had my own fingers, they were clumsy, and easily injured. I frequently cut them during practice. I knew during a battle that it could be dangerous, so I talked to my father, and he found me a surgeon. And yes, it was painful, but it has helped me gain strength and balance in my grip. Did you know they even tell stories about me, the silver-handed warrior?” Adie chuckled as she shook her head. Some days, she had thought the pain wasn’t worth it. It had been like nothing she’d experienced before, but it was justified when she heard the stories of people seeing her as a strong warrior, not just Lord Grey’s ‘crippled’ daughter. How she loathed that word, one hardly ever said to her face but whispered plainly as she passed.

“I’ve heard some of the stories. It felt strange, knowing I had a blade presented to me by such a renowned warrior. I would like to hear more about your battles. The true story from you will, I'm sure, be more interesting than the versions people dared whisper to a princess.” Mellie smiled, she had such a beautiful smile. She was everything Adie could dream of a princess being—kind, gentle, and a breathtaking beauty. She hadn’t thought a princess would hold hands with her, though, that she’d be treated as an equal, despite being a lady, not royalty.

“Are you sure you want to hear the truth? War is not as glorious as some make it out to be. I wouldn’t wish you to share in my nightmares.” Adie wouldn’t wish her nightmares on anyone, even someone she disliked, let alone Mellie; she didn’t want to sully their relationship by filling Mellie’s mind with images of bloodshed.

“I understand. But I’m meant to be queen of Silver Kingdom. And one day I will send people into battle. I want to know what I’m sending them into, but not right now. Now, I need to put my chains on and undress. It’s getting dark.” Mellie stated as she glanced toward the lengthening shadows.

“You will be a great queen, and you’ll rule well. I’ll get the chains.” Adie lashed them to a boulder hidden in the deepest shadows of the trees, and when she returned to Mellie, she was wrapped in a blanket, and Adie knew from the pile of clothes beside her that she was nude beneath it. She walked quietly behind her as they made their way back into the trees.

“Here, let me.” Adie lifted Mellie’s hair off her neck and then put the metal shackle around it, trying to keep her focus from straying to Mellie’s bare collarbone. The skin was pale and perfect, with not a single blemish, and Adie couldn’t help wondering what Mellie thought of her scarred skin, if she thought of it at all.

Adie sat down beside Mellie and didn’t have to wait long before there was a chill in the air and a fluttering movement in the surrounding trees. Before her eyes, Mellie’s human form shimmered out of focus. When it returned, she was in her dragon form.

“Try to sleep, Mellie. We have quite a day ahead of us tomorrow. I know you’re nervous, but it’ll be fine,” Adie said, as she reached to touch Mellie’s dragon form, surprised when Mellie licked her silver fingers and gently nuzzled that hand. It was as if Mellie knew that Adie feared it being seen as ugly, and Mellie was telling her silently that it didn’t matter.

Adie kept watch for as long as she could before settling down to sleep. She was first to wake in the morning, squinting at the bright morning sunlight shining on a coating of newly fallen snow. She turned to find Mellie sleeping soundly under the fur blanket. She looked so peaceful. It felt like a crime to wake her, but she must have been freezing, and they had much to do.

“Morning,” Adie greeted Mellie and moved to sit with her back to Mellie. Giving her some privacy while she set to rights the braid in her hair.

“Morning. Did you dream?” Mellie asked as she reached for her clothes and dressed under the cover of the blanket.

“A little. Not my worst. I saw faces that will always haunt me,” Adie admitted. Mellie had been so honest with her, sharing her curse and more, that it made Adie feel like she could be honest as well.

“I dreamed of fire. I’ve never had that dream before. It was everywhere. I could feel the heat of it on my skin,” Mellie explained as she stood and fastened her coat.

“Aren’t you an ice dragon? Isn’t it strange to think of fire?” Adie asked.

“Maybe it’s sleeping near the fire. I’m sure it’s nothing. I’ll feed the dogs while you pack up?” Mellie suggested.

“Sounds like a deal.” Adie packed their things away into the sled, and then once the dogs had eaten and been checked for injury, she lashed them to the lead.

“Are you ready?” Adie asked, patting one of the dogs.

“I think so?” Mellie didn’t sound sure as she stood, ready to climb into the sled. Adie stood beside her for a moment and did something she never had. She took both of Mellie’s hands in hers.

“The blue moon is tonight. You might not have to become a dragon tonight for the first time in years. Focus on that,” Adie reminded her.

“I can't believe this day is finally here. It’s just so big; today will decide my future. I can’t be queen while the curse is in place. A queen can’t disappear at sunset every night.”

“Take a deep breath. Don’t think about the future months and years. Just think about today, and each step closer to your goal,” Adie advised. It was how she kept going when the nightmares lingered after she woke, filling her mind with ghosts. She took on the day one task at a time, breaking it down to make it more manageable.

“Thank you.” Mellie leaned in and kissed Adie’s cheek gently before letting go of her hands and climbing into the sled.

Adie touched the spot on her cheek where Mellie’s lips had touched her and her face flushed. She felt like a kid with a crush. She would admit, if only to herself, that she was utterly charmed by the princess. Adie took her place on the dog sled, and they began the last leg of their journey, going up the mountain toward the castle. It was close to noon when they arrived at the castle, and there were dozens of people gathered at the entry to see the winter queen hoping to get their wishes granted. Adie tied the dogs as they planned to join the queue with the others when a man in regal robes approached them.

“Princess Mellie of the Silver Kingdom and Lady Grey?” the man asked, and Adie’s hand moved to her blade, shocked to be named after so much subterfuge. No one but the king and queen had known about their journey. Not even her own father, Lord Grey, knew where she had gone or why just that the Silver royal family had had a task for her.

“Yes,” Adie said hesitantly as Mellie’s smaller hand grasped hers.

“Please come with me. The queen has been expecting you. She is keen to see you,” the man told them, as he gestured toward the castle. Adie looked to Mellie. They both seemed to agree without words and, despite the confusion, followed the man past the gathered crowds of people and into the castle.

The castle was beautiful, with its towering spires and thick turrets. They were led into a room filled with paintings. One that caught Adie’s eye was a painting of the family, the royal family. The father was pale and white, a king, and the mother was very dark-skinned, a beautiful queen, and with them were two children, both girls, one the mirror of her father, the other of her mother.

“Please, take a seat,” the man instructed. There were chairs scattered near a large fireplace. They chose seats closest to each other, and since Mellie didn’t let go of her hand, Adie held on tight. She was proud to be Mellie’s friend, as well as her bodyguard. She’d love to be even more, but if she never was, she would always remain loyal to Mellie. Her heart had been won by the smallest of gestures, smiles, and kindness over the years, for the person Mellie was. She was just too sweet not to steal her heart.

A door opened, and Mellie tensed beside her when a woman in long white robes came forward. She was beautiful, with pure white hair, and skin so pale it was almost translucent, and her eyes shone like emeralds. She walked with perfect grace, as if she were floating, and took a seat close to them.

“It is so good to see you again, Mellie,” the winter queen said in a cool, calming voice.

“I don’t understand. You cursed me. Why are you pleased to see me?” Mellie blurted. Adie tightened her hand on Mellie’s, she had no idea how volatile the witch queen might be.

“Of course, I have much to explain. If I start at the beginning, please bear with me. It’s a long story, many years in the making,” she explained.

“I want to know why you cursed me,” Mellie said in a voice that shook slightly, but she was brave enough to ask for what she wanted.

“I'm sure you do, child,” she said softly. Kindness and understanding evident in the gaze that held Mellie’s. “That will be explained in time. My family was a union between fire and ice, a great sorcerer and the sorceress who matched him. They married and passed their magic on to their children. I was visiting my sister in her home in the East where they’ve been doing incredible things with magic. She has created an eternal fire. Once the flame is released from its vial, almost nothing can stop it from burning. She designed it to help those in areas with heavy rain and snow, to keep families warm,” the witch queen explained. Adie had been near the Eastern cities, her own home farther east than Mellie’s, but she had never heard of such an invention.

“While I was there, someone stole a vial of the eternal flame, and I had a vision of what was to become of it. After being sold many times and passing through countless hands, it would come to a man with some magic ability. He would change the fire so it would burn out of control. On the new moon after the blue moon, he will set fire to the Silver Kingdom and burn it to the ground. Nothing would be left,” the witch queen said sadly.

“A fire in my kingdom, and in two weeks’ time? There has to be a way of stopping it, but what does this have to do with my curse?” Mellie asked in a rush.

“The breath of an ice dragon is the only thing that can put out the eternal flame,” the witch queen told them. Adie didn’t speak, but she began to suspect that the witch queen might not be cruel or wicked after all. She seemed to care enough for the future of the Silver Kingdom that she placed a curse on someone in a position to prevent the kingdom from burning to ashes.

“Did you curse me so I’d be able to put out the flame?” Mellie asked.

“Yes, my dear, I did. The future is a complicated thing, and I could only meddle so far. I wanted you to be old enough to be used to a dragon form, and I knew your parents would keep the dragon in you hidden. The man might change his plans if he knew there was someone who resided in the kingdom who could stop him.” The witch queen looked at Mellie, and all Adie could see was fondness, not hate, not anger, and no malice at all.

“Why me?” Mellie’s voice broke slightly, and Adie squeezed her hand. She was sure it was a question Mellie had asked many times before, but never to someone who could give her an answer. Adie had asked why she was the one chosen for some things, too, like her deformed hand. For a long time she had not seen why fate gave her a disability, but sitting there listening to the reason for Mellie’s curse was making her think that things happened for many reasons and not always obvious ones.

“It needed to be someone who would never leave the Silver Kingdom and who would be protected. I knew you would live and be strong enough to face the flames.” The queen smiled faintly.

“I want to help, I do, I want to be able to save my people from this fire, but I can’t, having no control of this not-curse you have given me. I will never be able to rule like this. I’m in no rush to be queen, but I need to think of the future. For the past two years, I’ve been locked inside a dungeon every night. Till these past few days, I had not seen the glow of the moon or the shimmer of the night sky in years,” Mellie said with frustration and sadness in her voice.

The queen looked thoughtful. “I could alter the gift I gave you, now that you know the truth and will stay to fight the fire.”

“You can do that?”

Adie felt her own heart leap for Mellie; she might gain some freedom finally.

“Yes. I can give you control so that you only turn into your dragon form when you wish or have a need to,” the queen offered.

“Then why not do that from the start? I’m sorry; forgive me, Your Highness. I just worry for Mellie, the princess, I mean,” Adie said, getting flustered.

The queen waved away her apology. “I understand your protectiveness and applaud you for it. I didn’t do it to hurt Mellie, but playing with the future is like playing an infinite number of chess games, and with each board a different game and different players. I did what I thought was for the best.”

“I will admit, I was angry with you for so long, Your Highness, but now, it feels as if that anger has drained away leaving only a strange thankfulness. You only did what you did to help save the lives of the people in my kingdom. Please make it so I can change to an ice dragon whenever I wish,” Mellie said with all the poise and regal bearing of a princess and future queen. Adie was a little in awe of her, but then she always had been, and even more so now, considering how Mellie was willing and able to forgive.

Standing, with so much grace it was as if she was floating from cloud to cloud, the winter queen ordered, “Come, Princess, stand and face me.”

Mellie hesitated, and Adie squeezed her hand, trying to speak with her eyes and encouraging her that everything would be okay. Adie didn’t believe the queen would harm Mellie, but if she did Adie would fight to her dying breath to protect and save Mellie. With a nod, Mellie rose.

The two women stood, facing each other; Adie watched with her hand hovering close to her blade. Suddenly, she felt something stir in the air, like the pressure before a storm, something was about to happen.

There was a crackle and surge of power, then without a word, the winter queen leaned closer and kissed Mellie gently on the nose. Jealousy rippled through Adie as she found that she hated seeing someone else kiss Mellie. In just a few days, she had grown so much closer to her. She’d bared her soul and been allowed to see Mellie’s in return. Adie couldn’t help but feel a little possessive of her. She would never tell Mellie who she could share her body with. No one had that right, but she would admit to herself that she wanted to be the only one who got to hold and kiss Mellie.

“It is done,” the queen said with finality and motioned Adie forward to assist Mellie as she returned to her chair. Adie grabbed Mellie, who seemed a little unsteady on her feet, and helped her to sit. She could feel something powerful buzzing along Mellie’s skin.

“I’m free?” Mellie asked.

“Yes, and I insist you both stay the night. Now before I send you to rest; only one of you has had a wish granted. Lady Grey, you came all this way. What is it you would wish for?” the winter queen asked, looking at Adie with an assessing gaze, from the tips of her silver fingers to the ones made of flesh and bone, and Adie knew what wish people would think she wanted.

“I came here to keep Mellie, umm...the princess safe. That’s all I want.” Adie wasn’t claiming there was nothing in the world she wanted. There were many things she desired, but she wished to leave all of those up to fate. Like, she wouldn’t wish for Mellie to love her. Adie only wanted her princess’s love if it came freely and un-manipulated.

“Come, you must want something for yourself; I can grant you anything within reason.” The queen gave her a piercing look like she was seeing into Adie’s soul.

“I want my father to be happy. He’s always been such a loving man, and he does everything he can to make me happy. He let me go to war instead of marrying, and I know he has passed on the chance for love since my mother died because he worried over how I’d react. I’m not asking you to create love or force someone to be with him, but let me find the words to tell him to love again. Let him listen and see he doesn’t have to choose between my happiness and his,” Adie blurted out, surprised to find herself able to express so clearly her hope and wish for her father. She loved her dad so much. He had never stopped her from doing a single thing she wanted, and he’d bent over backward to make her happy.

Mellie gently took her hand, and Adie held on tight. She wasn’t used to expressing herself so freely around anyone but her father.

“You are a kind soul, young Adie. I will make it so. Your father will open his heart to what he desires.” The queen smiled softly.

She rose from her chair. “I have a room prepared for you so that you can rest for the night before I speed you on your way home.”

“I hesitate to ask after you granting my wish but can we be close or together? I trust you, but it will be my first night in a human in quite a long time. I don’t want to be alone,” Mellie said, much to Adie’s surprise. She had thought the princess would want to spend her first night in human form alone.

“I’ve had them arrange a room for you both to share. It is most important you are protected, so no one interferes with our plan to prevent this fire.”

The winter queen said she had many people to see, and with a nod dismissed them. Her servants led Adie and Mellie through the magnificent castle to a room with two beds and a table spread with delicacies that Adie had never seen before. Once the servant was assured of their comfort, they were told to call for anything else they needed.

“Are you okay, Mellie?”

Mellie, looked exhausted as she plopped into a chair at the table. “I think so. I trust her. Is that foolish?”

“I trust her, too, so if you’re a fool, I’m one as well.” Adie couldn’t see why the winter queen would lie. She was so powerful, she didn’t need to play tricks. If she had wanted to destroy the Silver Kingdom, she could have done it by simply letting the curse stand and told Mellie nothing of the coming fire.

They settled down to eat, and all the while Adie kept watch on the window. She could see the light dimming, but Mellie remained in her human form.

“The moon,” Mellie gasped.

She scurried to the window looking up as the silvery moonlight shone through the glass, making her skin glow silver.

“It’s been years,” Mellie said softly.

“Since you saw the moon?”

Mellie nodded. “Yes. I haven’t seen it with human eyes since my sixteenth birthday. This past week has been the first I saw it as a dragon. I had forgotten its beauty.”

Adie looked at Mellie. “Yes, it’s beautiful.”

“Me or the moon?” Mellie joked, catching Adie’s look.

“Your Highness, you outshine the moon on any night,” Adie said, knowing her time remaining with Mellie was too short.

“Do you mean that, or are you just complimenting me because I’m a princess?”

Adie could have lied and maybe hurt Mellie, or told the truth and risked her own heart. “I mean it more than I have ever meant anything before.”

Mellie walked closer and offered her hand to Adie, who took it in her whole hand.

“This trip has been so special because of you. I don’t know what I’m going to do without you,” Mellie said softly.

“I don’t want to go years without seeing you again. A princess can have a bodyguard, a future queen most certainly will need protection,” Adie suggested.

“But is that all you want to be to me, my guardian?” Mellie asked.

“No, I want to be everything to you. I think I always have,” Adie admitted, and Mellie started quietly crying, so Adie hugged her close.

“Shh, don’t cry. What’s wrong?”

“Being cursed, I never thought I’d find love. I fell in love the day I found out about the curse, but I thought you’d never want someone who was a dragon inside. You weren’t afraid, you petted my dragon and slept beside her. You never made me feel like a monster.” Mellie wiped her tears but stayed in Adie’s warm embrace.

“I understand. My arm, my battle scars, the lives I took—I have felt like a monster for a long time, but never with you.”

Mellie touched Adie’s cheek. “Can I kiss you?”

“Please do,” Adie whispered.

Mellie came closer. Her lips still tasted of the salt from her tears, but a kiss couldn’t have been more perfect, like rose petals with raindrops trailing over her skin. Adie lost herself in the touch of a lover who she knew deep in her heart loved her.





Chapter Four

THE SNOW THINNED as they got closer to home, and Mellie was nervous. Not only did she have a fire to combat, but she was bringing Adie home with her to meet her parents. She knew after her time with Adie, that she couldn’t imagine being apart from her.

Mellie had changed into the clothes she usually wore when she was out with the dogs before they entered the castle grounds. There was no reason to draw attention to their covert journey, even though their task had been accomplished. They took the dogs to be boarded and cared for. Mellie and Adie petted each one and praised them for completing the difficult journey. The dogs had warmed to Adie during the trip, she appreciated the fact that they were well trained and kept in top condition. It made the journey far easier than it would have been with a lesser team.

Mellie felt herself slowing as they entered the castle. Her arrival was noticed, and before long there were people everywhere, fussing over her, wanting her attention. Mellie had to use her most regal tone to dismiss those who only wished to wheedle for her time and to keep Adie with her while a meeting with her parents was set up.

Mellie waited with Adie in her father’s private meeting room when the door burst open, and her parents rushed forward to scoop her up in a warm hug that made her heart ache. She hoped with everything in her that she could keep the love that she had had from her parents all these years and have this new love that was Adie too.

“You’re home and safe, thank the gods,” Jasmine said, wiping away tears as she took a seat next to her husband.

“I’m safe.”

“Did you see the queen?” Magnus asked.

“I did. I have a lot to explain. The curse has been changed so I can turn at will.” She held her hands up to stem the flow of her father's anger that the curse had not been erased. “It was never really a curse,” Mellie said before she let the story spill out of her meeting with the queen; wanting every moment to reach out and take Adie’s hand.

As Mellie’s story unfolded, Magnus looked more and more troubled. “A man who would burn a city. I don’t want you near him.”

“But I’m the only one who can stop him. Adie has agreed to help me, and all your knights can aid us to find and then stop him,” Mellie argued.

“Listen to her, Magnus. This is all bigger than us. We were afraid to let Mellie leave our sight, and she was fine. She’s strong as a dragon and can do this. We will need to do all we can to help her,” Jasmine said firmly.

Magnus kissed Jasmine's cheek. “You’re right, my love. Our Mellie is strong. She will have our every resource.”

“That isn’t all I have to tell you.”

“Nothing bad happened, did it, no one found out about the dragon did they, Mellie?” Her mother sounded worried.

“No, nothing bad, at least not to my thinking.” Mellie took a deep breath and finally took Adie by the hand. “I’m in a relationship with Adie. I care for her deeply.” She thought she might even love Adie, but was worried she was rushing things and her parents would try to stop them from being together.

Jasmine and Magnus shared a tender look before turning to their daughter. “Finally you bring someone to meet us.” Jasmine stood and hugged Mellie. She appeared thrilled, the exact opposite of the anger Mellie had feared to see.

Magnus cleared his throat and turned to address Adie. “I just have one question for Miss Grey.”

“Anything, Your Majesty.” Adie seemed scared but determined, and she held Mellie’s hand tightly as Jasmine sat back down beside him.

“Do you care for my daughter? Will you protect her?” Magnus asked.

“I would protect Mellie with my life. I have always admired her, but in our time together, I have grown more than fond of her. I would like to request that I be allowed to stay, to help with the threat and give this relationship a chance to flourish the way I’m sure it can,” Adie said with conviction, meeting Magnus’s eye.

“If your father agrees, you can stay as long as Mellie wants you in her life,” Magnus said firmly but with a hint of a smile, and Mellie jumped up to hug him.

“Thank you, Dad. I was so afraid. I should have known you meant it when you said you’d always love me.” Mellie clung to her father for a long moment before returning to grasp Adie’s hand.

“You girls must be exhausted. Go rest, and we’ll start making plans to hunt down this man who intends to harm the people of this kingdom. Write to your father, Adie, and make yourself at home.” Jasmine smiled warmly.

Mellie hugged both her parents again, and thanked them for understanding and supporting her, then she led Adie by the hand out of her father’s study. She went directly to her chambers, glad her parents hadn’t suggested they have separate rooms. Mellie knew she was blessed to have such amazing parents who loved her.

“Do you want to write your father? He will be happy to learn that you are safe. Though, he may not be quite so happy to learn that you will be staying here, with me.” Mellie said, realizing that Adie’s father may be upset by their budding relationship. It felt strange to be back home, knowing all she did, with so many changes. She got to sleep in her own bed tonight as a human, for the first time in years and with Adie by her side.

“Can you help me?” Adie suddenly sounded nervous.

“Not sure what to say to your father about staying away?” Mellie asked.

Adie avoided her gaze. “I have trouble writing.”

“I thought you were right-handed?” Mellie didn’t mean to state it quite so baldly or to be rude, but from what she had seen, Adie mostly used her right hand, not her prosthetic for most things.

“I am. But ever since I was a child, I’ve had trouble with writing and spelling. The letters come out all muddled, and my handwriting isn’t elegant like yours. I know what I mean to express, but I can’t write it.” Adie looked acutely embarrassed and Mellie’s heart ached for her.

Mellie took both of Adie’s her hands in her own. “Thank you for trusting me and asking for my help. You know, you’re still perfect. We all have things we can’t do. Things we need help with.”

“I’m just afraid you’ll change your mind about me. I have difficulty when I write, I have a prosthetic, and war has left my mind a nightmarish jumble. You’re a princess.” Adie sighed. “You could have anyone you wanted.”

Mellie pressed a quick tender kiss to Adie’s cheek. “I’m also a dragon, and you never even flinched when I told you that. You believed me. You weren’t scared of me. There is more to you than the faults you see in yourself.”

“How did I get so lucky? Can we write the letter? I think my dad will wish to come and talk to me. He’ll want to see I’m okay and meet you properly. He’s used to me being away, so I hope he won’t mind me staying here.”

Together they sat at Mellie’s desk and wrote the letter. It felt nice to share in Adie’s private thoughts, to be trusted with this. Adie told Mellie what she wanted to say, and soon the letter was finished, sealed, and sent off with a servant to be delivered to Lord Grey.

Mellie took Adie on a tour of the family’s private gardens, and then they ate dinner privately with her parents, who were warm and welcoming to Adie and seemed so pleased to have Mellie back, safe. They even shared a glass of wine for the first time in two years after the sunny sky had darkened into stars. Adie seemed to settle but relaxed even more once they were in their night things and in bed. Perhaps Adie was starting to believe Mellie wouldn’t leave her over the nightmares or her spelling. She vowed to prove to Adie that her heart had found its home and she wasn’t going anywhere.

 

NERVES HAD HER up early. Lord Grey was due to arrive that day, bringing with him the items Adie had asked for and coming to see them both. Mellie had enjoyed the past few days with her parents and Adie, making plans for the future felt so different now that she felt she had one. The curse had ruled her life for a time, but now, she knew why she had been chosen for the task, and maybe it wasn’t a curse after all. She had been selected to save her home, her people from a devastating fate. That, in itself, gave her a sense of pride.

Her father came in, his normally ruddy good looks, pale. Mellie was immediately terrified that something had happened to Adie’s father on his journey.

“The knights were searching the city. They found a man with plans in his home to take down the city. When he saw them, he started a fire. The east side of the city is burning,” her father blurted out, looking deeply afraid now that the winter queen’s prophecy had come true. Mellie knew he feared the part she was to play in the foretold battle for her city, her kingdom.

“Father, I need you to organize extra hands here at the castle, just in case.” Her father nodded his understanding before quickly pulling her close and just as quickly letting her go and hurrying from the room.

“I need to get outside. It’ll be faster if I fly there,” Mellie said to Adie.

“I’ll get my horse and meet you there as quickly as I can. Be careful, Mellie,” Adie said, kissing her quickly.

Mellie hugged her and ran to the private gardens. Alone, she stripped off her clothes and, for the first time, let herself imagine flying. Her body shimmered and transformed into her dragon form. She was a little afraid of taking flight, but she began to run and was soon airborne and flying high above the castle. It was exhilarating, terrifying. She flapped her leathery wings feeling the air fill them and with determination headed to the east of the city. She sensed the fire before she saw it, a tingling feeling inside of her demanded that it be put out. As Mellie swooped and swayed lower, she heard people gasp and scream over the crackling and roaring of the dancing flames, unsure whether to face their fate at the whim of a dragon or with the flames of the fire. Her father’s knights surrounded a man in soot-covered clothing, but they seemed afraid to get closer. He appeared to be waving a vial in the air; no doubt threatening them with the possibility of more fire. Even as the man threatened, the knights held him at bay while other knights corralled people away from possible harm. Mellie changed her focus to the advancing firestorm. She drew a deep breath and blew, amazed when a stream of icy cold air shot from her mouth and smothered the closest flames. Her father had ordered his men not to attack any dragons that were in the vicinity, but they didn’t know she, the princess, was the dragon. Mellie focused on putting out the houses that were being consumed by the flames. The man howled his anger, and then a sharp stab of pain sliced through her underside. Pain and panic filled her. Hurt and unsure of the severity of the injury, she realized she could die then and there, die trying to save her home and her people.

On instinct, Mellie turned and shot a blast of icy breath in the direction of the angry man. A voice she recognized as Adie cheered when the man became encased in a thick block of ice, his hand still outstretch as if to blast Mellie yet again with a bolt of his evil magic. It caused the panic Mellie felt to clear a little. Adie’s voice was a reminder of what was at stake.

Adie safe, Mellie turned back to the flames and finished dousing the hot magical fire with her icy breath, and then landed well away from the knights, afraid that they might righteously ignore her father’s orders and turn on her now that the flames were under a sheet of ice. Mellie glanced quickly at the figure encased in a block of ice. He had tried to kill her—blood still dripped from her wounded body—had tried to kill them all. She hadn’t meant to kill him, she had just lashed out in fear he would harm Adie. Mellie had been prepared and was happy to help her kingdom, but her heart hadn’t been ready to kill. She had never thought she’d have the need to do that, or at least not by her own hand.

She wondered if this was how Adie had felt after her first battle. Adie would have gone into it prepared to kill. Did they train a warrior to deal with the fact of how bloodshed stained the heart?

Feeling sick, Mellie located Adie and headed toward her. The knights drew swords and tried to block her, unsure whether she would be as great a threat as she had been a help, but Adie pushed through them, using her own sword to make them back down, and approached Mellie.

“You’re bleeding. Can you still fly, get back to the castle?” Adie asked, searching Mellie’s scales for other injuries.

Mellie managed a nod.

Adie petted her icy soft snout. “I’ll ride as fast as I can. Go home, my love. You did what you had to. A man like that wouldn’t be taken alive.”

Trying to calm her shaking insides and ignore the pain in her chest, Mellie took to the sky again. She didn’t feel as light or as free this time as she took one last turn over the city. She landed back in the private garden. It took a few minutes for her to focus enough to turn back into her human form. That was then the deep bloody gash on her ribs became apparent.

Mellie dressed carefully and wound her way through, the garden, and found her parents waiting, worry painted on their faces. They called for a doctor and helped her walk to her chambers. Before he arrived, Adie returned, shrugging out of her heavy armor before gently hugging her. She held Mellie’s hand when the doctor arrived and through the ordeal of getting her first stitches.

“You saved the kingdom,” her father said proudly once the doctor was gone.

“I killed a man,” Mellie said, hating the shake in her voice that seemed to travel throughout her entire body. She worried Adie would think her weak. Adie had killed before, seen her opponent’s eyes and felt their blood stain her skin.

“Oh, Mellie, you did what you had to do. He’d have seen us all dead,” Jasmine said, gently stroking Mellie’s hair off her face.

“Even killing someone who deserves it is hard, especially the first time,” Adie said, squeezing her hand. She looked like she understood. Adie did have nightmares, and guilt over the lives she’d taken, so maybe she wouldn’t think less of Mellie for feeling so awful, so sad for the life that had ended by her hand.

“We’ll let you rest now, Mellie, while we deal with everything. People will have questions.” Magnus softly touched her hand before putting an arm around Jasmine to draw her away from their daughter’s bedside.

Adie got out of her chair and sat on the edge of the bed, her silver fingers in her lap, her scarred hand gently taking Mellie’s.

“I can imagine what you’re thinking. Well, partly. I went to war believing I was ready to kill, but the first life I took still cut me deeply. I hope you never have to fight again, but it does my heart good to know you can defend yourself should the need arise.” Adie raised and then kissed their joined hands.

“He was a wicked man. I know that in my head. He wanted this whole kingdom to burn for all eternity, but still, I can’t help thinking, did he have a family? Why did he want to hurt us? I should have asked the winter queen for more information.” Mellie pulled Adie to lay down beside her and wrapped her in her arms.

“I won’t lie. The unanswered questions may always haunt you. But I will be here for you, Mellie. Together we can chase away each other’s shadows,” Adie said softly.

They lay quietly in each other’s arms for a long time, thinking of the past, dreaming of the future.





Chapter Five

ADIE PASSED MELLIE a glass of wine. She was still having pain while stretching, due to the wound on her ribs. They were having dinner with Mellie’s parents and Adie’s father. He had arrived late the night of the fire and had been with them for a week, with no sign he wanted to rush home.

“I would like to say something,” Adie’s father said, putting down his cutlery.

“We’re all friends here.” Magnus nodded for him to proceed. He had been so welcoming, giving her father rooms in the castle for as long as he wanted, offering any help that might be needed while Adie’s father was away from his responsibilities as lord.

Lord Grey took Adie's hand. “I have never seen my daughter so happy and at home, as I have this week. I was worried about her staying here, but I approve that Adie be allowed to stay as long as it suits her and young Mellie.”

Magnus smiled. “Adie is most welcome to stay. She makes Mellie happy, and that is all that matters to me, to us.”

“I have seen our daughter bloom in the past weeks with such happiness, I’m filled with joy,” Jasmine happily informed Lord Grey.

Adie took Mellie’s hand in her damaged one, not at all afraid to touch Mellie with her prosthetic, because she knew Mellie didn’t fear it as some people did. Adie thought maybe that was what love was—not being blind to faults but seeing them and wanting to be with the person anyway.

They chatted a little while longer, Adie was glad her father seemed so happy here. She would miss him when he returned home, but she could visit him, and he had promised to visit her often. Though Adie wondered if part of that promise was due to the pretty widow she had seen her father chatting with on several occasions these past days. After dinner, they separated, Magnus, Jasmine, and Lord Grey retiring to a private lounge while Adie and Mellie went to the private gardens for a walk.

“How are your ribs?” Adie asked.

Mellie touched her side with her fingertips. “There is still some pain. The doctor says it’s healing well, but it will scar.”

“You know that won’t lessen your beauty in my eyes or my desire for you,” Adie said, her tone soft, breathy.

“My heart knows that. Just as each of your scars is a mark of your experiences, of your bravery, now I have my own. I know you’d never care about something that superficial.” Mellie leaned against Adie, and Adie smiled.

“You were brave. How are the dreams?” Adie slept beside Mellie each night. She knew Mellie had been distressed, but she also knew it was better to talk about it. Sharing her own secret pains with Mellie had lifted a weight off her shoulders.

“Still bad. But when I wake up and you’re there beside me, that helps,” Mellie admitted.

Adie smiled. “Waking up to you helps me too.”

They walked to a stone bench surrounded by a beautiful array of flowers and sat together bathed in the moonlight. The air smelled sweet due to night-blooming flowers and was just chilly enough that they needed warm shawls. It seemed like a perfect moment for what Adie had been wanting to say.

“I want to tell you something,” Adie said softly.

Mellie looked worried. “You’re not leaving, are you? You haven’t changed your mind have you?”

“No, of course not. This is a good something. I’ve just never said it before.” Adie drew a deep breath. She was nervous, but her heart was telling her to be honest with Mellie about her feelings. Mellie squeezed Adie’s hand. “Tell me.”

“I... I want to say I love you. I know it’s soon.” She fidgeted in her seat, a rivulet of sweat etching its way down her spine. “But I think I’ve been falling in love from the first time I saw you.” Adie hoped her declaration wasn’t premature, that it wouldn’t scare Mellie off.

Instead, it earned her a passionate kiss and a whispered, “I love you too.”

The words were spoken against her lips and made her heart swell as if it might explode.

“I never thought I would feel this way,” Adie admitted. She’d been afraid she wasn’t capable of love after the life she had led as a warrior. She had been in darkness for so long, but being trusted by Mellie had started to show her that the light could return, that it was real.

“I thought the same. Who could love a dragon?”

“I do.” Adie grinned.

Mellie kissed her again, first sweetly and then more deeply, with more passion.

Adie broke the kiss. “I think we should take this to your room.”

“I like that suggestion, and it is our room, not mine, my love,” Mellie whispered happily.

They got up as one and made their way to their chambers. Each enjoying the anticipation of what their declaration would mean. Once there, they left their clothing behind on the way to the bedroom and then fell into bed and spent the next hours forgetting everything but the curves and shapes of each other’s bodies.

By the time they were tired and sated, the moon was high in the sky, and they lay tangled together. Despite the hours of pleasure, Adie found herself lost in nightmares of violence and blood. She woke with cold sweat on her skin, pulled the blankets closer, and rolled to spoon Mellie, her rapid heartbeat easing with their closeness. She put her hand on Mellie’s hip as the moonlight shone off her silver fingers.

Adie wouldn’t trade all she had in this bed for all the silver in the hills surrounding them.

Mellie stirred. “Can’t sleep?” Her voice was soft and husky with sleep.

Adie loved that she got to be the one person who heard Mellie’s voice like that.

“Just a nightmare. It’s okay now. I love you. Go back to sleep,” Adie encouraged, kissing Mellie’s cheek.

“Gods, I can’t hear that enough. I love you, too, always and forever,” Mellie murmured, half-awake.

Mellie fell asleep in Adie’s arms, and Adie lay, holding her as the moon faded from the sky and the sun rose over the hills. The birds sang their morning song as dawn reached the kingdom, and it felt strangely like a new start. Magnus had asked her to be Mellie’s full-time bodyguard and Adie had been happy to take on the challenge, because she could use her skills, honed in war, to defend someone she loved.

Adie would take on any challenge, any burden to spare Mellie the need to draw a weapon, but the best thing about her life in Silver Kingdom was that she knew in her heart Mellie would do the same for her.
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