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“Fire and water do not mix,” Rayne said logically. “Is that not why our territories have fought for centuries?” Using her magic, she toyed with a small flame, allowing it dance in her open palm.

“Aye,” her father said, massaging his temples, losing patience with this argument. “That’s why this union is so important. I’ve worked a lifetime to bring peace to our territories. This marriage will seal our treaty.” 

They stood in the throne room, along with a handful of castle guardsmen, awaiting Rayne’s betrothed. 

“This is your destiny,” said her mother. 

“I suppose.” 

On the day of her birth, the Great Oracle suggested the name Rayne, meaning queen. Her parents had understood the irony, and now, so did Rayne. She smoothed down the skirt of her pale blue dress, trying to untie the knot in her stomach. She’d soon come face to face with her future husband, the prince of Aquarius. Just as she had the innate ability to control fire, he possessed the same command over water. 

“I’m not so selfish that I don’t understand the greater purpose of uniting our two countries,” she said. She clenched her fist, extinguishing the dancing flame. Understanding didn’t make her situation any more tolerable.

The brass doorknob turned, and two more guardsmen entered the throne room. No one else followed. “Where is he?” Rayne was anxious to get this initial meeting over with. 

“Rayne”—her father cleared his throat—”we have a confession to make.”
“Arrangements were made as a precaution,” her mother continued in a vague fashion. “You already know one another.” 

“What?” Rayne snapped. 

“I’m sorry we kept his identity hidden.” His pleased expression belied the words. 

“Good evening, milady.”
Rayne spun at the respectful greeting. Keegan, a knight who had served as her personal guard for the past six months, approached. 

Rayne’s eyes darted from her parents to Keegan. “Nay,” she said in disbelief as she frantically recalled all of the happenings and conversations this knight had been privy to. 

“Aye,” Keegan said, ending his charade. “I am the heir to the Aquarian throne.”
“I can’t believe you did this.” Rayne’s gaze fixed on her parents. 
“It was a necessary deception,” her father declared with regal authority. “A soured marriage could prove worse for relations between Pyros and Aquarius than no marriage at all.”
“I apologize, milady,” Keegan said. “Our fathers believed it was for the best.” He bowed low and then looked her in the eye. “Princess Rayne, will you marry me?” 

Rayne returned Keegan’s stare, but not his smile. “Nay. You tricked me. I’ve been played a fool. You knew my identity while I remained in the dark about yours.”
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her father’s temper flare and her mother’s mouth drop. 

Keegan spoke before they did. “You have every right to be upset, milady, as I anticipated. If your parents agree, I have a proposition for you.”
“What kind of proposition?” Rayne asked, raising her eyebrows. 
“Spend three days with me alone, away from this castle. I swear on my honor I’ll not harm you in any way.” He glanced at her father and then returned his brown-eyed gaze to hers. “If, by sunset on the third day, you honestly do not wish to be my wife, then I will release you from all obligation.”
Challenge flared in the king’s eyes. “What about our treaty?” 

“The treaty is safe, regardless,” Keegan promised. “What do you say?” The question was posed to all three of them. 

Three days and Rayne would be free. Suspicion crept in, and she wondered what other ruse Keegan had planned. Her father’s expression told her she had to agree. With a single nod, she sealed her fate, whatever that fate might be. 

****

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Keegan’s friend and fellow Aquarian, Marcus, asked as he helped Keegan attach packed saddlebags to the two horses. 
“What choice do I have?” Keegan gave the leather strap a final tug. “I won’t force her to marry me.” Six months ago when his father, king of Aquarius, and Pyros’s king devised the plan for Keegan to meet Rayne under false pretenses, he hated the idea. When the king assigned him as Rayne’s personal guard, he hated the ploy even more. He’d gone along with this plan for the sake of peace, but never dreamed he’d find Rayne so captivating. Now, Keegan could no longer agree to a marriage of convenience. “After three days, she’ll either kill me or realize she loves me.” His words were light, even though they carried more than an ounce of truth. 
“If the Raptors don’t kill you first.” Marcus crossed his arms and leaned against the pasture’s fence. “Rumor has it they’ll do anything to stop this treaty. If the war ends, so does their profit.”
“I know how to avoid the Raptors.” Keegan brushed off the warning. “You worry too much.”
Marcus looked skeptical. “What are you up to?”
“Nothing.” He didn’t need Marcus talking sense into him right now. “Just be here when I get back.”
Footsteps sounded from behind. “Keegan,” Rayne demanded, “tell me where you’re taking me.”
He looked over his shoulder. “Where fire and water live in harmony.”
The sun highlighted her loosely braided auburn hair. Some of her long curls escaped and framed her beautiful face. Her green eyes considered him for several heartbeats. “There is no such place. Even in nature, fire and water cannot live together.”
“If you say so. Although,” Keegan argued playfully, “I’ve been by your side nearly every waking moment for the past six months, and we’re both still standing. I daresay you were growing fond of me.”
A blush stained her cheeks even as her eyes narrowed. “Only because you wore the façade of my personal guard. I assume that masquerade has ended?”
“Of course, milady.” He bowed his head slightly and then reached for her hand to help her mount her mare. “It may surprise you to know the man who wishes to be your husband is no different from the man who served you.” 
She jerked her hand away. “Aye, they’re both deceitful,” she retorted. Gracefully, she swung into her saddle. 

****

They traveled for a long while, meandering through the thick forest. Rayne’s anger simmered, but frustration slowly replaced it. They rode single file, with Keegan in the lead, to seemingly nowhere. The afternoon sun peeked through the forest ceiling.

Keegan twisted his upper body to face Rayne. “You should drink something,” he said for the fourth time, holding out a waterskin. “You could get sick. That would make for a very unpleasant three days.”
She had refused earlier, but now her mouth was as dry as sand. Grudgingly, she took the skin and guzzled the refreshing water. 

“Keep it.” Keegan showed he had a second, water-filled skin in his possession. 

Rayne hmmphed under her breath. Dense brush, fallen dead trees, and narrow passageways made their progress painfully slow. Rayne hoped the sooner they reached Keegan’s mystery destination, the sooner this ordeal would come to an end. “Stand aside.” She maneuvered her horse past Keegan. Opening her hand, she created a flame and tossed it onto the dry ground. It obeyed her magical command and intensified, steadily moving forward, burning a path in its wake. She concentrated on the contained ball of fire and pushed it to move faster. 

Sparks flew off the fireball and ignited the dry, kindling-filled ground on both sides of its path. One by one, she used her magic to contain them, but there were too many. Several smaller fires escalated beyond Rayne’s control. She struggled to keep her horse under control amongst the flames. Swallowing her pride, she turned to Keegan in alarm. “I can’t extinguish them all. Is there anything you can do?” 

Keegan sat on his steady, war-trained stallion, staring at the fires. He raised his hand in a sweeping motion. Water sprouted from the ground and sprinkled down from the surrounding trees, gradually saturating the flames. Within minutes, only wisps of smoke and a few glowing embers lingered. A charred path lay ahead of them. Keegan brought his horse next to hers. “Are you all right?” 

“Aye,” she answered, dumbfounded. “Where did all that water come from? I thought you only controlled water, not created it.”
“That’s correct. Even though you can’t see it, water is everywhere—deep in the ground, in the clouds, even trees and fresh wood contain a certain amount of water. I can summon and manipulate that water, no matter how minute the amount.” His tone was even, but Rayne could tell he bit back a triumphant smirk. 

She cursed herself for being so careless with her abilities. Although grateful for his intervention, part of Rayne hated that Keegan had rescued her. At least she had cleared a decent route enabling them to travel at a less tedious pace. Rayne had no idea where they were going, yet she urged her mare a half-body length ahead of Keegan. 

Without a word, Keegan picked up his pace until he was ahead of Rayne. She coaxed her horse into a canter. When he matched her pace, she kicked her mare into a full tilt run.

Keegan matched her speed. “I know where this path ends. Do you?” he called to her. 

Rayne didn’t care. There was something exhilarating about the race. She leaned forward and surged into the lead, leaving Keegan in the trail of kicked-up mud. At the faint sound of her name, a grin spread her lips as she glanced over her shoulder. She returned her attention forward a moment too late. Rayne yanked the reins. Her mare stopped, turned, and reared in protest, sending Rayne soaring. The river broke her fall. She slapped the surface of the waist-deep water and shrieked in shock and rage.

Keegan chuckled. “I tried to warn you.” He dismounted and stretched out his hand. 

“Leave me alone.” Rayne splashed water at him. The water hovered in midair for a moment and then plummeted back into the river, never touching him. Furious, she tossed a flame at his feet, which he easily stomped out with his boot. Getting out of the river proved difficult as she wrestled against the weight of her saturated dress.

Again, Keegan crouched by the riverbank and extended his hand. “Let me help you.”
For a second time, she swallowed a lump of pride and accepted his hand. He pulled her onto land. She untangled her legs from her dress and scrambled to her feet. “You did that on purpose!”
Keegan rolled his eyes. “I can’t command water to create an entire river. Your own ego landed you in that river.” 

She stomped backward and gathered up a portion of her skirt to wring it out. “Can you command this water away so I’ll be dry?” It wasn’t exactly a polite request. 

Keegan folded his arms over his brawny chest. “I can.” His tone made it clear that can and will were very different. 

Rayne planted her hands on her hips. “I know what you’re trying to do.” 

“And what’s that?” Keegan asked with raised eyebrows.

“Trying to show me that fire needs water. Riding for hours so I’d crave a drink, allowing my fire to burn a path while your water kept it under control. Next, you’ll probably take me to a village blacksmith, where fire heats metal to mold it, and water solidifies its shape. I know there are a million examples, but it won’t work. The problem is that in every instance, water ultimately squelches the fire. It overtakes and destroys it, never allowing the fire to maintain its properties.” Rayne plopped onto the ground. “I won’t allow a husband to smother me.” 

Keegan sat beside her. “Is that what you think? That I plan to change you into something you’re not?” 

“Isn’t it? I’ve heard Aquarian women are dainty and elegant. I’m not like that.”
Keegan smiled. “I understand exactly who you are. You like to ride for hours and detest dressing for formal occasions. You want a say in political matters, though you have no patience for rumors and half-truths. You are afraid of nothing, save snakes, like to sleep with a window open no matter the weather, and detest citrus fruit. I know who you are and have no intention of snuffing out your fire. Stop trying so hard to hate me.” He waved his hand toward the river. The water from her clothes, hair, and skin slipped back into the river, and within moments, she dried completely.

As her personal guard, Keegan had stayed with her day and night, listened to her rants, and even made her laugh. He’d seemed interested in her opinions and had obviously paid attention to the details of her life. Rayne released a heavy sigh. “Hating you is getting harder to do.”
“I know.” Keegan winked and flashed a broad grin. After a long moment, his gaze broke away from hers, and he considered the area. “We’ll camp here for the night.” He then tied a canvas to three trees, fashioning a makeshift shelter, gathered some firewood, and set up their bedrolls. 

Rayne wasn’t thrilled at the notion of sleeping outside, but Keegan made a comfortable camp. At his request, she made a fire in the wood pyramid. Keegan caught a rabbit and cooked it over the open flame. 

“I constructed a ring of ice water around our bedrolls,” he commented with a wink. “It will keep the snakes away.” 

“How do you know I’m afraid of snakes?” They were her only phobia. She had never told anyone. 
“I noticed whenever one crossed your path, you cringed right before you scorched it.”
By the time they finished eating supper, evening had arrived. The soothing crackle of the fire joined the melody of crickets and owls. Keegan stoked the fire and fed it another log. A swarm of butterflies fluttered in her stomach as Rayne watched him nourish the flames. His sandy-brown hair fell about his strong shoulders, and his dark eyes gleamed in the firelight. He was a handsome, decent man who’d make a fair husband. In addition, she’d secure the alliance between their territories. “I will marry you.” It was as logical as accepting a land-sharing deal or offering someone employment. 

“And what brought you to that conclusion?”
“I’ve decided that you’re a man I could live with. Therefore, I shall marry you.”
Keegan shook his head. “Nay. I don’t want you to marry me just because I’m a man you can live with.” He caressed her cheek with his fingers. “I want you to marry me because I’m the man you can’t live without.”
That hit a nerve. “I don’t need a man to survive, especially you.” She had agreed to marry him. Now, it appeared, he was rejecting her. She jumped up and stormed to her bedroll. 

****

The next morning, they ate and readied to depart. Regret churned in the pit of Rayne’s stomach. Perhaps she’d been a bit too harsh on Keegan last night. He was only being honest. 

“Leave nothing behind. We’ll not be traveling this way again,” Keegan said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. 

“How will we get back to the castle?”
“We’re ultimately traveling in a large circle. Don’t worry, I’ll have you back there in the time promised.”
She smiled to ease the tension. “I wasn’t worried. I trust you.” 

He nodded, and they set out on their way. They rode for several hours, chatting about everything, from their adolescent years to how they would solve some of their nations’ biggest problems. Rayne relished his stories and found his ideas intriguing. On occasion, they disagreed respectfully, never breaking into a full argument. 

By midday, the scenery changed. The lush forest melted into sparse, rocky terrain. And then the view took Rayne’s breath away. Steam rose from a small lake, ten meters in diameter. The flat rock surrounding the lake donned brilliant colors of red, orange, and yellow, forming an intricate, flame-like pattern. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
Keegan beamed as they dismounted. “Come with me.” He took her hand and pulled her to the lake. “Feel the water.” He knelt down, bringing her with him. 

She lowered her hand into the water. “How is this possible?” It was hot, though did not burn. 

“It’s a hot spring. Fiery rocks deep within the earth heat the water, which flows to the surface.” Keegan’s eyes held her gaze. “The elements cooperate here, and each maintains its own properties. The water never cools the rocks, and the heat never dries up the water.” He cupped her face in his hands. “When fire and water live together in harmony, they can create something wonderful.” His lips brushed hers until she accepted his full kiss. 

A wave of emotion consumed her, frightened her. As the kiss ended, her cheeks grew hot. They became hotter when Keegan stood and began to strip. “What are you doing?”
“Going in.” His tunic landed on the ground beside his boots and sword.

Rayne’s gaze raked over his tanned, sculpted chest. With his breeches in place, Keegan hopped in the water. Drawn to the strong fire-energy that emitted from the water, she kicked off her riding boots and soaked her feet.

“Remove your dress and join me,” Keegan invited, his voice husky.

Tempted, lustful imagines filled her mind. She swallowed and shook her head.”Nay.”
“Don’t forget who I used to be. You swam in the castle’s lake dozens of times in my presence.”
“You weren’t supposed to look.” The thought made her whole body tingle.

“It was my duty to keep a close eye on you.” Keegan smirked. He tickled her toes under the water, and then pulled her into the spring. She yelped in protest, but her outcry was muffled by another kiss. Keegan wrapped his arms around her. “I love you, Rayne,” he whispered. 

Rayne wanted to reply, but the words stuck in her throat. A piece of her defenses wouldn’t let go. Keegan didn’t seem disturbed. He kissed her neck while unlacing the back of her dress. After removing her clothes, Keegan lowered his lips to her breasts, which were barely above the water. His hands caressed her legs and worked their way up to her buttocks. Rayne melted in his touch. 

“I’ll stop if you want me to,” Keegan said in a husky voice. 

Rayne barely managed to reply, “Nay, don’t stop.”
He moved his hand between her legs. He knew exactly where and how to touch her, bringing pleasure as she’d never known. The water somehow increased the erotic sensations. She wondered if it was Keegan’s water-magic at work. Ecstasy convulsed her body. Keegan parted her lips with his tongue, pressing his body against hers. Desire coursed through her veins again. His hardness pressed into her lower belly through his breeches. She untied his laces, wanting more of this man. 

“Well, what do we have here?” a male voice sneered. 

Rayne gasped and Keegan moved in front of her. Three men, swords drawn, loomed a meter from the spring. “How convenient—the two of you here, together.” He kicked Keegan’s discarded sword out of reach.

“Who are you?” Rayne demanded, still nestled behind Keegan. 

“They’re Raptors,” Keegan spat. “During times of war, they linger after battles, rummaging through the dead and stealing anything of possible value.” 

“Aye,” said the leader. “And your little union is going to put a big damper on our profitable business. But when the water-prince is found dead”—a savage smile creased his bearded face—”it will cause a full-blown war, like the old days.” 

The spring water stirred and whirled. Dozens of droplets levitated and then shot forward. The Raptors hollered when the droplets turned into tiny darts and attacked.

“This is not over,” the leader cried. The three men turned and ran, pursued by hundreds of water darts. 

****

The romantic spell broken after the encounter with the Raptors, they abruptly left the hot spring and rode through drier grasslands. Mountains bordered them on the right. Sporadic trees, rocks, and boulders broke up the flat landscape.

Since leaving the stream, Keegan had constantly surveyed their surroundings. As they passed a cluster of boulders, his hand found the hilt of his sword. “Show yourself!” Keegan shouted at the boulders.

“Well done, water-prince.” The leader of the Raptors came out from behind an enormous boulder, clapping his hands. His two companions came up on horseback and flanked Rayne and Keegan. 
Cold fear gripped Rayne when she saw what was draped over the leader’s shoulders: a large drake. The intelligent, yet deadly, dragon-snake fed on fire and was often used in battles against Pyros. This one stretched as long as Keegan and was as thick as his thigh. 

“I have an early wedding gift for you both,” snarled the leader. He threw the drake to ground in front of their horses. Flames flew from his palm and hit the drake, who immediately hissed as though in pain. Its scales sparked and its body expanded. Within seconds, it had grown to four times its original size. 

Rayne’s mare bucked in fright. She lost her grip and fell to the ground, landing only a meter from the drake. She couldn’t breathe, let alone move. In an instant, Keegan was at her side. He kicked the drake, which merely startled the creature, but it was enough. 

Keegan tossed Rayne onto his stallion. “Ride south. Don’t stop until you get to your father’s castle.”
The drake shook off its stupor. Its red eyes stared at Rayne as though searing her soul. Cold sweat coated her neck. Her heart pounded, and all she wanted to do was get away from this place. Time seemed to slow as the drake sprang toward her, dodging Keegan’s blade. 

“Go!” Keegan’s yell penetrated through the blood pounding in her ears. The stallion took off as if he’d been smacked. 

Terrified, she kicked the horse, imagining the drake chasing her, his venomous fangs ready to penetrate her back. She risked a backward glance. The drake wasn’t there. Rayne slowed her horse and realized the drake had remained by its master. Her relief was short-lived. She looked past the drake and reality struck. 

Keegan clashed swords with the three Raptors, but was soon overpowered and battered to the ground. Even from a distance, she could tell they were beating him mercilessly. It felt like an iron fist hit her in the chest.

She turned the stallion. The Raptors didn’t notice her. They backed away from Keegan, allowing the drake full access to his defeated, motionless body. The fear of losing Keegan crushed her fear of the drake. Rayne leapt off the horse while still several meters away and called, “Come and get me, drake.” 

The drake whipped around and darted toward Rayne. Steeling her courage, she produced a flame in her open palm and forced serenity into her voice. “I won’t hurt you.” The drake stopped and cocked its head. Rayne held out the flame as if offering it a treat. Her heart hammered against her chest as the drake slithered closer and gingerly sucked the flame into its mouth. She produced another, which it ate, this time without hesitation. The drake had accepted her as its new master. 

The Raptor leader cursed and drew his sword. Before Rayne could react, he stabbed Keegan in the gut. 

She screamed, “Nay!”
The Raptors laughed. 

Rayne pointed to them. “Attack.”
Obediently, the drake raced toward the men, chasing them beyond Rayne’s sight. “Keegan!” Rayne dropped to his side. His brown eyes were weary but awake. “I’m sorry…” She choked on her tears. “I tried to stop them.” She lifted his blood-soaked tunic, revealing the wound. Her stomach churned with fear and panic.

“It’s all right, Rayne.” Keegan’s voice was weak, though calm. “Send four fireballs through the sky, seconds apart.” He took a labored breath, “Your father knows our route. His scouts will spot the signal and come.”
“I need to tend to you first.” She’d seen enough wounded men in the castle to know, without treatment, Keegan didn’t have much time. She put the waterskin to his lips, insisting he take small sips. “This is going to hurt,” she said, and placed her hand over his wound. She summoned just enough heat to cauterize his wound and slow the bleeding. Keegan slipped out of consciousness. Rayne expelled four separate balls of fire into the air. She repeated the signal every few minutes until she saw a reply signal shot from several kilometers away.

Rayne placed a tender kiss on his lips. “Someone will be here soon.” She only hoped it wouldn’t be too late. Keegan’s eyes stayed closed this time, and tears streamed down Rayne’s cheeks. “Nay, you can’t die on me,” she whispered, not knowing if he was conscious. “I love you.”
****

Marcus and Rayne entered the castle’s infirmary as Keegan finished dressing. 

“I leave your side for a short while and you’re already escaping,” Rayne teased and kissed Keegan on the cheek. 

His body ached, but his wound was well tended and healing nicely. “I’m fine.” Two pairs of eyes held him in feigned contempt. “What? Why are you both looking at me like that?”
“Considering your history with the Raptors,” Marcus asked, rubbing his chin, “why did you ride straight into their territory?” 

“Momentary lapse of judgment.” Keegan shrugged. 

Rayne continued the mock interrogation. “I know your skills. Your sword alone can take on three men.”
“And,” Marcus chimed in, “I’ve seen you find and manipulate water in the middle of a blasted desert.”
“So, we’re wondering,” Rayne said, circling Keegan, “how they got the better of you.” 

“It all happened so fast. I didn’t have time to think,” Keegan said half-heartedly. He knew they had figured it out. 
Rayne shook her head. “It was a huge risk, Keegan.” 
“One that I promise never to take again.” Keegan wrapped his arm around her waist and lowered his eyes. “Forgive me?” 

Rayne smiled. “Aye, I forgive you.”
“I don’t understand.” Marcus’s brows wrinkled in confusion. “Why take the risk?”
Keegan answered, “Because now I know.” No doubt, Rayne loved him as much as he loved her. 

Marcus was still lost. “Know what?”
“He’s the man I cannot live without.” Rayne’s loving gaze never left Keegan’s. “It took nearly losing him for me to realize it.”
“Was it worth it?” Marcus asked.

Keegan and Rayne embraced and answered in unison, “Absolutely.”
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