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        To the heroes who would sacrifice anything to save the world...

      

        

      
        Bless their hearts.

      

        

      
        For the villains who would sacrifice the world for the woman they love…

      

        

      
        Bend over.
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      I ran.

      The full moon overhead was a silver coin tossed high against a backdrop of night. The wind’s fingers tore through my fur, twisting it into snarls as the snow crunched beneath my pounding paws.

      I’d taken the form of the wolf tonight. It felt right: the teeth, the claws, the heightening of every sense into an explosion of scent and sound. But just because I was the wolf didn’t mean I was the hunter.

      Somewhere here in the Innanus Woods, Professor Blackford was running too.

      This was the game we played: predator and prey. Three months ago, we’d become bloodbound. Now, every time the moon rose full in the sky the bloodsong played in our ears. It called out to us, drawing us to each other. While enchanted by its tune, we were uncontrollably in need of each other’s bodies—supernaturally compelled to mate.

      It wasn’t what Blackford had wanted. If I’d ever had a choice in the matter, maybe I wouldn’t have picked this for us, either.

      But that was the thing about magic and destiny and Beyond: here, choice was a luxury few of us could afford. The moment that Sloan Rayner tricked me into swapping blood with him, he’d sealed all three of our fates. Blackford had bound himself to me to save me from being forced to mate with Sloan. Sloan had attacked Blackford to try and claim me anyway.

      Now, Sloan was dead.

      Now, I ran, and Blackford gave chase.

      The snowy path split into a fork up ahead. To the right, I’d find myself running deeper into the dark branches and brambles of the Innanus. To the left, the trail led up a gradual slope that would take me to the tumbling waters of the Tacitum Falls.

      I knew Blackford would catch me. I always wanted him to. He always did. The heartbeat of the bloodsong thundered in his ears now, just like it did in mine. Through the moonlight, it called out our names and demanded that we come together. To taste. To tangle.

      To fuck.

      Already, I could smell his scent: the sweet warmth of tobacco and fresh rain in the air despite the cold and snow.

      I veered left, letting instinct and my nose guide my way onward. Toward the falls. Toward him.

      This game wasn’t about not getting caught.

      As I rushed up the slope, desire ached in my hips. My body burned for him. For him alone. Soon, we’d be back in our real forms: naked, clawing and biting and kissing while we rolled together, hot enough to melt the snow.

      At the top of the cliff, the river ran slow. Huge chunks of ice meandered through the slush until they toppled over the cliff’s edge, splashing down into the half-frozen churn of the water below.

      Up here, Blackford’s scent was stronger than ever. I could pick out the subtleties of it: the earthy florals, toasted greens and browns. Even before we became bloodbound, it’d been addictive. We weren’t just mates tied by blood. We were soulmates. Twin flames who could recognize each other by scent alone. We were wrapped up in each other’s fates.

      Now, especially in the moonlight with my heightened wolfish senses, the smell of him was beyond addiction. It was essential. A thing I sought out with desperation.

      Could you be addicted to water? To air?

      That was how I needed him—in the same way I needed to breathe.

      Over the sounds of the river and falls, I could even hear a heartbeat now.

      Someone was nearby.

      I shifted back to my true form as I slowed to a stop. My claws turned to fingernails. My shaggy black coat receded, revealing pale, bare skin. My body was naked. Ready for him.

      I tilted my head back, relishing the cold burn of the icy air in my nose as I searched for more of Blackford’s scent. It was so close now, I could almost taste his kiss. That scent was a promise.

      Soon.

      The snow seared the soles of my feet as I took a few steps closer to the river. The smell of him was all around me, plucking at my heartstrings and tugging on my soul.

      He was here. There was no other possibility.

      But where?

      In the water? I eyed the river with uncertainty. We were Scorpios. Water signs. It was possible. But lurking beneath the flow of the ice didn’t seem like his style.

      Surely not. Even water signs that ran as hot as Blackford wouldn’t want to be wet in this kind of cold.

      A glimmer on the bank of the river caught my eye—something that glittered even brighter than the sparkling snow.

      I crouched down and brushed the snow aside to uncover it.

      “Fuck!” I hissed as something sharp sliced against my fingers. When I drew my hand back, I found it dripping with blood.

      That wasn’t all I found.

      There in the snow—broken glass. Wet. But not with water.

      As I raised my bleeding fingers to my nose, I found myself practically salivating.

      It was him. Blackford. His scent on the broken glass, his scent on the wetted snow, his scent all over my hand.

      And it wasn’t him at all.

      My ribs clutched inward, putting my heart in a chokehold as I spotted the final piece of this horrible puzzle: a silver bit of metal in the bombshell of the glass shards.

      An atomizer—the nozzle for a bottle of cologne.

      I whipped around immediately, clutching my fingers to my chest as I scanned the treeline. My heart was pounding faster than ever. Not with desire anymore, but with fear.

      I hadn’t been following Blackford’s scent. I’d been tracking the smell of his essence—the perfume that every Fae in Beyond had distilled and stored at Madame Desrosier’s shop on Beyond Fifth.

      I’d been tricked.

      “Who’s there?” I called out, expecting nothing. Whoever had done this was almost certainly lurking nearby—but what kind of idiot showed themselves just because someone had shouted at them?

      As the trees rustled and a figure emerged from the shadows of the Innanus, my question was answered.

      Apparently, this kind of idiot did.

      They’d taken the wolf form too, whoever they were. I could tell they were a Cancer by the color of their pelt: silvery white instead of Scorpio black. They prowled toward me slowly, hackles raised and teeth bared.

      There was no point in asking what they wanted. Their posture assured me of everything I needed to know.

      They sure as hell weren’t here for a belly rub and a game of fetch.

      When the wolf leapt at me, jaws open and ready to break skin, I was ready for it, too. Flames erupted from my palms, slashing through the air before me in a blazing X. The wolf whined high as it passed through them and I threw myself to the side. The smell of singed fur smoldered on the air.

      But if my assailant had ever heard the phrase play with fire, wind up burned, they obviously didn’t care.

      I hit the snow hard, skidding several feet away on my shoulder. Before I could find my feet again, the wolf had already recovered. It pounced on me once more. This time, mid-leap, it changed forms.

      A massive, naked male body crunched down on top of me. He pinned my hips with his knees as his big, meaty hands found my throat.

      “Gotcha,” the man sneered. He grinned down at me with sinister promise, face streaked black with soot and hairless head shining pink from my flames.

      I knew that big, ugly bald head from somewhere.

      This was one of the men who’d been fighting Blackford in a bar brawl outside the Three Sheets, right before Blackford and I met.

      I tried to choke out a fuck you, but his fingers clutched tight around my windpipe, trapping the curse in my throat. Silenced, I gathered up all my rage to tap into my Aries strength so I could buck him off me, but he’d stifled more than just my voice. I couldn’t draw breath, either. Without air, my brain was swimming in panicked confusion as he starved it of oxygen. It left me thrashing uselessly beneath him.

      Helpless.

      Already beat.

      “Stop struggling, you little bitch,” he snapped as I clawed pathetically at his cheeks. My thumbs slipped against his skin, aiming for his eye sockets but unable to get a good hold. “Just let it happen. It’ll hurt less that way.”

      I clenched my eyes shut tight to block out the way my vision was blurring. With all my might, I strained to break his hold. The tendons of my throat flexed taut against his palms, but there was no give. My lungs screamed for air, but there was no space for that air to enter.

      I was fading. Fast. It took a full three minutes to strangle someone, but only fifteen seconds or so to make them pass out. How many of those had I already wasted?

      Too many. When I tried to summon more flames in my hands, I felt sparks, but no fire. My arms were heavy. They flopped to the ground as my body was sapped of its strength.

      Blackford! Where are you? I thought in desperation—but Blackford was a Scorpio, not a Libra. He didn’t have telepathy, and unless he was close, my magic was too weak right now to reach him. My psychic cries for help would go unanswered. Out of range.

      My entire life so far had been a series of brushes with death. Already, I’d had a number of near-misses. I’d gathered a host of faceless enemies who would like nothing more than to see my body dumped into a shallow grave. Ever since I’d arrived in Beyond, I’d suspected that it was only a matter of time before I hit one close call too many and finally met my match.

      Now, it’d finally happened.

      I was done for.

      But then, I heard it: a sharp, fleshy snap!

      Just like that, the vice grip on my throat softened. The fingers that choked me were dragged away from my neck. I gasped for air, gulping it down violently like desperate drunk guzzling mouthwash. Slowly, the black smears across my vision faded into clarity.

      I regained my sight just in time to see Blackford lift my attacker off the ground and pull his head clean from his neck.

      Blood gushed like a geyser from the stump. It stained the snow where it fell, painting crimson across the pristine white. Blackford’s face and bare chest were splattered with it. The blood marked him like war paint.

      He dropped the man’s head and body on either side of the river’s bank.

      Then, Blackford’s gaze turned to me.

      “Trouble,” he growled, and the fear in my every cell was swept away in a fresh wave of lust and need.

      That was what he called me now. Trouble.

      To his credit—he was right. That’s what I was.

      He threw his body on top of mine like a brave soldier onto a grenade. His teeth sank into the wing of my collarbone. The pain burst in a cry from my lips, breathy and high.

      It was so unlike me, crying out like that. Even now. Even in the wake of my latest tangle with death. When I could, I took my pain and buried it down so deep, even I couldn’t find it by the time I was done.

      But not now. Not with him.

      “That’s it.” His breath was a wash of heat as he snarled against my cold skin. “Let it out. Let me hear it. I want it all.”

      That was Blackford. That was what being with him was always like. He made me give voice to every whimper I’d ever bit back, made me wail every scream I’d ever swallowed down.

      And tonight, I had more to scream about than I had in a long time.

      The assassin’s blood was still on his hands. He painted it across my skin as his slick thumbs dragged across the small mounds of my breasts, catching the stiff rosy points of my nipples and capturing them viciously in his grasp until my whimpers of my fear tuned to whines of need, then to greedy moans.

      He kissed and bit and licked his way down my body, from the gentle slopes of my breasts to the concave beneath my ribs. He marked each of my hips with his teeth.

      “Cunt,” Blackford demanded.

      I spread my thighs for him immediately and arched my back to raise my hips. My pussy was already soaked for him. It burned hotter than any fire I’d ever known—molten all the way to my core.

      He descended on it hungrily, lapping and sucking viciously. I wound my fingers into the blood-damp blond of his hair and rocked my clit up against his hungry mouth. He licked at it until I twisted his locks up into my fists, aching for more, more, more.

      The orgasm shattered through my body, nearly splitting my flesh from my soul. I shuddered and spasmed, clinging to him—but Blackford wasted no time in preparing to give me another.

      He forced my thighs apart even farther. As he slipped between them, he slapped his hard, thick cock down on my skin. It was a demonstration: proof of how deep inside me he’d soon be. A pearl of precum dripped down his tip onto my smooth, flat stomach.

      “Tell me you want it.” He took his cock in his fist and smeared the precum across my skin, blending it into melted snow and blood.

      I whimpered a please in response. My hips rocked back and forth, a silence prayer.

      I didn’t just want him. I needed him.

      “Say it,” he hissed, drawing his hips back. He dipped his tip into my folds, teasing me. Successfully, too.

      That only made me need him more.

      “I want your cock,” I breathed. “I want you.”

      “Good.”

      Good was right. If he’d made me beg him any further, I would’ve just fallen apart. Instead, he pressed into me and I cried out as deliciously, everything came together.

      When he was inside me, I felt safe. Protected. Whole.

      Short, sharp thrusts. Ragged breath and brutal ecstasy. His hips slammed against mine, pushing his cock deep and sending intense pangs of pleasure rippling through me.

      “That’s it, Trouble. Take it.” He drew back all the way, then slammed the full length of his cock into my channel. “Every fucking inch.”

      The snow beneath me wasn’t cold anymore. The heat of our bodies was quickly melting it into slush. Already, the thrilling wave of a new orgasm was beginning to crest in my center. I pounded my fist against the firm muscles of his chest. Every blow said soon. Please. I’m close.

      “Not yet.” He fucked me harder. Faster. Bastard! He was telling me to wait while doing everything in his power to make waiting impossible. “I want to hear you scream my name.”

      “Blackford,” I panted. My eyes rolled back as I leaned back against the cold, hard ground. “Blackford!”

      He slipped his fingers beneath my head, lifting it up and

      “My name,” he growled. “Not Blackford. My name. Say it.”

      “Dayne!” The sound exploded from my lips. As soon as it was out, he crushed the word from my mouth in a deep, intense kiss.

      That was all it took. In an instant, I was imploding. My pussy gushed for him, slick honey mingling with a rush of his cum. He emptied himself into me, sowing his seed deep as it would go.

      With a final thrust, he rolled our bodies. Now, he was on the ground and I was on top. His chest heaved beneath me with exhaustion. The assassin’s blood still marred his face and matted the thick blond curls over his pecs.

      My body was shaking. I let it collapse on top of his and he wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight.

      “He hurt you?” Blackford’s stubble ticked against my ear.

      I cast a sidelong glance to the headless body still laying a few feet away from us. Blackford had ruined that man, whoever he was.

      But apart from a bruised throat, I was fine.

      I was his.

      “No,” I whispered. My cunt was still spasming around Blackford’s cock. Impossibly, he was still hard. “You got here in time. He didn’t hurt me.”

      “Did I?”

      I shook my head and raised my hips, letting his cock slip out of me. “You can’t hurt me. I’ve told you that from the start.”

      Our bodies shifted again. He sat up and pulled me onto his lap. I nuzzled my way into the warm cave of his embrace.

      He held me like that until my body stopped shaking. The moon was finally setting now. The bloodsong faded out.

      It was done.

      “Have you thought any more about me announcing my claim to the throne?” I asked. I knew he wouldn’t like this new topic of conversation, but I wasn’t ready to let our time together come to an end. Not quite yet.

      Blackford let out a huff of annoyance. “You really wanna start with that shit again?”

      “I never stopped with it.” I drew back until I could look up at him. I wanted him to see the seriousness in my eyes. Ash didn’t have a choice about going to Mag Mell. Romin had ensured that she’d have to present herself to the King. I’d be damned if she was going without backup. “I still want to do it. I want you to take me to Mag Mell.”

      “Why does that not surprise me?” He held my gaze for a moment, then huffed and pulled me against his chest again. “I oughta keep you chained to my fucking bed, Trouble. You’d be safer there.”

      “I think we both just learned I’m not safe anywhere now.”

      “No…you’re not,” Blackford admitted. “We knew Rayner would retaliate eventually. I just didn’t figure he’d be bold enough to try it here on Academy grounds.” He turned his head, nodding to the decapitated body by the water’s edge. “That’s one of the Undergrove boys. Cousin of your pal Sage.”

      “Sage?” Sage was one of Val’s friends, a Capricorn junior in Terra House. I considered Val an ally now, at least—but Sage, I’d barely ever spoken to. “I don’t know that I’d call her a pal.”

      “If she was one before, she’s probably not now,” Blackford agreed. “You see that mark on his chest?”

      He pointed to the body. Tattooed into the man’s chest, just over his heart, was a set of black fangs snarling around a drop of crimson red.

      “What’s it mean?” I asked.

      “Symbol of the Sanguilunae. Which…changes things.”

      “Enough to warrant a trip to the King’s palace?” A tiny flame of hope flickered in my chest.

      “Maybe so. If your father—”

      “Don’t call him that.” I might have been King Solis’ daughter, but he was no father.

      “The King, then. If you’re well-received by him, he can offer you the protection of the crown against the Sanguilunae. If we can get him to order them to keep you safe instead of trying to kill you…it’d put an end to any future attacks.”

      “Sounds like announcing my claim might be so fuckin’ stupid after all.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.” Blackford’s brow was set in a deep frown as he rose to his feet, then grabbed my wrists and pulled me up off the ground. His voice was full of trepidation—like he was trying to talk me down from jumping off a cliff. “If we were to do this…we would have to do it my way. Not whatever little fly-by-your-ass kind of way you’re planning. Mine. Mine alone. No input on your part whatsoever. Got that?”

      The flicker of hope in my chest spread into a full fire, crackling with warmth.

      “Works for me.” I turned my back to him and wound his thick, hairy arms around my body, grinding my backside against his thigh. “As long as I get what I want, I’ll put my ass wherever you like.”

      “Cute,” he growled, unamused. Even so, he wrapped his arms around me tighter. “But I need your word.”

      “Then you have it.” I wound my fingers around his forearms, basking in his heat at my back. “You are in full command of my ass, Professor.”

      Another sigh. “Good work then, Trouble. Looks like you’re getting your way again.”

      “We’re going to Mag Mell?”

      I turned in his arms to face him again, and he folded his body over me, resting his chin on the crown on my head. For a moment, I got a small sense of the heaviness that Blackford carried around with him. He was a man who bore the weight of the whole world on his shoulders.

      “We’re going to Mag Mell.”
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      "Jesus, Ash!” Heather moved through my room, kicking a path clear of disaster as she went. “You practicing tornadoes in here or something?”

      “I’m packing.” I held up one of Naomi’s dresses, examined it, then threw it aside with all the rest. Its pretty floral pattern offended me. If I was going to court, I wanted to look like a force to be reckoned with—not a damsel in distress. “Or at least, I was until you two burst in.”

      “Your trunk is empty,” Heather pointed out, nudging my blue-and-silver Aquarius chest with the toe of her shoe.

      “Do you want some help?” Lace offered.

      I sighed.

      “I’m not sure you can help. I have no idea what to take. The only real clothes I have to my name right now are my nightgowns and uniforms. Naomi’s lent me a bunch of options to consider, but…” I gestured to the dress I was currently wearing. It was a pretty silken gown that had my lower half in a vice grip. “Naomi’s built a little different than I am.”

      Heather snorted. “You could bounce a quarter off that things.”

      Lace’s tense smile held just a hint of playfulness. “At least they’ll know you’re hip?”

      “Very funny.” I half-laughed, then went back to sifting through Naomi’s wardrobe. She’d given me everything that she thought might have the slightest chance of working for me, but I had yet to find a single dress that didn’t make me look like I’d been sewn into it. “I’m just glad that Romin didn’t out either of you as Lost Ones during his little spectacle at the end of last semester. As much as I wish you could come with me today… At least you’ll be spared the horrors of court.”

      “Ah…about that.” Lace held out her hands out at her sides. Her smile brightened. “Um. Surprise?”

      “What?” I knocked over a tower of gowns onto the place on the bed where Somerville had been napping. Scowling furiously, he scrambled up and removed himself to the other side of the room.

      “Harshing says now that Romin has spilled the beans about you, it’s only a matter of time before Heather and I are identified as Lost Ones, too,” said Lace. “So…I asked him to take me to the capital. He’s agreed. When the Castillos present you to the king, I’ll be there by your side.”

      “Lace…” The unease that was already coiled in my stomach tightened. “You didn’t have to do that. You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “You don’t want to be queen of Beyond, Ash. And I don’t want you to be there in the viper pit of Mag Mell all by yourself, either.” She sat down on my bed and grabbed my hand, then gave it a squeeze. “We’re stronger together.”

      She was probably right. Now that I was thinking about it, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Lace did want the throne—and she wasn’t wrong. We were stronger together.

      Not that I liked it, but at least I wouldn’t be in Mag Mell completely alone.

      “In that case, I’m glad you’ll be safe,” I said to Heather.

      Uncannily, Heather grinned. “Nope!”

      “What do you mean nope?” I stared at her in utter disbelief. “I know you don’t want to be queen either.”

      “Blackford and I had a close call with an assassin last night. Sanguilunae,” Heather said.

      “Shit,” I swore. “High Lord Rayner is coming after you for Sloan’s death, then?”

      Heather shrugged. “Looks like. We knew it would happen eventually. Hard to be surprised.”

      “Are you okay?” Lace asked.

      “Blackford made quick work of the guy. But he says it’s only the beginning. I need dear old Dad’s protection to make High Lord Rayner stand down.”

      I glanced between Heather and Lace, processing this new information. All three of us would be announcing our claims to the throne of Beyond now. Heather, for protection. Lace, for power. And me…because I didn’t have any other choice.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After Heather and Lace left, once again I returned to sifting through the disaster zone that my room had turned into. Normally, I kept things pretty tidy in here. Organized.

      Now, everything was a mess. Just like my life.

      I stripped down to just my panties as I eyed my final picks for the journey to the capital. Naomi’s blue gown had a full skirt that meant I’d at least be able to move without worrying about ripping the seams over its hips—but unless I changed into my busty enchantress Aquarius form, there was no way I’d be able to fill out the bodice. The other dress was slinky and Aries red. It was too sexy to travel in. Probably too tight to breathe in, too. But maybe wearing the colors of Romin’s zodiac sign would help make a good impression on his family. Romin’s mother liked me well enough. She’d even given me a favor on the night we first met. But I had no idea of what to expect from his father.

      Before I could decide whether I actually wanted to make a good impression on the Castillos, I caught a glimpse of red, leather wings outside my window.

      A moment later, the window burst open, and Romin stepped inside.

      He was naked. When he shifted out of his dragon form, he always was. This was far from the first time I’d seen Romin completely in the nude, but it never failed to stun.

      Or impress, for that matter.

      Romin’s network of tattoos covered a tall, hard body thick with muscle from his well-shaped calves to the veins of his neck. His cock, per usual, swung low and heavy. Huge, even though he was still soft.

      But as I stared at Romin, Romin was staring back at me. Before my very eyes, I watched his cock twitch, then begin to stiffen.

      “Nice panties, Panties. No matching bra?”

      My eyes widened as I realized what he was talking about.

      Fuck. I’d been so busy gawking at him that I’d forgotten I was topless. Those nice panties of mine were the only thing I wore at all.

      “What are you doing in here?” I snapped, grabbing a pillow from my bed and hugging it against my chest. It didn’t cover me up much, but something was better than nothing right now.

      “Fuck’s sake. This place is a pigsty.” Romin ignored my question completely as he kicked aside the piles of clothes and shoes strewn across my room. “Good thing my family’s well-off. It would be nice to know I’m marrying a woman who has to clean up after herself—but I’m sure you’ll have other uses as a wife.”

      “I’ve seen the state of your dorm,” I shot back at him, inching away as he drew near. I hugged my pillow a little tighter. “You’ve got no room to talk.”

      Romin took one look at the pillow and scoffed. “That’s adorable, Panties. But I don’t think I have to remind you—I’ve seen it all before.”

      “I don’t care if you’ve seen a thousand naked women, Romin! You can’t just barge in here and—”

      “I wasn’t talking about a thousand naked women.” He cut me off with glance down at his cock, then a smirk as his gaze locked on my eyes. “I was talking about seeing you. Don’t worry. I haven’t gotten tired of the view yet.”

      “The view is off-limits,” I insisted.

      As if Romin had ever cared about that.

      “Why? I’m naked, you’re naked… Once we’re married, there’s not a single inch of you that’ll be off-limits to me. You’re just delaying the inevitable.”

      “We’re only betrothed because you didn’t give me any other choice,” I pointed out.”

      Romin shrugged. “It was the only way I could make sure you said yes.”

      “You didn’t give me a chance to say anything at all.”

      “Semantics.” Romin found Somerville sulking in the corner and crouched down to give him a scratch behind the ears. “So. Are you ready yet?”

      I gestured to my empty trunk as Somerville began to purr like an engine with no muffler. “Not even close.”

      Romin frowned. “Why the hell not?”

      “Not all of us can get away with raking our fingers through our hair and pretending it makes us look cool. I have to wrangle toiletries, socks, shoes, dresses, bras—”

      Romin rolled his eyes. “You don’t need any of that.”

      “Yes, I do! Unless you plan on making me follow you around Mag Mell naked—”

      “Maybe that’s exactly what I’m planning.” A wicked glimmer caught in Romin’s eyes. “Maybe I want the entire court and capital to see what a hot piece of ass I own now.”

      My mouth fell open slightly—before I remembered myself. And Romin, for that matter. Per usual, he was just making threats.

      Or so I hoped.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Wouldn’t I? I think when we get to court, I’ll throw a feast in your honor.” Romin rose and walked toward me again. Every step felt intentional. Measured. Menacing. “A little betrothal party. That would be nice, don’t you think? We’ll invite all the High Lords and Ladies, and they can watch while you sit on my lap, dressed just like you are right now.”

      Romin moved around the bed, coming close enough I could smell the white smoke and spice of his scent. Breathing him in was always jarring. It flooded my senses with a dozen bad decisions, made my cunt pang and my mouth salivate.

      He just smelled that good.

      I was so taken by his scent that, as he reached for the pillow covering my breasts, I didn’t even fight him. He pulled it out of my grasp and tossed it aside, baring my tits to him.

      “We’ll have a party,” he said again, but this time, his voice was a dark whisper. “And when I slide my hand between your thighs and make you whimper and sob for me over dessert, the whole court will know what a good, obedient fucktoy I’ve made of Her Royal Highness Aisling Solis, Princess of Beyond.”

      His hand hovered over my breast, a mere fraction of an inch away from my skin. If he moved it any closer, he’d be cupping me in the palm of his hand. Touching me more intimately than he ever had.

      Worse—or maybe, better? I couldn’t tell anymore—I actually liked that idea. Not the one he was threatening me with. I wasn’t interested in being displayed to the court like I was Romin Castillo’s personal blow-up doll.

      But being touched by him like that, here in the privacy of my room…

      I didn’t like Romin. But I didn’t have to like him to enjoy his hands on my tits.

      “Romin…” A ragged breath left my lips and a shiver shot from my cunt to my core as I stared up at him. The look in my eyes was a question—not are you going to touch me, but will you? Touch me? Please?

      For a second, I even thought he might have understood.

      But then, he grinned. Evilly. Like the horrible, ruthless bully he was.

      “Or maybe, I just like fucking with you. Stop trembling, Aisling.” He gave my nipple a quick pinch, and I yelped as he turned away. “Come on. Get your cat and your jewels. We’re going to be late.”

      My jaw dropped.

      Really? All that build-up…for a nipple pinch?!

      “I wasn’t trembling.” I pouted indignantly and rubbed my hand over my tit. It hadn’t hurt, really. If Romin wasn’t intent on being such a tease, it might have even felt good.

      “Sure you weren’t. I bet your panties aren’t soaked through, either.”

      I pulled a face. “They’re not.”

      Which was…well.

      A lie.

      “No?” Romin paused, then turned back to me. This time, when he approached, he dropped down to his knees and hooked his fingers beneath my panties on either side of my hips. “Let’s see, then.”

      I held my breath as he slid them down my thighs, revealing the soft curls of copper red that covered my mons Venus. By the time he got the pale blue lace to my ankles, even I could smell how wet I was.

      “Ha.” Romin breathed the laugh triumphantly. “Liar.”

      Then, he leaned in.

      His cheek brushed against my hip first. His barely-there stubble scratched my thin, sensitive skin. As he moved his lips toward my pussy, his hands smoothed up my legs, fingers curling between my thighs.

      My breath caught in my throat. Was he really going to go through with it this time?

      With the index and middle fingers of both hands, he delved up into my folds and parted them. Another laugh. I knew he could feel the slickness there. The heat. But even that wasn’t proof enough. Not for him.

      Slowly. Gently. Romin placed his mouth against my pussy and slipped his tongue against my clit. Just a flick. A taste.

      A soft moan left his throat. A sound I’d never from him before.

      Then, hungrily, he latched his lips around my sensitive bud and sucked, just hard enough to make me moan back.

      It was a sound I’d only ever made for him.

      “Romin…” I whispered. This time, as I looked down at him, I wasn’t sure what my eyes were saying. Please, not like this? Or please, Romin, more?

      But it wasn’t meant to be.

      He released my clit with a wet, infuriating pop!

      “Shh. Relax, Aisling.” As he drew back, his lips glistened with my honey. He ran his tongue across them, licking them clean. “Unfortunately, we don’t have time for that right now—but don’t worry.” He gave my pussy a comparatively chaste parting kiss, then a patronizing pat. “We will later tonight.”

      Romin rose from his knees and walked away like it was nothing. Like I was nothing.

      He walked away like he hadn’t just been kneeling at my feet and sucking my clit at all.

      I stared at him, still in shock, as he grabbed my schoolbag and settled a sleepy Somerville inside it. After a quick scan of my room, he found the box that he’d given me last semester—the one containing a beautiful red-jeweled necklace that almost certainly cost more than I’d ever owned—and my massive matching engagement ring. Those, too, went into the bag.

      When he was done packing for me, he turned to me once more.

      “Are you coming or not?”

      I blinked. I was still speechless.

      What the hell was he playing at? Licking my pussy one minute, then manhandling my cat and jewels the next?

      I shouldn’t have been so surprised. This was typical, mercurial Romin, really.

      Still, it took me a second to regain my words.

      “I told you, I’m not ready!”

      He arched an eyebrow. “You tasted ready enough for me.”

      “I—” Oh, fuck. The words were gone again.

      There was no justice in the world, that such great power could exist in the tongue of such a bastard of a man.

      “Listen to me. My family will provide you with clothes for court when we get there. All your toiletries and socks and shoes and panties, too. All you need to bring is this necklace, this ring, this cat… And that body.” His gaze swept up and down my figure again, lingering on all the places where he should have averted his gaze. “The attitude, you can leave here. It won’t do you any good at court. Now, come on.”

      “I…I need clothes to travel in, Romin.” Unless his threats about presenting me to the capital nude had been more than just threats.

      “No you don’t,” he said firmly. “You can still take the dragon form, can’t you?”

      I furrowed my brow. “Of course I can.”

      “Good. In that case—” He stepped up onto the windowsill and held his hand out to me. “We’ll be arriving by air.”
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      “You’re still certain about this, Miss Constantine?”

      As I stood in Professor Harshing’s office, I stared up into his blood-red eyes and considered that question with care.

      The real answer was no. I wasn’t certain about anything. Not anymore. My future—Ash’s future, Heather’s—they were all up in the air now. Every time I tried to peel back the curtain of my window to tomorrow, all I could see were the impenetrable dark clouds of a coming storm.

      I’d twisted and braided my hair into an elaborate half-updo for this occasion. The style was so intricate, it had taken me most of the day to perfect. I’d painted my face with the makeup Harshing had brought for me, careful to only emphasize my features, not hide them. The heels on the delicate silver slippers I wore lent me a few extra inches of height. The Pisces pendant fastened around my neck was simple and elegant.

      I looked perfect. Just like a princess. But even wrapped in the beautiful sea-green gown Harshing had given me to wear for the occasion, I didn’t feel like one. Not yet. I felt even less like a future queen.

      But what I felt like didn’t matter anymore.

      “I’m certain,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster.

      “If you wish to turn back now, no one will think less of you,” he said.

      My heart flutter-kicked in my chest.

      He didn’t believe me.

      “Will you think less of me?” I asked. Now, my voice was quieter. Less confident. Small.

      “Of course not.” Harshing frowned and raised his knuckles to my face, stroking down the curve of my cheek. “What a silly thing to ask."

      His touch felt good. Right. I closed my eyes and leaned into it just a little bit, relishing the way it helped still the anxiety churning beneath my ribs.

      “I can do this.” I opened my eyes and took his hand in mine. “Let’s go.”

      Harshing drew me to his chest gently. He wrapped his arms around me and pressed my cheek to his heart.

      This was as close as we’d been since the night, when he’d invited me to dine with him. When I’d placed myself on his lap and offered myself to him. He’d called me his that night—not that anything had come of it.

      He could have done anything he wanted to me that night. He could have bent me over his dinner table, his desk… He could have taken me to bed. He could have taken me anywhere. Wherever he led, I would have followed. He must have known that by now.

      But he hadn’t kissed me. Hadn’t tried anything untoward at all.

      “I’m going to teleport us now.” His voice rumbled over me like the low, soothing roar of a wave crashing in the dark. “Put your arms around me, Miss Constantine. Hold tight. Stay close.”

      I did as he commanded. Holding him felt just as right as being held did. As we clung to each other and the world around us blurred, a small heat pulsed through my core.

      It made me wonder if this was finally the moment when things between us would finally change.

      Harshing believed in power. Sought it out. Made it his.

      In Mag Mell, he wasn’t my headmaster anymore. I wasn’t his student, either.

      In Mag Mell, I was a princess—as close to political power as a woman in my position could possibly get.

      When the world came back into focus again, it arrived with bright colors, a clamor of noises and new smells. Bright reds blended into intense yellows. Trumpets bared against the heavy thudding of drums. Fragrant floral perfumes mingled with cloying red-wine sweetness and savory, roasted meat.

      We’d materialized together in a stone courtyard covered in vibrant flowers and lush greenery. Brownies flocked to us, bearing golden trays laden with ripe fruit and urging us to take silver goblets of wine.

      “Wow.” I plucked a deep purple grape from one of the Brownies’ trays and raised it to my lips as I lifted my eyes to the skies. Massive gilded spires towered all around us. From the peak of each one, a silver flag fluttered, emblazoned with a golden sun. In the distance, I spotted two huge, winged creatures approaching. Dragons. “This is Mag Mell, then?”

      “More or less. Don’t eat that.” Harshing took the grape from my fingers just before I bit down on it. “Don’t eat anything here unless I tell you it’s safe.”

      “Oh.” I frowned as he tossed the grape aside and shooed the Brownies away. “Why not?”

      Maybe this was some new, bizarre Beyond rule—like not saying thank you. The grape certainly hadn’t looked sinister, anyway.

      “Because court is an environment that runs on treachery and blood. Poisoning is a favored form of eliminating enemies. And there are Fae here who know how to shield their machinations well enough to fool even an intuition as keen as yours.”

      “I see.” I guessed I’d have to wait to eat until we were done. “Well… It’s beautiful here, at least.”

      “I should hope so.” He offered me his arm and I curled my fingers around it. “I built most of it myself.”

      “You built this place?”

      “Designed and constructed it.” Harshing guided me through the courtyard toward a tall set of golden doors. They reminded me of the ones that Ash, Heather and I had found in the Shade—the ones we’d passed through to learn who we really were. “Mag Mell was mostly ancient ruins when King Solis chose the move the capital here following the Slaughter. I remade it in the hopes that it would become the center of art and innovation that Avalon never was.”

      “I didn’t realize that you did…that.”

      Though, should I really have been so surprised? Harshing was a powerful Transit. I suspected there wasn’t much he couldn’t do.

      “Before I became headmaster of the Academy, I was quite the architect,” he explained. “Many favor the royal palace here—the Solis Occasum—as my best work…though, I’ve always preferred my landscaping, truth be told.”

      “You are quite the gardener.” I smiled as he paused to cup a white rose from a climbing vine in his hand.

      For a man who’d once threatened to unmake me just for being difficult, he could be surprisingly gentle. When he wanted to be.

      “You haven’t been put off of roses yet, have you?” he asked.

      “No,” I replied immediately. With firmness. “Professor Douglas may have spent all last semester sending them to me…but he doesn’t deserve the right to ruin them.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Harshing snapped the white rose off a few inches down the vine, then tucked its stem behind my ear. “For you. For courage.”

      “Do you think I need courage today?”

      “Everyone needs courage when they’re walking to the jaws of a beast.” As he nestled the petals into my blonde waves, he gave me a small, rare smile. “Even princesses.”

      “What about headmasters?”

      Harshing laughed. “Once, maybe. But now…I know the jaws of this beast very well.”
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      Harshing drew me into the palace on his arm. There were so many twists and turns, I didn’t know how he didn’t get lost inside its corridors. But he moved with confidence, like he knew exactly where he was headed.

      Considering that he’d built this place, Harshing probably already knew every secret the Solis Occasum had to offer.

      Through a window in the quiet, high-ceilinged hall outside King Solis’ courtroom, I saw Ash and Romin arrive. Those dragons I’d spotted on the horizon hadn’t been real dragons after all. When they shifted back to their original forms, the Brownies hurried to them with cloaks to cover up in and relieved Ash of her bag. I could see Somerville’s fluffy calico head poking out of it, yowling furiously as he was carried away.

      A little while later, they joined Harshing and me, freshly clad in elegant clothes that matched the colors of their signs: Aries red for Romin; for Ash, Aquarius blue. Romin looked tense, but self-assured. Ash was clearly trying to mirror his confidence…but I wasn’t sure I was buying it.

      Not that I blamed her. I was nervous, too.

      Harshing and Romin exchanged curt nods while Ash and I traded quiet hellos. Speaking out loud felt…taboo somehow. Even our whispers echoed so loudly here in the hall, they might as well have been shouts.

      Instead, I focused hard on pushing a few words of encouragement telepathically into Ash’s mind.

      It’s all going to be okay, you know.

      Ash gave me a tense smile and shrugged. I hope so. I’d be less nervous if Heather was here.

      I glanced around, then furrowed my brow. Why isn’t she here? I thought we were all doing this together. Do you think—

      Harshing’s voice echoed across my mind, cutting me off mid-thought: Ladies. Might I remind you that you’re far from the only people in this castle capable of telepathy right now?

      From the way Ash jumped, I know she must have heard it, too.

      Okay, then. No talking—not even telepathically.

      In the end, we settled for hooking our pinky fingers together as the doors to the court room swung open.

      Together, with Harshing on one side and Romin on the other, we entered the belly of the beast.

      The room was massive. It had a high, domed ceiling that reminded me of the Astrolabe back on campus at the Academy. Only instead of the Astrolabe’s four tables, the room was arranged with thrones in a large circle all around.

      Every seat bore a body. A member of the High Court. And with every step we took, the pressure of every set of eyes was on us.

      To our left, an elderly woman seated on a bronze throne gave me a wink as we passed. Her grizzled grey hair was shaved on the sides, revealing goat-horn tattoos on her scalp that matched Flint’s.

      High Lady Hale, Harshing’s voice whispered across my mind. Flint’s grandmother.

      There were twenty-four thrones around the outside of the room total. I spotted a man who looked like a much older version of Sloan sitting on one of the black chairs, and a couple who bore a striking resemblance to Jules sitting on the silver ones—House Cancer. Romin’s parents, I knew, were the man and woman on the Aries thrones. And there, in one of the golden Leo seats, was Kiara Leone’s father—sneering at me and Ash like we’d brought in some foul smell along with us.

      In the center of the room, there was one more throne placed. This one was at least two times larger than all the rest.

      To fit the massive body that sat slumped on its cushions, it had to be.

      King Solis. My father. My real one. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but…

      I kept my face carefully composed and focused my magic as a shield around my mind before I allowed myself to process anything I felt about the man sitting on his pedestal before us.

      I had to make sure that no one inside the High Court could look into my mind—lest the realized how much the sight of the King disgusted me.

      His tunic was filthy, stained with grease and wine. Its hem didn’t even come close to covering the pallid, purple-streaked skin that sagged around his bulbous, hairy belly. The laces of his breeches were undone. His boots had been kicked off and left on the floor next to the throne, allowing him to air out the gnarled yellow toenails and bleeding sores of his sockless royal feet.

      This was the man who’d severed the ties of fate that had bound Harshing and my mother.

      This was the man who’d unleashed the Unseelie onto Beyond.

      King Solis’ face itself, I could only glimpse in flashes. When it wasn’t obscured by his giant goblet of wine, it was hidden behind a huge turkey leg he was gnawing at listlessly. Frankly, I was surprised he managed to lift either of his hands at all.

      Heavy lies the head that wears the crown, as the saying went—and from the way my father’s crown was slumped low and off to one side, he looked like the moment he stopped guzzling or chewing, he was going to fall asleep.

      He made no sign that he’d even noticed Ash or me.

      As we approached King Solis, a tall, slender bald man emerged from behind the king’s throne. He was dressed in long, blue Aquarius robes. His thin lips and narrow nose were razor-sharp—a stark contrast to his wide, bulging eyes.

      “I am Lord Vermir Anguis. Personal mage of the king,” the bald man declared, placing his hand on the king’s sloped, beefy shoulder. “Announce yourselves before High Royal Majesty.”

      I looked to Harshing, hoping for more telepathic commentary. If Lord Anguis was the king’s personal mage…was this the man who’d opened the portal to allow the Unseelie into Beyond?

      Harshing was silent, though. Whatever he had to say about Lord Anguis was apparently too risky to communicate even silently right now. As Ash and Romin stepped forward, Harshing held me back.

      I guessed we were letting them go first.

      “My High Lords and Ladies. My Lord Anguis. My King,” Romin said in his best speech-giving voice. “I come to you on behalf of House Aries, of the Castillo and Zalazar families of the High Fae…and on behalf of the future of realm. May I present my betrothed—the Princess Aisling Solis of House Aquarius, lost heir to the throne of Beyond.”

      “Princess?” Lord Anguis pulled a face. “The girl already claims a title she hasn’t earned?”

      “Princess Aisling has earned her title, Lord Anguis,” Romin countered. “The blood of our beloved and valiant King runs through her veins.”

      Our beloved and valiant King chose that moment to rip the loudest fart I’d ever heard in my life. It echoed through the court room like the firing of a flabby canon—and no one so much as winced.

      That told me everything I needed to know about how my father ran his court. The phrase the Emperor wears no clothes flashed through my brain—though, in this case, I guessed it was a matter of the King takes no Bean-o.

      “Does a princess allow the son of a mere High Lord and Lady to speak on her behalf?” Lord Anguis asked as the sound of the fart continued to reverberate around the room.

      Ash composed herself better I thought she would. As she addressed Lord Anguis, she kept her shoulders back and her head held high.

      “A princess is happy to hear all her subjects speak.”

      Lord Anguis narrowed his eyes. “Come forward, girl. Kneel before your king and tell us what you have to say for yourself.”

      “I have plenty to say for myself, Lord Anguis,” Ash said diplomatically. “What exactly was your question, though? I must have missed it.”

      Lord Anguis gaped at her a moment, then scowled. “I—I demand—”

      “Ah, Lord Anguis. You and your demands.” Harshing moved forward, and I fell into step at his side. It was our turn, now. “My King. I present to you the Princess Annalace Solis of House Pisces. Another Lost One. Another found.”

      I let my hand slip from Harshing’s arm as I approached the throne, dipping down into a low, perfect curtsy. A show of great reverence that I didn’t even come close to feeling in my heart for a father I would have preferred not to meet at all.

      But at least I knew what I was doing right now. Harshing and I had practiced all of this carefully. I had the words memorized so well, I could focus on making them slip off my tongue just right.

      “I am grateful to return to my rightful place at your side, father.” I said it like I meant it. It sounded genuine, too. Then, I added our family’s motto: “We shine bright as sun.”

      This, at least, Anguis didn’t sneer at. Instead, he looked utterly stunned.

      “Impossible,” he hissed.

      “Is it?” Harshing came to my side and helped me up out of my cursty. I was grateful for that—as low as I’d bowed, it would have been difficult to get back upright on my own.

      “Of course it is. Annalace Solis was slaughtered with her mother when the traitors of the Sanguilunae and the Shame of House Aquarius welcomed the Unseelie to our land.” As Anguis spoke, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the strangest thing trotting along the outer edges of the court room: a shaggy black dog the size of a small bear. Huh. Anguis didn’t seem to have noticed it, though. He was too busy spitting indignantly in Harshing’s direction. “This girl is an impostor, Oberon. How dare you—”

      “Your claims are unverified, Lord Anguis,” Harshing’s voice dripped with dismissal. Maybe even outright boredom. “The body of Annalace Solis was never found. Unless, my Lord, you are aware of something that rest of us are not?”

      Lord Anguis’ eyes bulged as he opened his mouth to respond—but suddenly, he seemed to think better of whatever he was going to say. Meanwhile, over by the green House Taurus thrones, the shaggy black dog was nudging at the Taurus Lord’s knee. The High Lord rubbed the dog behind the ears and murmured something to it. Then, abruptly, the dog turned and trotted away.

      Strange.

      “My King, with your leave, I will test the blood of these so-called heirs here before this very court,” Lord Anguis said haughtily. “Then, we shall see if either of these girls really is a true-born heir—or, as I suspect, if they are merely opportunistic fakes.”

      King Solis half-heartedly waved his turkey leg and paused in the slurping of his wine to grunt a simple reply: “Hrrrn.”

      “Your magnanimity is light and warmth itself, my King. Now, should these girls be true heirs of the House Solis Royale, no harm shall come to them by any member of the High Court or Sanguilunae for the entirety of our King’s eternal reign,” Lord Anguis assured us. He drew a glove from his pocket and pulled it onto his left hand. It looked like the one Professor Zephyr had for her athame—like the one that whoever had killed Kiara Leone had used to frame Ash for Kiara’s murder. “If, however, they are petty impostors here to grasp at the meager straws of our hope—”

      “You’ve pontificated enough, Lord Anguis,” a brash female voice called out. I turned to see that High Lady Hale had risen from her throne. “Test them and get it over with. I’ve just celebrated my hundred-and-tenth birthday, I shouldn’t have to remind you. I doubt I’m much longer for this world as-is, and I’d like to know how this plays out before I keel over dead.”

      Anguis glared daggers at High Lady Hale—but she glared her daggers back even harder.

      He sighed, defeated, then bowed his head and drew a dagger from a sheath at his hip. No—not a dagger. An athame. “Fine. Let us begin. Unless, of course, there are even more ruffians planning to emerge from the woodwork?”

      There was brief silence. Then, a deep, proud bark cracked through the air.

      “WOOF!”

      This time, when I turned, I found the shaggy black dog standing behind us, facing the doors. A second later, those doors burst open to reveal Heather and Professor Blackford.

      Neither of them looked happy to be here—but better late than never, I supposed.

      “Zarya Solis. Daughter of Renya Scorpio and the King,” Blackford barked. He marched forward with Heather trailing behind, pausing only to ruffle the black dog’s fur. “Test her too—and careful with that dagger of yours when you do it, Anguis. You know who I am. If you hurt her…well. I don’t need to make threats.”

      “Danye Blackford!” Anguis yelped, stumbling back several steps. “You—you were banished from this palace for your atrocities against the crown.”

      “Yeah, I kinda recall something like that too.” Blackford shrugged. “But if anyone wants to try me in combat again… Any takers?”

      The court room was silent. For several long seconds, it felt like no one dared to so much as move—not even High Lord Rayner.

      “I think we all recall what happened the last time the High Lords and Ladies attempted such a feat.” Harshing broke the silence before it dragged on for any longer. “Test the girls, Anguis. Let’s get this over with.”

      Anguis’ so-called test occurred right there before the entire court. With his athame, he sliced each of our palms. Being touched by the iron of the blade hurt far more than it should have—it seared like I was being branded on top of being cut.

      Anguis collected our blood in three vials. To each of them, he added a single drop of the King’s blood—collected from one of the open sores on the King’s calloused feet.

      It was nauseating. But in the end, as the King’s blood was added to the vials, it paid off.

      One by one, the vials turned color—from red to a glowing, regal gold.

      High Lady Hale was the first to applaud. What she started, the other High Lords and Ladies had no choice but to join in on. As the court erupted into thunderous clapping and even a few cheers, I let out a breath of relief.

      It was a good sign. The gold must have meant we were trueborn.

      King Solis was really our father—and we were really his daughters.

      Not that the King seemed to have noticed at all. I didn’t understand how he’d ever had the wherewithal to carry out any of the misdeeds of his past. His three long-lost daughters were standing before him right now, and all he did was chomp at his turkey leg and slurp at his wine.

      He didn’t care who we were at all.

      “The court…has no choice but to accept the validity of Aisling, Annalace and Zarya Solis as King Solis’ heirs,” Lord Anguis grumbled as the applause died down. “Your Highnesses…we welcome your presence here in Mag Mell.”

      “In that case, Your Majesty…” Romin said as he stepped forward. He took a knee before the king and bowed his head low. “I’ve asked the Princess Aisling to marry me. If it pleases the King, I would be honored to have your blessing.”

      There was a long silence, broken only when the King belched in lieu of a response.

      “I guess that counts,” Ash grumbled out of the corner of her mouth.

      “Good.” Blackford grabbed Heather by her elbow and moved to turn for the door. The dog bounced alongside him, “In that case—c’mon. Lets go.”

      “A moment, Blackford. Romin Castillo’s request raises an interesting point.” All of the annoyance in Anguis’ voice was quickly being siphoned out, leaving only a gleeful kind of menace in its wake. “Beyond’s line of succession has been barren for far too long. If any of these princesses intend to serve as our King’s heir, they’ll need to prove themselves capable of bearing an heir themselves.”

      My eyes went wide. I blinked several times, taking that information in.

      What Anguis was demanding was…ridiculous. It was madness. Demanding that we get pregnant immediately, just to secure the line of succession…

      It was wrong.

      I expected Blackford to have something to snarl back at Lord Anguis for that announcement—but instead, to my surprise, Harshing spoke first.

      “The King has been separated from his daughters for a very long time, Lord Anguis.” Harshing moved forward slowly, placing his body in front of mine. “I would be remiss if I failed to remind him that the girls are still very young. The Princess Zarya has only recently had her nineteenth birthday. The Princesses Aisling and Annalace haven’t yet turned twenty. There will be plenty of time to secure the Solis family line. Right now, they would benefit from completing their studies and learning the ways of court.”

      Relief flooded through me. He was right. Of course he was. At some point, down the line, I knew I’d need to have an heir if I wanted to be Queen. If I was lucky, it would be Harshing’s. Now, more than ever, I felt how protective he was over me. With his body, he was even shielding me from being in Anguis’ line of sight.

      But getting pregnant right now…no. I still had so much to learn about Beyond and magic and the Fae.

      This was no time for that.

      Surely Anguis would be able to see the reason in Harshing’s words—even if the King himself didn’t notice anything beyond whatever he was currently shoving into his mouth.

      “You speak out of turn, Oberon. I would be remiss if I failed to remind you that the King’s word is final,” Anguis said, clearly pleased with himself. He hadn’t been moved by anything that Harshing had just said in the least.

      “Does a king allow a court mage to speak on his behalf?” Harshing snapped—parroting a version of Anguis’ own words back at him.

      Slowly, a wide, toothy smile spread across Lord Anguis’ thin lips. “He does. And Our word is law.”
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      I was used to things in Beyond devolving into clusterfucks. It was sort of the entire vibe of this realm.

      During my Hearkening, when I’d entered the Fade to prove myself worthy of attending the Academy, I’d been attacked by a rogue Virgo and nearly killed. I’d been tricked into forming an ancient blood pact with Sloan Rayner and targeted for death by the Order of the Veil. On multiple occasions, I’d been framed for murder.

      This, I’d decided, was just how Beyond worked. You went into something thinking that it’d be a total breeze, in-and-out, no big deal.

      You came out of it totally fucked.

      As the King was carried away by a fleet of Brownies on a massive palanquin and the High Lords and Ladies filed out of the court room, I knew that’s what Ash, Lace and I all were now: utterly screwed.

      “The King’s throwing them to the fucking wolves,” Blackford said in a low growl.

      “No. He’s throwing them to the lions and the centaurs and the bulls—and all the rest of the zodiac, for that matter,” said Harshing. “You’ll be marrying Miss Blakely shortly, I presume?”

      Blackford snorted and gripped my elbow in his large, calloused hand. “Never said that.”

      “Taking offers for suitors, then?” Harshing asked.

      “Never said that either. C’mon, Trouble.” Blackford whistled for Argos, the black dog that he claimed was his familiar, then started dragging me toward the exit. “We got what we came for. Let’s get out of here before things get even worse.”

      I shot a glance over my shoulder at Ash and Lace as I stumbled after Blackford. Argos trotted along with us, weaving his way between our legs.

      Ash’s face was pale. Her eyes were wide, like she was in shock. I couldn’t blame her. She’d just gone from being forced into marriage with Romin to being told she’d need to have a baby with him—as soon as possible. With the way he had his arm wrapped possessively around her waist, it looked like he planned on getting started as soon as he could.

      Lace, of course, was playing the stoic—per usual. She kept her head held high and her face fixed with a neutral expression, the same way she always did when she was being put through hell. What kind of hell she felt like she was in right now, though…it was hard to tell. That would depend on who she’d have to marry and get knocked up by, probably. Harshing obviously already has his claws dug into her.

      Maybe it’d be him.

      It was hard to know exactly how either of them felt about all this without talking to them. Blackford had warned me on the way in that telepathic communication here in the palace was a bad idea. Too many shifty Libras lurking around, gathering information for their High Lords and Ladies. But it would have been nice, at least, to have a moment to talk to them. To make sure they were okay.

      I’d never had real friends before Ash and Lace. Or sisters, for that matter.

      I sure as hell wasn’t going to leave without saying goodbye.

      “Can you wait a minute?” I asked Blackford as we approached the door. “I want to check in with Ash and Lace before we go.”

      “Sorry, Trouble. No time. We’ve got somewhere to be.”

      “Then we can get there when I’m done,” I insisted, tearing my arm free of his grip. “I’m not leaving without saying goodbye.”

      I ran back to them, pulling Ash free from Romin’s clutches and roping an arm around Lace’s neck.

      “Whatever happens next, just remember…” I started, but the rest of the words stuck in my throat. I swallowed hard, then squeezed them both a little tighter. “Don’t be idiots. Stay safe. Okay?”

      What I meant was that I loved them.

      But they shouldn’t have needed for me to say it to know it was true.
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        * * *

      

      Blackford, Argos and I left Mag Mell the same way we’d arrived: by portal through the Shade. Professor Zephyr was waiting for us in an alley just beyond the palace with a furrow in her brow and her athame in hand.

      “Sounds like you two made the quite the impression today,” she said.  “The whole capital is already buzzing with the news.”

      As we approached, she slipped my school bag off her shoulder and held it out to me. When I grabbed it, the bag wriggled for a moment, then Banshee popped his head out from beneath the flap. He licked his jaws happily, stinking a little like wet cat food.

      At least while Zephyr had been watching him, I knew he’d been well fed.

      Zephyr wore a simple tan headscarf and matching robes, which meant she was going undercover as a Virgo for this exchange. As one-half of the King’s previous mage team, she was too recognizable here in her Aquarius blues.

      Blackford and I were in disguise, too. As soon as we left the palace, Blackford had draped us both in Capricorn bronze cloaks with heavy hoods to hide our faces with. High Lord Rayner was surely keeping an eye out for Blackford’s next move now that he knew we were here in Mag Mell—and if the city was already beginning to gossip about the return of the Lost Ones, we didn’t need any attention from potential admirers, either.

      This was the price I had to pay for the protection of the throne: unless I stayed in disguise, pretty soon I’d never be able to go anywhere unnoticed ever again.

      “I need a portal to Vincere Tenebras,” Blackford said as Argos sniffed around the hem of Zephyr’s robes. “We need to get out of Mag Mell before this day gets any worse.”

      “Are you sure Vincere Tenebras is a wise destination, Dayne?” Zephyr asked.

      “Oh, I know it’s not,” Blackford assured her. “Can you get us there anyway?”

      Zephyr nodded, gave Argos and obligatory pat on the head, then guided us down the alleyway to a place where it branched off into an even narrower path. She carved out the portal in the mouth of the smaller backstreet. It was a place of transition—somewhere that the Veil was thin enough to part.

      “Be careful, Heather,” Zephyr said almost fondly as Argos bounded through the shimmering air, disappearing into the Fade.

      “I’m always careful.” I forced myself to smirk like I was confident, even though I was currently feeling anything but.

      Zephyr laughed and took a step back. “You keep telling yourself that, my dear.”
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        * * *

      

      This time, the Shade presented itself as a dark, dense forest. Off in the distance, I could hear the shouts and explosions of a great battle—but whoever was fighting, they were too far away to see.

      Banshee snored gently in my knapsack as Blackford and Argos walked ahead of me. A silence hung heavy in the air, broken only when Argos spotted birds in the trees to bark at.

      The longer we walked for, the more unbearable that silence became.

      “What’re you doing?” Blackford turned and snapped as I moved to a boulder near the edge of the path and plunked myself down on it.

      “Taking a break.” I threw the hood of my bronze cloak back and raked my fingers through my dark hair, teasing out the tangles that I’d amassed so far on our journey with a deliberate casualness.

      Blackford scowled. “We don’t have time for a break, Trouble.”

      “Well, I’m tired.” I slipped my feet out of my boots next. My arches were tense. We’d been walking for a long while. I massaged them hard with my thumbs, silently begging the tension to let up just a little. “So I’m going to rest.”

      Blackford glanced up at the darkness down the path ahead. His scowl deepened. “We’re not far now. You can rest when we get there.”

      “I don’t where there is.” I knew Blackford thought I was a brat, but as far as I was concerned, that was justified right now.

      I’d stayed silent and done as I was told as Blackford dragged me around like his favorite chew toy and kept me in the dark for too long.

      “Alright.” Blackford growled with annoyance and dropped to his knees in front of me. He took my foot out of my hands and rubbed it with his much stronger fingers. Finally, just a little bit, the soreness in my arches started to melt away. “How about you tell me what’s really wrong.”

      I winced as his fingers found a particularly big knot between my tendons.

      I had to hand it to him—he might’ve been a surly prick, but at least he wasn’t an oblivious one.

      “We haven’t talked about what the King said today,” I said, broaching the topic with care.

      “The King said something? I sure as hell didn’t hear it.”

      “About me getting married. About me…having a child.” There. Now, it was out in the open. He had to know how difficult that was for me to do—but what other choice did I have? We couldn’t just keep trudging through the Shade with a big, honking elephant thundering along with us.

      “Those were Anguis’ words,” said Blackford. “Not the King’s.”

      “So you’re really not gonna marry me.”

      He glanced up at me. His silver eyes flashed like a warning. “Do you really want to be married?”

      “No.” I set my jaw and looked away. “I don’t want to be some man’s property or baby-maker. Especially not just because some creepy baldie in a fancy bathrobe said I had to become one.”

      Blackford growled approvingly. “That’s what I thought.”

      “But it would be nice if you at least asked.”

      “Ah. So that’s what this is about.” I didn’t have to look at Blackford to see he was rolling his eyes. “You want me—what? Down on one knee, begging for you to be mine forever?” He shifted onto one knee in demonstration and dropped my foot, then grabbed my hand. “You want me to get you a ring? A big, honkin’ diamond. I’ll just slip on your pretty little finger, profess my undying love for you—maybe I’ll get a troupe of dancers to sing you a little diddy and do a stupid jig. That what you want?”

      I glanced at him, just to make sure there was no whiff of seriousness about any of this written on his face. Of course, there wasn’t—just yet another scowl.

      “I want to know what we are.” I tore my hand away from him and crossed my arms over my ribs. “We’ve been bloodbound for three full moons now—”

      “There you have it, then. That’s what we are. Bloodbound. Soulmates. Profoundly and eternally entwined in each other’s fates.”

      “—but when the moon sets and we’re done fucking, you act like I’m a package you have to haul from location to location like the most miserable postman in all the realms. You act like I’m…like I’m a nuisance to you.”

      “You are.” Blackford let me bask in the dark glow of his glare for a moment, then shoved himself to his feet and turned away.

      “Gee, Dayne. You always know just what to say.” The heat of anger flared up in my chest. A nuisance. Well, at least I knew where I stood with him now. I tugged my boots back on and hopped up off the boulder—then headed off in the opposite direction, going back the way we came. “Enjoy your big, fancy hero’s journey through the Woods of Infinite Denial. I’m going back to Mag Mell.”

      “So that’s how it’s gonna be?” He whipped around and caught my arm by the elbow, yanking me to a halt.

      “Yeah,” I turned and snarled at him. “That’s how it’s gonna be. I’m not some stuffed teddy bear you can hump when you’re horny then drag around through the mud when you’re done.” I forced a ferocious smile onto my lips and clapped him on the shoulder. “Cheer up! You’re free of your nuisance. I’ll go fuck off elsewhere now.”

      I tried to tug my arm free of his grasp, but he held tight.

      “You know why you’re a nuisance, Trouble?”

      I let out a huff of air. “Because my dying mother strapped you with the task of protecting me from evil and you’re pissed that you’re actually having to follow through with it.”

      “No.”

      I let my gaze slide up his body, from his grip on my arm all the way to the scar that cut down across one side of his face. He looked just as pissed off as I felt. At least we were on the same page there.

      But there was something else in the silvers of his eyes. A harsh glint of frustration that, for once, didn’t feel like it was directed at me at all.

      “I made a vow to your mother. That’s true. I told I’d keep you safe. I meant it,” he said. His chest rose and fell heavily, like even speaking these words was stealing all of his breath. “I’d kill for you. You’ve watched me do it. If it comes to it, I’ll die for you.”

      My scowl softened. “I never asked you for that.”

      “No, you didn’t. You asked me bind myself to you—not as your protector, but as your mate. Now, every full moon, I can’t fucking help myself but do the exact opposite of protecting you—and every time the moon sets, I’m straining against the least of my vow to your mother to keep from spreading you open and breeding you like the bitch you are.”

      “If I’m so irresistible, why fight it?” His words were sweet, sure. They told the story of a man who’d been torn apart my duty and desire. It was exactly the right thing to say—which was why I didn’t believe it. “You’re a liar, Dayne. If you think you’re playing to my ego, you can stop. I’m not moved.”

      “No?” Blackford placed his hand on my shoulder and shoved, just hard enough to make me stumble back a step.

      Rude.

      I caught myself before I fell backward, but Blackford wasn’t satisfied with that. He tugged me forward again before I could get my bearings. I tripped over my own feet as I tumbled against his chest—and into his arms.

      His lips crashed down on mine, tense and vicious. I gasped and my lungs filled with his scent. My own lips parted in surprise. Blackford took that as a go-ahead. He forced his tongue into my mouth. He even tasted like rain.

      Blackford squeezed my elbow hard, leaving no room for escape. His fingers raked through my hair, dragging roughly across my scalp. He twisted them, tugging to pull my head back further. His kiss was crushing. Conquering. With every shift of his lips or lash of his tongue against mine, he laid claim to me.

      When the kiss finally broke, we were both left panting.

      “How about now?” Blackford rasped.

      I blinked up at him, stunned. “I…might be a little moved.”

      “Yeah. That’s what I thought.” He released my abruptly, stopping just short of shoving me away. “I’m keeping my distance to keep you safe, Blakely. For as long as we’re bound together, my enemies are yours. And I’ve got a lot of enemies these days. If anything goes wrong…” He sighed, then shook his head. “I need you to still be in a position of plausible deniability. You know what that means?”

      “You’re not fucking me between the full moons so, if things go tits up, I can pretend like I never had a choice,” I whispered. Every time I tried to catch my breath, it ran even further away from me.

      “Exactly. Beyond is full of people who are gonna want to use you to get to the throne—or use you to get to me. We’re staying the fuck away from Mag Mell to prevent the former. As for the latter… We’ll see.”

      He trudged onward, with Argos bounding happily at his side once more. I gripped the strap of my bag and rushed after him. I had to jog just to keep pace.

      “Will you at least tell me where we’re going?” I pleaded breathlessly.

      “I’ll do you one better. We’re here.”

      Blackford came to a stop in front of a door in the middle of the path. It was made of dull, gnarled black wood with a silver handle. Blackford twisted the knob and shoved it open, revealing the snowy slope of a hill with vast, jagged mountains on the horizon. The wind whipped flurries around us as Argos raced through the door, barking gleefully.

      And there, nestled in the valley in front of the mountains’ rocky cliffs, was a black castle dolloped with snow on every parapet and peak.

      “Welcome to Vincere Tenebras.” Blackford grabbed my hand and pulled me through the door. “I hope you’re in the mood for a fight.”
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      “Can you stop shoving your cock up against my ass?” I grumbled as the horse ambled beneath us and Romin’s bulge rocked up and down between my cheeks.

      “Sure I can,” he said agreeably. He squeezed his arm around my waist a little tighter and scraped his stubble against the shell of my ear. “Just stop bouncing your ass against my cock.”

      Ugh. How dare he! As if it was my ass stroking his cock of its own free will! Riding the horse together through the streets of Mag Mell hadn’t even been my idea—it was his.

      The audacity of this man.

      “I can’t help it,” I growled through my teeth.

      For a few seconds, I thought maybe my words had been lost to the cheers of the crowd on either side of the street. Mag Mell’s denizens were leaning out their windows and crowded onto their balconies, waving silk handkerchiefs at us and throwing flowers.

      But then, Romin snapped the reins and the horse picked up the pace. It only jostled us together even harder—and now, I was completely certain that Romin’s cock was rock hard.

      Against my ear, I felt him smirk.

      “Then neither can I.”
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        * * *

      

      The Castillo family villa was called Vincit Omina. A fleet of Brownies had guided me to it during my first night in Mag Mell, after Lord Anguis decreed before the entire court that I’d need to produce an heir if I ever wanted to ascend to the throne.

      I still had no interest in becoming queen—not that High Lady Castillo seemed to care about that. If it was up to me, I would have happily set myself up in the royal library and shut away the entire world. Someone else could rule. All I wanted to do was live without fear and learn.

      But it wasn’t up to me.

      On one side of my room, right next to the massive canopied bed I slept in each night, there was a door. High Lady Castillo had wasted no time in informing me of where it led to: the adjoining room, where Romin slept.

      “Use it whenever you like, Your Highness,” she’d oozed at me over dinner that first night. “No need for discretion. The sooner your womb blossoms with life, the happier we’ll all be.”

      Her message should have been clear: get pregnant and we’ll all reap the benefits. But there’d been something in her voice when she said it. Something about the way she’d sipped her wine after, then smiled so coyly as she patted her lips dry.

      The happier we’ll all be, she’d said—but did that include me?

      I had a bad feeling I wouldn’t find out the answer to that question until it was already too late.

      So far, I’d been in Mag Mell for a week and the door between my room and Romin’s had remained closed. The one night I actually had knocked on it—not because I was horny, but because it would have been nice to just talk—there’d been no answer. I’d opened it a crack, just to see if he was ignoring me, but he hadn’t been there at all.

      Romin and I were rarely alone here. Even when we were together, we were being watched. Putting on a show. Back at the Academy, I’d hardly been able to get rid of the tall, smirking Aries who’d turned my life upside down. But these days, during my free time, Romin was usually elsewhere. Nowhere to be found.

      I didn’t know where he went or what he did—only that he was usually exhausted when we reconvened to start performing again. All the social theater we were doing around his mother and her allies at court was leaving me pretty wiped, too.

      I wasn’t sure that I was ready for marriage, let alone a baby. But how were we expected to have a child together when we had no time alone and were too spent at the end of every day to do anything but sleep?
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, Panties.” Romin’s voice stirred me from a bad dream. It was the same one I’d been having every night lately: being naked at court, with two dozen sets of eyes assessing my every flaw.

      I groaned and scrunched my eyes shut even tighter, turning my face and pulling the covers up over my head to shield it from the morning sun streaming in.

      Those covers were rudely torn from my clutches. Romin ripped them right off of the bed, forcing me to open my eyes and face the day.

      “Good. You’re alive.” Romin balled up the covers and tossed them across the room. “It was going to be very inconvenient for me if you were dead.”

      “What’re you doing in my room?” I tugged the edge of my silk nightie down as I scrambled into a siting position.

      “Better question: what are you still doing in bed?” He was dressed in a crisp white button-down with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows and a pair of deep red trousers, the color of blood. His dark hair was neatly swept back. Uncannily tamed. He looked like he was ready to go somewhere important—and like he wasn’t happy about it. “Get up. Get dressed. We’ve got things to do today, and we’re already late.”

      “What things?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.

      “Important ones. We’ll need to receive my parents’ vassals, House Aquarius is throwing a luncheon in your honor, there’ll be dinner with my mother and father tonight…” Romin moved to my room’s wardrobe and threw the doors open. He started rifling through the gowns inside it furiously. “And before any of that happens, we’ll need to meet with the fucking reporters.”

      “Reporters?” That word got me out of bed, at least.

      “From Beyond Gossip, the Beyond Times, and dozen other publications. They’re already swarming the reception room downstairs like mosquitoes on fresh blood.”

      “I didn’t realize we were doing a press conference today.” I slid my feet into my slippers and started raking my fingers through my hair.

      “No one did. Reporters only ever show up where they’re not expected or wanted. Everyone knows that.” Romin pulled a blue gown from the wardrobe, examined it, then threw it aside. “Do you remember anything from Professor Cadmus’ leadership class?”

      “I never got a chance to take it.” Being betrothed to Romin had put an abrupt halt to my education, much to my dismay.

      “Shit,” Romin swore. “Then we’re even worse off than I thought. Just let me do the talking.” He pulled a red gown from the closet, assessed it, then tossed it to me. “Wear this. It’s perfect.”

      “This?” I caught the gown and held it out to get a better look at it. It was floor length velvet with two ridiculously high slits up the skirt and an unfathomably low neckline. “It’s…um. Pretty revealing, don’t you think?”

      “Exactly. Wear it with these shoes.” Romin pulled out a pair of matching red velvet stilettos and bought them over to me. They looked like…well. Like stripper shoes. “The reporters will be so busy gawking at you, they won’t remember anything stupid that comes out of your mouth.”
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        * * *

      

      Romin left me to my own devices while I changed, which was surprisingly courteous of him. Or, at least, so I thought. The heels he’d chosen for me were ten inches tall. At least. Maybe more. Walking in them was impossible.

      But not as impossible as filling out the dress.

      I’d put on a few much-needed pounds since arriving in Mag Mell. Getting three square meals a day without being harassed or having to serve anyone had finally allowed all the sharp angles of my body to smooth out into proper curves.

      But in that dress, with that neckline, I would have needed to go up several cup sizes just to hold it up without having the gown slip off of me.

      Which left me with only one possible solution.

      Romin was right—the reporters weren’t going to be paying attention to anything I said at all.

      A Brownie guided me to the reception room. Two more opened the doors for me.

      As I entered, I didn’t stumble. I didn’t trip.

      I glided in and watched every jaw in the room hit the floor.

      “Aisling?” Of all the stunned faces in the room, Romin’s looked the most surprised. He stood there gawking for several long moments as I moved to his side.

      “Is there a problem, darling?” I purred. My legs moved in long, smooth strides, but the atrocious heels he’d strapped me with never even touched the floor.

      “No. No problem at all. Darling.” When he finally remembered what to do with his hands, he offered me his arm.

      I didn’t miss the way his eyes were still focused on my tits.

      Was showing up for the reporters in my Aquarius form overkill? Maybe. But since Romin wanted me by his side today in that dress while wearing those shoes, there was no other way to swing it.

      My figure was voluptuous in this form: broad hips, waspish waist, full chest, round ass. My skin glowed with the shimmer of a thousand tiny stars across my cheeks. My hair was shiny and bright. It floated around my face like I had my own personal, invisible wind machine following me around.

      I looked like an enchantress. All the great sorceresses of legend—Circe, Morgan le Fay, the Queen of Sheba—in this form, I joined their ranks.

      Romin guided me to a love seat as the Brownies arranged the reporters into a single file line. As we sat down together, he placed his hand on the small of my back, guiding me to sit right next to him. Hip to hip. Thigh to thigh. Knee to knee.

      So. He wanted me close.

      I could do that.

      I let Romin do the talking as the reporters started firing off their questions. He was a natural. He fielded everything from inquiries about our politics (“We only want to secure what’s best for Beyond.”) to plans for our honeymoon (“We’ll be doing a tour of the realm as soon as we’re wed.”) Nothing stumped him. He had every reporter chuckling along with him and eating out of the palm of his hand by the time they snapped their notebooks shut and rose from their seats.

      As for me—I turned my hips toward Romin, positioned myself attractively, and smiled for the press. Romin’s hand lingered on my knee throughout every interview. He only moved it when he was forced to, so he could shake each reporter’s hand when they were done.

      After what felt like hours, we finally reached the end of the line. The last reporter was a short, curvy woman with ruby red lips and an impressive mane of pale blonde curls.

      “Madame Lede with Beyond Gossip,” she introduced herself, sitting down across from us. “I just have one question today, actually. I’m sure everyone else has covered all the rest.”

      “Let’s hear it, then,” said Romin. He gave me a sidelong glance that trailed all the way down my body. “I’ll answer it, then Princess Aisling and I can finally get out of here.”

      I returned his glance with one of my own. The way he said get out of here had a certain energy to it. One that I found myself…not exactly opposed to.

      “The question is for Princess Aisling, actually.” Madame Lede flipped open a sparkly pink book. It must have been her grimoire. “Is that alright? I hear she’s capable of speaking for herself.”

      I blinked, then straightened. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

      “Excellent.” Madame Lede gave me vibrant grin. “I’m just wondering… I mean, it’s clear that you and your betrothed are deeply taken with each other. But as a potential future queen of Beyond, tradition dictates that you will be expected to take twelve husbands.”

      Romin’s grip tightened on my knee in an instant as my heart did a belly flop in my chest.

      “Twelve?” I blurted out without thinking. Twelve?!

      “Yes. Twelve,” Madame Lede repeated—though she didn’t need to. I’d definitely heard her right the first time. “Your father had twelve concubines. If you become queen—and you do have the strongest claim currently—of course you’ll need to do the same. With as much chemistry as you and your first husband-to-be have…Our readers will be dying to know who your picks for the other eleven are.”

      Twelve. Twelve. Twelve. The word bounced around inside my head like a ping-pong ball.

      Who else would I marry? Before the Slaughter, my father had a concubine from each sign of the zodiac.

      I wasn’t sure that I even knew a man from every sign at this point. The fact that Romin had eliminated every other man in the senior class meant I didn’t have many options. Chiron was a Sagittarius. He’d been ally to be before. When it suited him, anyway. There was Ajax and Achilles for Gemini—would I only have to marry one, or were they a package deal? Jules was a Cancer, but he was already bloodbound to Cybele. Val and Flint seemed pretty solidly together, and the only other Capricorn man I knew was Harshing. Not an option. He’d only ever been interested in Lace, anyway.

      I didn’t even know any Libra, Aquarius or Pisces men my age. The only Scorpio boy at the Academy had been Sloan Rayner—and he was very much dead.

      I glanced down at Romin’s hand on my knee. His grip was so tight, his knuckles were getting white.

      I looked to my own palm. During the first week of classes at the Academy, we’d done a palm reading exercise to find marriage lines. I had three—which was a lot less than twelve—but a lot more than one.

      My eyes met Romin’s. His gaze was locked on me, like he was awaiting my answer just as much as Madame Lede was.

      He was an asshole. A dick. A bully and a bastard. He’d gotten me into this mess in the first place.

      But he was also my soulmate. My only soulmate. And as I recalled, he didn’t like to share.

      “I understand that the ruler of Beyond traditionally has twelve parters,” I said, placing my hand on top of Romin’s. I chose my next words with care. “But I think it’s time to start honoring older traditions instead. Romin and I are soulmates, you see. What do I need twelve husbands for?” I smiled at Romin as, once again, his jaw dropped. “I’ve already met the One.”

      “I see. How fascinating.” Madame Lede snapped “Thank you, Your Highness. You’ve given me just the story I need.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant—but at least it sounded like she was appeased.

      After she’d exited, Romin and I were left in the receiving room alone.

      “Did she just thank me?” I whispered, confused.

      “It doesn’t fucking matter.” Romin turned to me, finally releasing his grip on my knee. “Come here.”

      Then, he took me into his arms.

      There was no time for me to protest. No time for me to wonder whether this was wrong or right. Even if he’d given me the opportunity to deny him—would I have?

      No. I didn’t always like Romin. But I always liked the way he felt.

      He dragged me onto his lap and tangled his fingers in my hair. His lips met mine in a desperate, hungry kiss. He tasted like wine and

      ‘Go to your room,” he breathed against my lips. “Wait for me.”

      He gave me a quick, firm parting kiss, then unwound his fingers from my hair and rose from the couch.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “To make arrangements.” He was already halfway to the door.

      “Arrangements for what?”

      “What you just told that reporter is going to piss off a lot of people. We’ll need to married right away—before any of them can do anything about it.”

      “What do you think about what I said?”

      Romin paused in the doorway and turned his head, speaking over his shoulder.

      “Go to your room and wait for me, Aisling. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
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        * * *

      

      Wait for me. Wait for me. I played that line over and over again in my head as I paced my bedroom, doing just that—waiting. Like Romin had commanded me to.

      What was I waiting on, though? I didn’t have the slightest idea.

      I spent the rest of the day napping and playing with Somerville and reading. It was the best thing about my rooms at Vincit Omina. For the first time in years, I had access to more books than I’d ever be able to read.

      Fae cozy mysteries. Dwarven thrillers. Ancient histories and biographies of all the great Kings of Beyond. I was so overwhelmed by all the options, I couldn’t even finish anything. I started one book, then placed it aside to start another, then another still.

      All day, Brownies flitted in and out with snacks and drinks for me to enjoy—fruit juices and fresh strawberries, sangria and soft cheese with crusty bread, stuffed mushrooms and red wine. I read while lounging in bed or perched on the rail of the balcony. I sprawled out in front of the fire. I nestled in a cloud of fragrant bubbles in the bath.

      It was luxury.

      It was torture.

      The vastness of options in my new personal library wasn’t the only reason I was having a hard time finishing any of the books I started.

      Wait for me.

      Romin’s last words to me from earlier that morning never strayed far from my mind.

      Just when I thought he might never come back at all, I heard a sound come from behind the door to Romin’s room. It could have been the Brownies, I supposed—cleaning up after him, maybe?

      I placed my book aside. Quietly, I walked to the door and pressed my ear to it. I held my breath.

      The footsteps were distinct: a single pair. Too heavy to be a Brownie’s. As I listened close, I could even pick out a familiar cadence in them.

      Romin was back.

      And here I was, still waiting.

      I curled my fingers into a soft fist and raised it to the door, then hesitated.

      Should I knock? He’d said to wait for him, but I’d been waiting for him all day. We hadn’t gotten a chance to discuss any of what had happened earlier.

      We hadn’t gotten a chance to talk about that kiss.

      I set my jaw and made a decision.

      Yes, I would knock. I was done waiting on Romin. I was too on edge to do anything else right now. If he kept me waiting all night, I wouldn’t be able to sleep.

      But just before my knuckles struck the wood, the door swung open.

      And there was Romin. Shirtless. Breathless. A dark hunger burned in his whiskey-colored eyes as his gaze locked on my own.

      “Aisling,” he panted. “I can’t wait anymore.”

      I opened my mouth to remind him that I was the one who’d been doing all the waiting, but he stifled anything I might’ve said in reply with a fierce, desperate kiss.

      With his tongue against mine, Romin shoved his way into my room. He kicked the door shut behind him, then whirled our bodies around and threw me against it. His hands captured my wrists, pulling them up and pinning them over my head. The grinding of his hips held my body in place. Through his breeches, his cock was stiff against my stomach as his kisses dragged across my cheek and moved to my ear.

      “You were perfect today,” he growled. “Clever. Courageous. Well-spoken. Fucking beautiful.”

      “Romin,” I gasped back. His voice sent a ripple of intensity shattering through me. It prickled my skin and made my heart pound like a brutal drum. “What are you—”

      “Say you’ll have me, Aisling.” He took the curve of my ear between his teeth and bit down—but stopped before I was forced to follow his order because he’d used my name. “No. Wait. Say you want me—but only if it’s true.”

      Fuck.

      He could have made me fuck him. He could have made me say yes. He nearly had.

      Maybe that would have been easier. My pussy was already beginning to gush for him. My clit was swollen with need. My body wanted him—demanded that I have him inside me immediately, right now, no matter the cost.

      But now, he was making me think—and thanks to the effect Romin had on my body, my brain had just turned to mush.

      “Ash?” Romin released my wrists and eased back. With his fingertips, he swept a lock of my hair away from my face. “Are you alright?”

      “I…” I took a deep breath, then closed my eyes as I slowly released it. “I do want you, Romin. You…you should know better by that now.” My brow furrowed. I opened my eyes. “But…not tonight.”

      “Ah. I…understand.” Romin dropped his hand away from my face and took a step back. “I’ve mistreated you. From the moment we first met… I’ve been an ass. I know I have been. I won’t apologize for it.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      Bitterly, Romin smiled. “The truth is, I did it because I liked watching your temper flare. I liked knowing it was me who made you burn.”

      “And you know that I…sort of like that, too.” I laughed and reached out for him, taking his hand in mine. “You have been an ass, Romin. But that’s not why I’m saying no tonight.”

      He stared down at our intertwined fingers in confusion. “Then why?”

      “I haven’t done this before.” With my free hand, I pointed between Romin and myself. “I’m a virgin, Romin.”

      “I know that, too. I know all your secrets.” His eyes sought out mine again. “Do you not want to lose it to me?”

      “You’re a bad guesser. It’s not that either,” I said. “Maybe it’s silly…but we’ll be married soon, won’t we?”

      “The preparations are already underway. Everything should be ready by tomorrow night,” Romin said. “Then, the next morning, you’ll be walking down the aisle.”

      So soon. A night, a day, and a night was all that stood between Romin and me becoming husband and wife.

      “We’ve held off for so long already,” I said. “I want my first time to be with my husband. With you. On our wedding night.”

      A long silence followed. Romin raised his eyes to the ceiling, like he was asking some unknown god for strength. Then, he sighed.

      “It’s not silly,” he assured me. “It’s…infuriating. Devastating. But not silly. Except for the fact that I’m going to be saying my vows with the biggest set of blue balls you’ve ever seen.”

      “I’ve seen an awful lot of your balls,” I reminded him. “They’ve never looked that blue to me.”

      “I should hope not.” He raised his hand to my cheek again. His fingers hesitated for a moment before he made contact, stroking down the curve of my face gently. “Today, more than ever, I saw who you really are. The way you handled that reporter…it was strategic. Selfless.”

      I shrugged, poorly accustomed to flattery from Romin. “It was honest.”

      “It was insane. The way you held yourself… I sat there thinking, That’s exactly the woman I’ve always wanted.” He pressed his palm firmly to my cheek and turned my face up toward his. “For you, Aisling, I would wait eternities. I’ve been waiting for you all my life.” He smirked. “I think I can manage a few more nights.”

      I closed my eyes again and leaned into his touch. He let me for a few seconds before he slid his thumb down my cheek and settled it into the center of my lower lip.

      “I just need you to know…” He dragged his thumb downward, parting my lips slightly, then dove in to steal one more kiss. When he broke it, his breath was hot against my mouth. “Once you’re mine, I’m not holding back like this again.”
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      The news of Ash’s new wedding date hit the capital like a bullet to the chest. By the time Beyond Gossip published its piece about Ash’s plans to only take one husband if she became queen, Mag Mell had already exploded into a carnage of red flowers and banners to announce the change of plans.

      By tomorrow night, Romin would be Ash’s husband. They were rushing forward with their wedding like there wasn’t a minute to waste.

      I was worried for her. How could I not be? I knew she and Romin had some kind of…something going on. Like Heather always said: Ash only ever liked men who were mean to her. Privately, I suspected it was because she got off on the chance to be mean to them right back.

      But would she still like it when the man being mean to her was her own husband? I wished I could talk to her and ask her myself. Harshing had sent a dozen messengers over to Vincit Omina, where Ash was staying, inviting her for tea, but every one of them had come back unopened.

      That was the other reason I was worried for her.

      It felt like Romin and her new “family” were trying to cut her off from the rest of the world.

      While Harshing and I took breakfast on the balcony of his villa, Aere Perennius, I watched him flick through the latest issue of Beyond Gossip. A moving illustration of Romin with a very busty, glamorous-looking Ash on his arm dominated the front cover, along with a quote: What do I need twelve husbands for? I’ve already met the One.

      “Your sister is either a very bold girl,” Harshing murmured as he peered at the pages, “or a very stupid one.”

      “Ash isn’t stupid.” I dropped a lump of sugar into my tea with a pair of tiny silver tongs then stirred it with my teaspoon. “What makes you say that?”

      “The ruler of Beyond takes twelve concubines for a reason, Miss Constantine. Traditionally, from the twelve most powerful houses of the High Fae.” Harshing closed Beyond Gossip and set it aside. “It provides the throne with protection from the ambitions and machinations of High Court.”

      “Because no one wants to kill off the spouse of their daughter or son?” I guessed.

      “Because everyone hopes that the concubine from their zodiac house will provide the next heir to the throne. Your sisters should both be taking suitors from all twelve of the signs. Miss Blakely has no move to take any suitors at all. Now that Miss Hargrave has made it clear she has no intention of taking additional suitors either…” Harshing sighed. “This has complicated many things.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “Miss Blakely is bloodbound to Dayne Blackford. Even if they do not marry, she has inherited all of his enemies—High Lord Rayner chief among them. Blackford was already persona non grata in Beyond long before he killed Lord Rayner’s son. With Sloan’s death, Blackford’s social standing has only worsened—and Miss Blakely is in more danger than ever.”

      “You think that High Lord Rayner will hurt Heather?”

      “I think he’s already started trying,” Harshing confessed. “Madame Desrosier’s shop was broken into the week before we came here to Mag Mell. The body of a Sanguilunae member was found decapitated on Academy grounds near a shattered bottle of Dayne Blackford’s essence.”

      “Heather mentioned that to Ash and me,” I admitted. “She said she was attacked.”

      “I’m sure she was. That incident will be far from the last. If Miss Blakely was accepting suitors, the support and interests of other High Fae families might help her stand a chance against Rayner and the Sanguilunae…but even then, her bond with Blackford wouldn’t be working in her favor.”

      “Heather’s tough. And Blackford is…Blackford.” If there was anyone in Beyond who was on the same don’t-fuck-with-me standing with Harshing, it was Blackford. “At least Ash doesn’t have enemies like High Lord Rayner.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. She’s still believed to be primary murderer of High Lord Leone’s daughter. He won’t soon forget about that. Worse, Romin Castillo killed eleven sons of powerful Fae families during his time at the Academy. He’ll have enemies of his own too.” Harshing tapped the cover of Beyond Gossip. “Miss Hargrave has pleased Romin Castillo with this interview, no doubt, but in doing so, she’s snubbed the leaders of the other eleven signs. I don’t imagine her new mother-in-law will be pleased with Miss Hargrave now, either.”

      “Why not? If Ash becomes queen, Romin will be her only husband. I thought High Lady Castillo would like that.”

      “You forget that High Lord Castillo has a bastard son running around,” Harshing said. “One born of an affair with his own soulmate. Were soulmates to become en vogue once more, Romin’s father might choose to bring his soulmate out of exile and set High Lady Castillo aside.”

      I frowned. That really was bad news, then. Pissing off your future mother-in-law right before the wedding didn’t seem like a good move for anyone. Especially not someone in as precarious of a position here in Beyond as Ash was.

      “Will we be taking offers for suitors?” I asked, pushing my worries about Ash aside for a moment. I had no way of contacting her right now, anyway.

      “Of course we will, Miss Constantine.”

      My frown deepened as my heart fell. “Oh.”

      Suitors. A lot of them, probably. If Harshing thought that Ash and Heather were making mistakes in their love lives right now, I could be certain that we wouldn’t be doing the same.

      “You’re disappointed,” Harshing remarked, spreading butter across a point of toast.

      “I’m…surprised,” I said, taking care to keep my tone level. Now that I knew Harshing was planning on arranging for me to be married, I was interested to see how he planned on factoring himself into all of this.

      “Surprised? You shouldn’t be.”

      “No? Last I checked, I was yours.” It was what we’d agreed upon when I asked Harshing to bring me here to Mag Mell—though nothing had come of it yet. He’d been perfectly gentlemanly towards me ever since we’d arrived. He hadn’t even taken my blood. “But now, it’s clear that’s changed. I’m wondering why.”

      “Did you hear nothing I just said, Miss Constantine?” Harshing leaned forward and tossed his piece of toast aside. It skidded across Ash and Romin’s animated forms on the cover of Beyond Gossip, butter side down. “If you intend to become queen, the men you choose as your husbands won’t just be your concubines. They’ll help secure your place on the throne. For that to happen…You cannot be mine. At least, not in the way you wish to be.”

      My chest crushed inward. I fought against it with every breath. Part of me felt like he’d played me—but another, more significant part of me still hoped that this was all part of Harshing’s master scheme.

      Maybe he knew something I didn’t.

      Maybe he’d looked ahead and seen something beyond the coming storm.

      “If you won’t have me, why did you say I was yours?” There was an edge in my voice now, even though I didn’t mean to put it there.

      “I didn’t say you weren’t mine.”

      My eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Just a few weeks ago, I sat on your lap. I offered myself to you. When you accepted, I thought—”

      “What did you think? That I would bend you and ravish you? That I would shove your skirt up to you waist and fuck you then and there, until you screamed for mercy and sobbed my name?” Slowly, Harshing rose. He strode around the table to stand behind me and placed one hand on my shoulder. His other hand, he curled around my neck, turning my face up toward him. “Did you think after I lost your mother, I would make you my bride in her place?”

      His grip on my neck wasn’t violent. I could still breathe unimpaired. His tone wasn’t aggressive, either. He was still the picture of a perfect gentleman—but that didn’t change the fact that he was still talking about fucking me, even if it was in a roundabout kind of way.

      A perfect gentleman wouldn’t place his hand around a woman’s throat.

      “I thought that it was the start of something between us.” My voice vibrated against his palm as I spoke. “I wanted it to be.”

      “You wanted to be used for pleasure by a man more than twice your age? By your headmaster. By the man your mother once loved. You see nothing wrong with any of that?”

      I tore his hand away from my neck and rose, spinning around to face him. “I wanted to be used by you.”

      I expected him to have some reaction to that. A scowl of anger. A flicker of lust in his red eyes. Something. Anything.

      But he only stared at me, cold and collected as ever. “You’re not a thing to be used.”

      “You don’t think I’ll be used if I have twelve husbands to contend with?” With my magic, I pressed against his mind, trying to force my way inside his head so I could see what his plan really was. It was a fruitless endeavor. Harshing’s guards were up. There was no gap in them for me to slip through. “Instead of using me yourself, you just plan to have me pleasure twelve other men in your place.”

      “What if that’s exactly what I’m planning, Miss Constantine?”

      I blinked up at him, stunned.

      He wasn’t making any sense. I was his, but I wasn’t. I would belong to him, but not in any way I wanted.

      A cold coil of dread wound itself up in my stomach.

      Had this been Harshing’s plan all along?

      I had nothing to say back to him. My words had all soured and rotted away on my tongue.

      Harshing broke the silence between us with another question.

      “What would you do if you were queen, Miss Constantine?” He held my gaze for a moment, then turned away and began to pace the balcony, hands tucked behind his back.

      He’d changed the subject. How utterly diplomatic of him.

      But at least this question was one that I had answers to.

      “If I was queen, I’d protect my sisters. I’d make sure no one was ever hunted down for not marrying the right person, or forced to marry someone they didn’t want.”

      “Good,” said Harshing. “What else?”

      ‘I’d free the Brownies,” I said. “I’ve noticed you don’t keep any here.”

      “You truly are your mother’s daughter. She wanted to free the Brownies, too.” A dry laugh left his throat as he continued to pace. “I don’t keep Brownies here because they’re an unstable resource. Those who serve at the Academy were ordered there by their King himself. For as long as the Brownie King lives, he has power over his people through his ownership of their names.”

      “Then he shouldn’t be allowed to live anymore,” I said firmly. There would be no slavery under my rule. “I’d have Professor Douglas hunted down too, for that matter.”

      “You still fear him?”

      “No. I just want to make sure that everyone he’s ever hurt will have justice—and make sure that he can never hurt anyone ever again.”

      “The next time you encounter Antony Douglas, you won’t need to be queen to end him,” Harshing promised. “I’ll see to that myself.”

      It was a bold vow. Though, not an unwelcome one.

      But if he thought that it would help me forget how he’d veered our conversation off course, he was wrong.

      “What would you do?” I asked, mentally preparing to move the conversation back to the subject of us like I was planning my moves in a game of chess. “If you were king?”

      Harshing arched an eyebrow. “Whatever my queen bid me to, I imagine.”

      “Does that mean—”

      “It means nothing, Miss Constantine.” He shook his head, dismissing this new train of conversation as well. He clearly had a direction he wanted to steer me in—for better or worse. “Tell me—what would you do to become queen? To be able to free the Brownies, put an end to your enemies, protect your sisters and remake Beyond as you see fit?”

      I bit my lip, then straightened my posture.

      I knew what the correct answer to this question was. For once, I was prepared to say exactly what he wanted to hear.

      “Heather doesn’t want the throne. Neither does Ash,” I informed him. “But I do. There are people’s freedoms on the line. People’s futures.”

      “Very true.”

      “To protect the people of Beyond—and the people I love—I’d do anything,” I said with confidence.

      I would. I’d even marry twelve men, if I had to. Now that Harshing had reminded me what was at stake, I knew it was true. I wouldn’t like it—but if Harshing had taught me anything, it was this: holding power didn’t mean always getting to do what you liked.

      That should have been the end of the conversation. He’d made his point. Dominated the course of our exchange and guided me to the conclusion that he’d wanted me to come to all along.

      But then, he said something that truly made my jaw drop.

      “Have you ever sucked a cock, Miss Constantine?”

      My heart leapt up into my throat. “What?”

      “It’s a simple enough question.” He moved to my abandoned teacup and raised it to his lips, taking a sip. Like we were at a tea party. Like he was discussing the most mundane subject in all the world. “I assume you didn’t mishear me.”

      “No, I didn’t,” I assured him. “But…why do you ask?”

      He’d changed course again. We weren’t at the conclusion yet at all.

      And this new course was…interesting, at the very least.

      Very compelling, indeed.

      “If you become queen, you’ll be expected to suck cock,” he said matter-of-factly. “A good deal of cocks, I imagine, by the time your harem is complete. If you choose your concubines wisely and keep them happy—in the way only a beautiful woman can—then there will be no end to the things you’re able to accomplish as Queen.”

      “I understand that,” I said. My heart skipped a beat, then started to race. A blush was beginning to burn on my cheeks. “But…no. I’ve never done it before.”

      Harshing’s mind was impenetrable right now—but the future might not be. Brimming with curiosity, I pulled back the curtains of the window in my mind, looking just a few seconds ahead.

      The results were clear.

      Harshing was planning to say: Then it’s time you learned.

      “Will you teach me?” I asked as all my curiosity shifted to excitement.

      “Do you want me to?” Harshing asked in return. I caught a small glimmer in his red eyes. He knew that I’d peeked to see what would happen next.

      He knew I’d shifted the future so I could ask instead of being told.

      “Yes,” I said, heart racing.

      Harshing offered me his hand. “Then come here.”

      I placed my hand in his and he guided me around the breakfast table. Our food was all forgotten now. My tea had probably gone cold—but that was secondary.

      My heart fluttered as Harshing pulled his chair back and took his seat.

      “On your knees.” He tugged my hand downward.

      “I’m a princess,” I reminded him. “Not a thing to be used.”

      “No. You’re a woman to be enjoyed. There are few sights in the world more compelling than a beautiful woman on her knees. And when that woman happens to be a Princess as well… all the better. Now, Annalace—kneel.”

      He snapped his fingers, and I felt invisible strings attach to my kneecaps, pulling me down. My knees hit the stone floor hard enough to bruise. My palms landed on Harshing’s thighs as the pain of impact shot up my legs.

      That pain settled in my pussy, where it melted away into the growing heat.

      “Don’t make me do that again,” Harshing warned me. “As much as a man might enjoy knowing how easily he can bend you to his will, if he’s worthy of your mouth, he’ll enjoy your willingness far more. Do you understand?”

      “You want me to want to do it,” I said, nodding.

      “A real man will only ever want you to do what you already desire yourself.” His knuckles grazed against my cheek in a caress. “So. Now, if you want to, you may unlace me.”

      Quickly, I reached for the criss-crossing black ties that bound the front of his breeches together. I didn’t want him to think for a second that this was something I didn’t want to do.

      But before my fingers could fumble the laces apart, he stopped me.

      “No, not like that.” He took my hands in his. “Do it slowly. Don’t look at your hands while you work. Eyes on me.”

      I shifted my gaze up to him. He looked imposing. Terrifying even, maybe. Like a stern, formidable god made into flesh.

      Luckily, a little bit of terrifying was exactly what I liked.

      Slowly, I unlaced his trousers. Just like he’d asked. The laces slipped from their aglets as I pulled on them, opening his breeches to me. I couldn’t see his cock yet, but I could feel it.

      Hot. Huge. Hard. My breath caught in my throat as I smoothed my fingertips down the front of his boxers, relishing the firm swell of him beneath the silk.

      “Take it out,” he commanded. “Keep your gaze locked on mine. Don’t you dare look away.”

      I reached beneath the silk and curled my fingers around him. Even when I squeezed tight, I couldn’t make my fingers meet my thumb.

      Fuck—he was thick.

      With my free hand, I pulled the waistband of his boxers down so I could guide his cock free of them. Impulsively, I slid my fist up his shaft, giving it an experimental pump.

      I hadn’t ever done this before—but that didn’t mean I was completely clueless. I’d read about it. I’d dreamed about it.

      A low rumble left Harshing’s throat as I stroked him. He closed his eyes for a moment, then nodded.

      “Perfect,” he breathed. “Now—slowly, let your gaze trail down to it.”

      As I obeyed his order, my lips fell open in shock.

      “Oh my god.”

      I’d been able to tell by feel how thick he was, but now that I was allowed to look for myself, I hadn’t been at all prepared for how long.

      A soft laugh. “That’s very good, Miss Constantine. But no one in Beyond will believe that you’ve never seen a cock before.”

      “It’s not that,” I assured him. My days at the Academy had been filled with men stripping naked at the drop of a hat. Nudity was necessary for taking one of the zodiac forms. “It’s just…it’s big.”

      “Flattery.” There was a smile in his voice. “And you say you’ve never done this before.”

      “I’m not flattering you.” I brushed my fingertips up the length of his shaft, staring at his cock in awe. I wasn’t sure where my eyes were supposed to be right now—but I knew this was exactly where they wanted to be. “I mean it. It’s the biggest I’ve ever seen.”

      “Nothing more than what you can handle, I’m sure.”

      “I don’t know about that.” I tore my gaze away to meet his eyes for a moment, a little concerned. “I don’t…I don’t think it’s going to fit.”

      “Don’t worry about that yet. Kiss it, first. See how it feels against your lips.”

      I frowned. “Aren’t you going to kiss me first?” It didn’t seem right, to have my mouth on his cock before we’d even properly gone lip-to-lip.

      Another laugh. This one was darker. “Please me, and I’ll kiss you when when we’re done.”

      I gripped him in my fist again and bowed my head. He hadn’t said where to kiss him—but there was a glistening pearl of precum trembling at his tip.

      I placed my kiss there. Gentle. Almost chaste—even though my current position and the slick of his cum on my lips meant the kiss was far from innocent.

      “Good girl,” he purred, petting my hair. His cock pulsed, pressing up against my mouth like it was kissing me back. “Now use your tongue.”

      Excitement tightened in my chest as he placed a hand on the back of my head, raking his fingers through my blonde waves.

      Yes. This what I’d wanted when I offered myself to him. His hands on my body. My tongue on his skin. So many nights, I’d dreamed of a man like him. Powerful. Commanding. Just the right amount of terrifying.

      Trembling with eagerness, I placed my tongue at the base of his cock and licked all the way up. He released a hot sigh of pleasure as my tongue explored his length, coating him in my saliva and slurping at the ridge of his tip.

      That noise was almost as addictive as he was. I would’ve sold my soul to make him sigh like that again.

      I flicked my tongue against his tip, kissed it open-mouthed, then moved to take him between my lips.

      But to dismay, he stopped me.

      “No. Not yet.” He tugged on my hair, pulling my head back. “You’re in subservient position right now, Miss Constantine. With a mouth as talented as yours…there will be men who won’t be able to control themselves.”

      I blinked, confused.

      Yes. That was exactly what I wanted.

      I wanted to make him lose control.

      “Are you a man like that?” I asked hopefully.

      “I might be.” His fingers massaged my scalp as he turned my gaze back to his cock. As I stared at it—the thick, winding veins, the long shaft, the perfectly shaped, dark pink tip—it throbbed. Oh, fuck. “If you need a moment to compose yourself, or if it becomes too much, I want you to pat my thigh. Once to slow down. Twice to stop. Once you start, you won’t be able to use your mouth for anything else. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Headmaster,” I said hungrily. My mouth was already watering.

      One for slow down. Two for stop. If it meant I was finally allowed to suck him, I’d memorize whatever he wanted.

      “Good.” His fingers in my hair tightened, then twisted. “Open wide.”

      He lowered my mouth down onto his tip. I relaxed my jaw to make sure I could actually fit him. He was so thick, for a second I was worried I’d hurt him with my teeth.

      “Suck,” he commanded when I was halfway down. Already, he was nearly at the back of my throat.

      I swallowed, exhaled, then hollowed my cheeks for him. The suction pulled him an inch deeper into my mouth. When his tip bottomed out, my throat tightened instinctively.

      I choked. The clenching seized up my entire body. All the way down to my pussy. The ache between my legs was like a muscle flexed tight that refused to release.

      I should have used the signal then, but I didn’t have to. He pulled my mouth up, leaving only the tip on my tongue.

      Then, when I’d had a chance to catch my breath, he pushed me back down all over again.

      The guidance of his hands set the pace. He bobbed my head up and down gently at first, letting me claim more when I thought I could take it and pulling me back up every time he proved to be too much.

      But then, little by little, he did exactly what he said he might.

      He lost control.

      It started with his hips. They rocked upward, sinking his cock deeper between my lips with every thrust. My scalp burned deliciously with every tug of my hair as he picked up the pace.

      My pussy was molten, desperate heat.

      He fucked my throat rougher and rougher, delving so far into me that I struggled to breathe. Several times, I thought about asking him to slow, or to stop altogether.

      But every time my fingers moved for his thighs, my pussy panged with need and I found myself only wanting him deeper. Rougher. More.

      When he came, he pulled my head back so his tip rested on my tongue. Hot bursts of seed exploded onto my tastebuds, filling my mouth until I was afraid it would start dripping down my lips.

      I swallowed every mouthful greedily, sucking and gulping until there wasn’t so much as a drop left. Even as his hold on my head relaxed and his hips lowered, it wasn’t enough for me.

      Daringly, I took a deep breath and plunged my lips down his shaft one last time. His cock slipped past my gag reflex and probed down my throat as I buried my nose in the dark curls at his base.

      I didn’t know what I was doing—except, in that moment, it felt like I did. Like a muscle memory I hadn’t even realized I possessed.

      I swallowed hard, massaging the last few pearls of cum from his shaft as I extended my tongue, lapping at his balls.

      His body spasmed. His hands clutched into my hair again, now with a rare desperation I’d never imagined a man like him to even be capable of.

      And then, he moaned something. A single word.

      A name.

      “Sinnan.”

      I pulled off of him in an instant, gasping for air. Horror churned in my stomach as my brain frantically tried to process what I’d just heard.

      Harshing was leaned back in his chair. His eyes were still closed. His chest heaved with ecstasy. His cock, still hard, glistened with my saliva.

      Mine.

      It had been my mouth around him, my throat he’d been fucking, my tongue that had milked every last drop of cum from his balls—

      But on his lips as I did it, he’d been holding my mother’s name.

      “Come here.” He pulled me up onto his lap, settling my ass on his thigh and my legs across his.

      He held me in his arms like he cared about me. Like he loved me.

      But now I knew for certain—the only woman he loved had died long ago.

      “Did I please you?” I whispered against his chest spitefully.

      “More than anyone ever has,” he murmured back, oblivious, as he layered kisses into my hair.

      Kisses. He’d denied me his lips before. Not until you please me.

      Hurt yowled in my chest like a trapped cat and shame was catching fire on my cheeks. I  should have shoved him, scrambled to my feet and fled. I felt tethered to him. Bound up in his embrace.

      “Enough to kiss me?” I asked compulsively—but did I even want him to kiss me anymore?

      “Mm. As much as you like.”

      He drew back and took my chin between his fingers, but when he turned my face toward him, the tears were already welling up in my eyes and spilling down my cheeks.

      He frowned, then wiped them away. “What’s wrong?”

      “You called me Sinnan,” I rasped, incredulous. How could a man who could see the future, read minds and twist fate be so dense?

      His frown deepened. “Did I?”

      “Yes,” I snapped. “You did. That’s…that was her name. You called me by her name.”

      He stared at me for what felt like an eternity before finally, a swear left his lips:

      “Fuck.”

      It was the first time I’d ever heard him curse like that. A hard, sharp, biting sound. Like a set of teeth tearing through a throat.

      “Fuck.” I repeated the word, testing how it felt on my own tongue.

      Maybe I should have expected this all along. I’d known going into this that Harshing had been my mother’s lover. Through his own eyes, he’d shown me the memory of losing her. I’d felt his hurt for myself.

      Maybe I deserved this. Harshing was my soulmate—but I wasn’t his.

      “Is that all you have to say for yourself, then?” I asked, rubbing away more tears. I hated my eyes for making them. I hated that I was letting him see how much hearing that name had hurt.

      “No.” He took my face into his hands, wiping each tear away as it fell. “There’s something I need to tell you. I thought I would more time…but no. It has to be now.”

      “What could you possibly say to make this right?” He’d

      “I’ve been lying to you, Miss Constantine.”

      I blinked at him, stunned.

      This was the most powerful man in the entire realm. He could bring lightning down to smite the men who tried to claim me. He could cut people right out of existence itself.

      But he couldn’t fucking apologize.

      “My name is not Miss Constantine.” Finally, rage shot through me like a flaming arrow. I found the courage to shove my way out of his embrace. I placed my hands on the arms of his chair as I bent over to snarl in his face. “My name is Annalace Solis.”

      “No, my rose.” He took my cheek into his hand again, running his thumb across my skin with a wistful sadness in his eyes. “No, it’s not.”
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      As we sat at the dinner table, a carving fork launched itself past my face and embedded itself in the wall behind me.

      “Fuck’s sake, Maren!” Blackford thumped a fist on the table for effect and his wine glass began to levitate until it was at eye-level. Curtly, the glass tossed its contents onto his face.

      The fight that Blackford assured me we’d find at Vincere Tenebras had played out just like this over the last few weeks. Blackford had initially assured me that it was one we could win. I’d believed him.

      But now that I’d had ample time to assess the character of Marin Blackford, Bianca’s widowed mother, I was beginning to have my doubts.

      Apparently, the Libra sign had a dark side—and ever since we’d arrive, Marin’s had dangerously focused on us, her unwanted guests.

      “Maren.” Blackford’s upper lip twitched as the wine dripped down his stubbled face. “Why don’t you and I finally have that talk I’ve been asking you for?”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.” Maren shrugged and patted her perfect pin curls. Her hair was the same color of white as her daughter’s, like flowing moonlight. “You’re a kin-slayer, Dayne.”

      “Dammit, Maren! Will you please just—”

      “No. Nothing you say will sway me. Your ancestral claim to this castle and my lack of anywhere else to go is the only reason we share this table every meal. I have no intention of doing so amicably.”

      “I’ve noticed,” Blackford growled through his teeth.

      The rest of dinner carried on in silence. Maren continued to glare at Blackford, and Blackford glared right back. But the argument of the evening was clearly over. Maren may not have been a gracious host, but she was generous enough let the bickering come to an end—at least, until tomorrow night, when they’d have the same spat all over again.

      In the quiet that surrounded the grinding of their teeth and the scraping of their forks across their plates, the nauseating dread that had been gnawing in my stomach since we left the capital started to rear its ugly head again.

      “You alright, Trouble?” Blackford asked under his breath. He cast me a sidelong glance, then—to my surprise—placed a hand on my knee beneath the table, out of Maren’s sight.

      “I’m okay.” Tentatively, I slipped my own hand beneath the table and placed it on top of his. His touch was firm and warm. A small gesture, but a comforting one. “Just…a little worried about Ash. I don’t like that we’re not going to her wedding tomorrow.”

      News of Ash’s impending nuptials had made it to Vincere Tenebras via Maren’s Beyond Gossip subscription that morning. Ash looked beautiful on the cover. Happy, even.

      But the fact remained that she was marrying Romin Castillo. Romin was many things—but if he’d been my prince charming, I wouldn’t have wanted to ride off into the sunset with him.

      I would have knocked him right off his horse—then, I would have stolen the horse.

      “We weren’t invited to the wedding,” Blackford reminded me. He was right. All the letters I’d sent to Ash to see if she was okay had gone unanswered, too. “And even if we were—the capital’s not a safe place for you right now.”

      “I know,” I started, “but—”

      I was cut off as a shimmer flickered to life over the dining room doors. The shining air rippled, then burst open—spitting a tall girl in a silver Academy uniform out of the Shade’s maw.

      “Fuck,” Bianca swore. She stumbled forward a few steps, then hunched over, gasping for breath. Her white hair was disheveled. Sweat dripped from her brow.

      “Bianca? What are you doing here?” Maren rose and rushed to her daughter with a napkin, wiping the sweat away from Bianca’s face.

      “I came for them,” Bianca panted, pointing to Blackford and me.

      Maren turned to Blackford, snarling. “You called my daughter here? You interrupted her schoolwork—you had the audacity to—”

      “No, Mom. I came on my own. My schoolwork is fine. Professor Zephyr gave me a passage through the Shade.” Bianca paused to catch her breath, then moved to brace herself against the table. Her silver eyes were full of fear. “You’re in danger. Both of you. Jules’ parents just called him to the Rayner lands. Sage was called too.”

      “To the Rayner lands?” That didn’t make sense. Jules and Sage had been some sort of friends with Sloan at one point, but I highly doubted they’d buddied up with Lord Rayner now that Sloan was six feet under. “Are they going?”

      “No. They’re on their way here. They just had to make some detours first.” Bianca turned to Blackford. “Rayner is rallying the Sanguilunae. They’re planning on laying siege to Vincere Tenebras.” She cast a quick glance at her mother before looking back to Blackford and me. “They know you’re here.”

      Blackford’s gaze also focused on Maren. “Wonder why.”

      Maren stared back at him for a moment—then, without another word, she turned and left the dining room.

      As far as exits went, that one was damning.

      I knew that Maren hated Blackford. She’d made that very clear.

      I just hadn’t realized she’d hated him enough to sell us out.
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      Over the next several hours, the rest of the Pack from the Academy filtered in. Val and Flint showed up together, with both sets of their parents in tow. It explained what detours the others had been making. They’d gone to their families to ask for their support.

      Having the Takumis and the Hales with us was a good sign. High Lady Hale was likely busy preparing to watch Ash walk down the aisle, but the other Hales’ presence meant we probably had her support.

      Cybele arrived with her mother and a dozen men who must have been her uncles. They all had the same red eyes and the same green hair. Cybele rushed to me as soon as they emerged from the Shade and threw her arms around my shoulders, giving me a tight squeeze.

      It was almost reassuring. Cybele had been a good friend to me at the Academy. I was glad to know that, even in my absence from classes this semester, her loyalty hadn’t changed.

      Slowly, others trickled in, too. Academy professors—and students, too. Professor Winterbottom, the Tomáses, and Professor Maristella arrived as a group. Tara and her betrothed, Demetrius, plus Irene and Yvette, arrived with a handful of family members, too. Before long, the dining room of Vincere Tenebras was filled with people who had come, presumably, to help us defend the castle against the Sanguilunae’s attack.

      We hadn’t called for them. We hadn’t asked them for their help. So far, Beyond had struck me as a place where people would see a man dying of thirst and use the last of their water to wash their hands while he perished.

      But now, here everyone was. Ready to fight for us.

      Maybe Lace had been right all along. In Beyond, there was nothing more valuable than making friends.

      Soon, only Sage and Jules were left unaccounted for. Bianca had assured us that they were coming with more help, but when Sage emerged from the Shade, she was alone. That Sanguilunae assassin cousin of hers had been an omen—the Undergroves were aligned against us.

      A few moments later, Jules followed. He was by himself, too.

      “Laurier,” Blackford barked as Jules slunk dejectedly to Cybele’s side. “You sure you should be here?”

      Jules put his arm around Cybele and held his head high. “Of course I am.”

      “Your parents are gonna disown you for this,” Blackford warned him.

      “My parents are fools. Cybele wants to fight for Blakely.” Jules gave me a grim smile. “That means I’m fighting for her, too.”

      When the shimmer vanished, signaling the closing of the portals to the Shade, Blackford surprised me again.

      As he cleared his throat to get the attention of the group that had gathered for us, he took my hand.

      “You’re all here because you’ve decided that battling the Sanguilunae is a hill worth dying on.” Blackford’s voice was gravely and dark. “You all have your reasons, I’m sure. But you deserve to know mine.”

      The crowd was silent. Maybe because Blackford’s rousing battle speech was starting on such a dark note.

      He had many talents, but I was pretty sure public speaking wasn’t one of them.

      “Centuries ago,” Blackford continued, “the Sanguilunae were formed by a oath between High Lords and Ladies of House Capricorn, House Cancer, and House Scorpio. They vowed to put aside their personal squabbles and band together for the protection of the realm. Our signs all share in one thing: we’re Fae who deal in blood.”

      “A history lesson, Professor Blackford?” Sage called out. She smirked, relaxed, like she was enjoying playing the antagonist. But there was a stiffness in her shoulders and a hardness in her eyes that said otherwise. She was risking a lot by being here. Unlike nearly everyone else, she didn’t have any family here at her side.  “Antigone would be furious to know you’re stealing her thunder.”

      “I know Incarsa Antigone a hell of a lot better than you do, Undergrove,” Blackford said. “She was there the night that the Slaughter of the Concubines happened. She’d be pleased to know someone was finally setting the record straight.”

      A murmur of interest rippled through the crowd. I could understand why. Blackford was infamous for his actions during the Slaughter. Everyone here tonight was likely present because they had their doubts about the official story.

      And here Dayne Blackford was, ready to tell his side. The real one.

      “Nearly twenty years ago, a jilted member of the Sanguilunae and a traitorous Aquarius opened the Veil, all the way through the Shade to the Fade. Together, they unleashed the Unseelie on Beyond, killing all the King’s concubines, and the heirs along with them. At least, that’s the story you’ve all been told. But now, we know not all of that story is true. Zarya Solis is living proof.” Blackford looked down at me with a glint of pride in his eyes.

      I was, after all, of those supposedly-dead heirs, alive and in the flesh.

      All thanks to him.

      “On the night of the Slaughter of the Concubines, three members of the Sanguilunae stationed at the palace were confronted by the King. They’d been discovered having affairs with three of the king’s concubines.” Blackford held up a finger as he ticked off each name. “High Lord Tristan Osmund of House Cancer, mate of Renya Capricorn. Baron Grey Asteris of House Capricorn, mate of Renya Aries. High Lord Duncan Armand of House Scorpio, mate of Renya Scorpio.”

      “We don’t speak those names, Dayne.” In the doorway to the hall, Maren Blackford had made a reappearance. She stood with her arms crossed over her ribs and a look of pure hate in her eyes. “We all vowed to never speak them again.”

      “So we did,” Blackford agreed.

      He didn’t return Maren’s glare—but I was happy to pick up the slack for him in that department. Blackford could have kicked her out of his castle as soon as we arrived. He didn’t.

      And she’d repaid him for his kindness by selling us out. Bitch.

      “Maren’s right—those names were stricken from history—but not for the reason you think,” said Blackford. “When King Solis came for them, he was out for blood. Wouldn’t listen to reason. He wanted them all dead—and the lot of the Sanguilunae along with them. We had an opportunity that night to put an end to the King’s madness. As Grand Alpha, I gave the order: we protect our own.”

      Throughout the room, the older Cancers, Capricorns and Scorpios raised their fists to their hearts and repeated those words in a hallowed whisper:

      “We protect our own.”

      “Harran Rayner defied that order.” Blackford let my fingers slip from his as he began to pace like a general addressing his troops. “A host of others followed suit. A skirmish broke out between those who wanted to protect their accused brothers, and those who wanted them dead. I watched the Lauriers switch sides mid-battle before my very eyes.”

      “My parents would never have defied a Grand Alpha,” Jules called out. Cybele tried to shush him, but he shrugged her away. “Even if it was treason against the King. The Lauriers have honor. I was raised on honor. My parents wouldn’t have forsaken you like that.”

      “You’re right. They wouldn’t have,” Blackford agreed. “Those of you who knew Sloan Rayner are aware of the way he liked to use his powers to get his way. He learned mind control from his father—and Harren Rayner is vastly more powerful than his little shit of a son ever was.”

      “Ridiculous.” Maren laughed, high and haughty. Clearly, she didn’t buy it. “You’re suggesting that Lord Rayner had the Sanguilunae following orders against their will that night?”

      “I’m not suggesting that. I’m saying it. It’s true,” Blackford said. “That night, I saw men and women who loved Tristan, Grey and Duncan like brothers tear them apart like meat. Anyone who tried to stop the madness got the same treatment. No hesitation. No remorse. I saved who I could, but barely made it out alive myself. Even now, Lord Rayner has the Sanguilunae dancing like puppets for him. Its up to us to put an end to it. Once and for all.”

      “That’s a very nice story, Dayne,” Maren sneered, stalking forward. “But this is the story of a kin-slayer. Not something anyone should believe. Or, when you cut your brother down, were you under Lord Rayner’s mind control as well?”

      “No. But my brother was.” Blackford raised his eyes to the ceiling, then bowed his head. I saw the muscles in his jaw clench, then release before he spoke again. “When Rayner sent him to kill me, he couldn’t help but do everything he could to see it through. He begged me to stop him. He told me that he loved you, Maren. That he loved Bianca…and that he wanted me to end him, to make sure Rayner wouldn’t make him turn on either of you next.”

      “More lies, Dayne.” Maren shook her head. No dice. But as she moved, I saw the glistening of tears on her cheek. “You spin stories and give us no reason to believe them.”

      “You want proof.” Blackford nodded. “Alright. My brother told me to deliver a message to you, Maren. I’ve sent it to you in letters, which I presume you’ve destroyed. I’ve tried to tell you every day that we’ve been here. I’m glad I finally have the chance to say it now.”

      “Nothing you ever say could possibly—”

      “Creo quia absurdum est,” Blackford said.

      The color drained from Maren’s face immediately. She opened her mouth to speak, but only a pained sob came out.

      Quickly, Maren rushed from the room, furiously swiping her tears away.

      “Should we stop her?” I asked Blackford under my breath.

      “No,” he said. “Let her go.”

      “What did you say to her?”

      Blackford shrugged. “Only what my brother asked me to. Whatever it means…that’s between her and him.”
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      Blackford and the other spent the rest of the evening talking strategy. I listened in the whole time, soaking up whatever information I could, but I knew that when it came to the subject of defending the castle, I was way out of my depth.

      If Rayner and the Sanguilunae really did march on the Blackford lands, there would be a battle. Maybe even a war. Cybele’s uncles all believed that this conflict could go on for years. Their conviction made sense to me. Beyond had been trembling on the precipice of this conflict ever since the Slaughter. All the secrets and lies had only delayed the inevitable: this realm was unstable, and when everything finally toppled over, the fall was going to be long and hard.

      But Blackford held convictions of his own.

      “Beyond can’t survive a civil war,” he’d said. “Either this ends with one battle, or it destroys us all.”

      He was still down in the dining hall, arguing about plans of attack and defense. When he noticed the way my eyelids were drooping and the heaviness of my head against his shoulder, he’d offered to take me to bed.

      I’d turned him down. I knew what being taken to bed by Blackford would look like tonight. The moon wasn’t full again yet, which meant he wouldn’t come to bed with me. Wouldn’t dare allow himself to kiss me goodnight. He’d carry me to my room, help me beneath the covers, and tuck me in.

      I understood why he was holding himself back now, but there was no way in hell I was going to interrupt important battle planning just so he could take me upstairs and treat me like a little girl.

      Instead, I’d given his hand a little squeeze and left the war table by myself.

      Tucked beneath the warm blankets of my bed, I closed my eyes and did my best to put my worries out of my mind. Ash and Romin. Lace and Harshing. Blackford and me and all the people who’d arrived to help stop High Lord Rayner from doing his worst. Dwelling on all that wouldn’t help anything right now.

      One of Blackford’s rules from what felt like an eternity ago—back when I’d been a stupid runaway with no idea of Fae or Beyond, and he’d just been a silver-eyed drifter teaching me the ways of the road—snagged the fabric of every worry as I nestled deep into my pillows and listened to the crackling of the fire in the hearth.

      Sometimes, the best thing you can do is get some sleep.

      I was almost finished drifting off when the sound of shattering glass jerked me back to consciousness. An inferno of light and heat exploded through the window.

      I shot up out of bed, heart pounding, muscles stiff.

      Had the attack already started? We had no word that the Sanguilunae had even finished gathering their forces yet—but my broken window and the massive ball of fire burning hot on the rug suggested otherwise.

      I had to alert the others. Even the best-laid plans wouldn’t save us if the battle was starting now.

      But as I raced for the door, a male voice called out to me, sending me skidding to a stop.

      “Heather?”

      I turned to find the flames receding. Beneath them, a body was splayed out across the floor, clad in black. Slowly, the fire evaporated and the man on my floor raised his head.

      Thick, golden hair tumbled down, framing Magnus Leone’s face.

      “How the fuck—no, actually, what the fuck are you doing here?” I hissed, taking a cautious step back. Magnus had been an ally to Lace in the past, but he’d been an enemy just as frequently. There was no telling what role he was playing tonight—friend, foe, or otherwise.

      “Phoenix form. Flew here. Fast as I could,” he grunted, pushing himself to his feet. His arms trembled beneath his weight like they were on the brink of collapse from exhaustion. He must have come a long way. “Tried Lace first. Holed up in Harshing’s villa. No luck. Can’t get to Panties, either—sorry. I mean. To Ash. But someone needs to. Fast.”

      “Ash?” My heart plummeted. “What’s wrong?”

      “The wedding tomorrow.” Magnus stumbled back and braced himself against the wall, panting. His cheeks were charred and his golden hair was dark with sweat. His golden eyes locked on mine. “You need to warn her. It has to be stopped.”

      He took a step toward me, but his legs gave out. I rushed to him as he hit his knees, catching him just in time to stop him from face-planting on the floor.

      “Warn her about what?” I didn’t know what game Magnus was playing right now, but he was clearly in bad shape. No one as proud as him would fall to his knees like that out of trickery. This was no act.

      “Everything.” Magnus clutched at my shoulders, digging his fingers deep into my skin with desperation. “Something’s about to go terribly wrong.”
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      Pixies in my hair, braiding and pinning and sprinkling my red tresses with their pixie dust. Elves at my feet, massaging my arches with their slender, surprisingly strong fingers in preparation for the ornate, insanely uncomfortable-looking heels I’d be wearing down the aisle. Brownies rushed in and out of the room, bearing a new platter of treats to tempt me with at every entrance. I could have anything I wanted: iced pastries or little sausages wrapped in thinly slivered pork belly, deep red strawberries or sparkling wine.

      I wished I could’ve enjoyed any of it. I was definitely hungry. But the butterflies in my stomach were fluttering a little too frantically for comfort. The effect: positively nauseating.

      In the corner, my wedding dress hung off a tailor’s dummy. I’d always imagined myself being married in white, but white was a mourning color here in Beyond. Instead, today I’d be wearing a gown of gorgeous, shining gold. It was amazing that the seamstresses had even finished it in time. The skirt alone was massive. It must have weighed more than I did. When I tried it on yesterday, I’d had to channel my Aries strength just to move in it. The bodice was a corset that put me in a vice grip when it was fully laced. It managed to push my modest breasts up to positively sinful heights—even without taking my Aquarius form.

      In just a few hours, I’d be dragging myself through a cathedral in that dress. Toward Romin. Toward my soulmate. Toward our future.

      After that day with the reporters, I was surprised to find that I wasn’t even dreading it. Nervous, sure. A little terrified. Excited and giddy and anxious and afraid.

      But I wasn’t disappointed. Not in the least.

      As the Pixies yanked at my hair, scattering glitter into my eyes and the elves tugged at my feet, I was, however, quickly becoming a little overwhelmed.

      “Ouch!” I swatted at a miniature blue-haired pixie as it accidentally kicked me in the eye. “Guys, can I have a minute?”

      The pixie zoomed away, then circled back and started screeching at me furiously in a tiny, high-pitched voice. The other pixies quickly joined in. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, but it was clear that I’d pissed them off. They only scattered away when Somerville hopped up into my lap and started batting them away with his massive, furry paws.

      When they fled, he wiggled his butt menacingly and pounced after them, chasing them with determination around the room. Part of me felt like they’d been asking for it—but I couldn’t just let my cat commit Pixie genocide on my wedding day.

      “Sommerville, no!” I got up out of my chair to chase after him just as the door swung open and Romin stepped inside.

      He was dressed in black trousers, high boots and a white shirt. His bow tie hung down on either side of his collar, undone. His normally-messy black hair was tamed and slicked down. It made his razor-sharp jawline and high cheekbones look even sharper.

      He looked gorgeous.

      As his whiskey-colored eyes scanned the room, taking in the scene, his broad shoulders slumped and a furrow formed in his brow.

      “Get the fuck out,” he barked, pointing at the door. “All of you. Now!”

      The chaos abruptly froze and dispersed. Grumbling, the pixies flew off. The elves skittered out the door behind them. Even Somerville ceased his frantic hunt and sulked off toward an armchair, where he curled up and tucked his chin atop his paws.

      When the room was empty, Romin turned his gaze onto me.

      “You’re tense.” He moved to me, placing his hands on my shoulders.

      “I’m fine,” I lied as he worked his thumbs into my knotted muscles, massaging them.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “You can tell me. I’ll fix it. I’ll make it right.”

      “What are you doing in here?” I countered. I wasn’t trying to dodge his question. I just didn’t know how to answer it.

      “Got worried about you.” Romin brushed the glitter from my eyelashes. His fingers moved so gently, it was amazing that they were attached to Romin at all. Normally, he was so forceful. Brutal and fierce. But now, he touched me like I was a delicate little kitten. A fragile cloud. “This is a big day. For both of us. I didn’t want you to spend it alone.”

      Huh. That was… strangely sweet.

      Maybe Romin really was ready to turn over a new leaf.

      “It’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding, you know,” I teased him softly.

      His hand dropped from my shoulder and forced my fingers into tangling with his. “We make our own luck.”

      I breathed a laugh. I supposed that was right. We’d never had any other choice.

      “Have Lace and Heather arrived yet?” I asked hopefully. We’d sent out invitations, but there hadn’t been a response from either of them. I’d insisted on saving them seats anyway. Romin hadn’t even poked fun at me about it. He’d just promised that it would be done.

      “Not yet. I’ve given the staff instructions to bring them straight to you as soon as they show up.”

      “Maybe they’re just not coming.” I tightened my fingers around his and felt something soft and wounded fall inside my chest. I wasn’t sentimental. Me, Heather, Lace—none of us had ever been given the chance to be. But it was still my wedding day.

      I didn’t want to do this without them here.

      “They love you,” Romin assured me. “They’ll come. And when they do show up, you’ll feel better. Fewer nerves.”

      “Are you nervous?” I asked.

      “No. Not anymore. I was nervous when I announced that we were engaged.”

      This time, my laugh was high and surprised. “Seriously?”

      “I thought you might fuck it up somehow, just out of spite.”

      I smirked. “That does sound like me at all.”

      “But my nerves have been getting better all the time ever since,” Romin said. “Being close to you…knowing that you’re mine. It’s calming. You make my pulse go nice and steady and slow…Then, you look at me like that and send my heart racing all over again.”

      “I know what you mean.” I smiled. “This is the first time I’ve felt right all day.”

      “I suppose I should apologize at some point, shouldn’t I?”

      I cast a glance at the door. “For scaring away my entire styling team?”

      “For being cruel to you. Before. At the time, it was half-politics…but still.”

      “What was the other half, then?” I asked.

      Slowly, Romin returned my smile. “Because I like the way you look when I get you all riled up.”

      “Maybe I like when you get me all riled up, too.” I placed a hand on his chest and tapped my fingers against the rock hard muscle of his chest. After a few taps, I was synced up to his heartbeat. “You’re fun to fight with.”

      “It doesn’t have to stop. We can fight with each other for the rest of our lives now, if you want.” He curled his hand over mine, pressing my fingers more firmly over his heart. “As long as you’re only fighting with me.”

      “I already promised you wouldn’t have to share me,” I reminded him. There would be no twelve husbands for me if, somehow, Lady Castillo’s plans came to fruition and Romin and I became King and Queen.

      “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you either,” Romin swore. “Other men will be lucky if I let them so much as look at you.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I mean it, Aisling. I’m not just playing politics today. I’m grateful its you.”

      Then, he cupped my cheek and dipped down to press his lips against mine. His tongue pushed its way into my mouth, parting my lips and tangling passionately with my own tongue. His kiss was warm and strong and steady. Determined.

      In that kiss, he melted all of my nerves away.

      We could do this. We could do everything.

      It was going to be a good day—and later, when we were finally back in our room as husband and wife…

      It was going to be an even better night.
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        * * *

      

      I was allowed to believe that lie for almost a full twelve hours.

      They were the best twelve hours of my life.

      I got down the aisle without tripping on my heavy skirts. Romin took my hands in his and stared down at me in an intense, unguarded way that practically demanded blushing and stammering on my part, but miraculously, I made it through our vows without stumbling over my words.

      When we kissed, we might have gone a little overboard. Romin took me into his arms, swung me around, dipped me and crushed his lips against mine. His kiss was so hungry and deep, I was half-convinced he was going to start consummating our marriage right there in front of the better half the court.

      Maybe if that kiss hadn’t flooded my body with ecstatic butterflies and turned my brain to mush, I might have been on edge about the members of the court who hadn’t arrived to celebrate with us.

      I noticed the gaps in Lady Castillo’s seating chart at the feast held in the palace after the ceremony. The Lauriers were missing. So was the High Lord of House Capricorn. High Lords Rayner and Leone nowhere to be seen, either.

      But I knew the Lauriers weren’t fond of changelings. I’d been raised outside of Beyond, and they probably didn’t want to be seen by their fellow Order members celebrating a princess who could part their precious Veil.

      High Lord Rayner wouldn’t be missed by me. If he was envious of the Castillos for marrying Romin off to royalty, he shouldn’t have raised such a conniving little creep of a son.

      As for High Lord Leone, it was easy to guess why he wasn’t present. He hated me. He still believed I’d killed his daughter. If Kiara hadn’t been murdered, today she would have been in my place at Romin’s side.

      I wouldn’t have cared if the entire High Court had skipped this event. Having my friends from the Academy here would have been nice, but I knew they were all busy attending their classes and living their almost-enviable, mostly-normal lives. Even if King Solis had decided to snub Romin and me, it wouldn’t have bothered me in the least. As he sat at the seat of honor at the high table, scarfing down sausages while Lord Anguis whispered in his ear, it was clear he was only really here for the wedding feast anyway.

      There were only two people I truly wanted here to share this day with Romin and me.

      Lace and Heather still hadn’t showed.

      I tried to ignore it. Tried to focus on enjoying myself. When you experienced enough tragedy, it was easy to only remember the bad things that had happened. Every little cruelty, every heartache, every moment that had been spoiled were all too happy to embed themselves in my mind, forcing out all the good. But after everything I’d been through, I wanted to remember this night as something special. Something real and happy and right, even if my sisters couldn’t be here to share in that happiness.

      I wanted this to be the night that Romin and I deserved. I didn’t think we were in love. I wasn’t that naive. Everything between us had been too much of a whirlwind to call it that. But it felt like we’d laid the foundations to build a place where love could start to grow.

      Romin was my soulmate, and I was his. Now that we were husband and wife, we’d finally have a chance to let our hearts catch up to our desire, and our heads to catch up to our hearts.

      “My father can’t stop talking about you.” Romin swept me around the dance floor like we were the only two people on it. His hand cupped my waist, squeezing firm. “Every time I’ve heard him speak today, he’s been singing your praises.”

      “How do the lyrics go?” I asked. Maybe I was fishing for compliments, but this was my wedding day. I was allowed.

      “He says I’ve won myself the most beautiful woman in all of Beyond,” Romin informed me. “I’m inclined to agree.”

      “Such flattery.” I tore my gaze away from his to scan the ballroom again for Heather and Lace—but of course, I found nothing. Maybe Harshing and Blackford had forbidden them from coming. That sounded a lot like something they would do. I focused back on Romin again. On his glimmering whiskey-colored eyes and the rare, genuine smile on his handsome lips. “Flattery will get you everywhere, you know.”

      “How about beneath these skirts?” Daringly, Romin reached down and grabbed my ass through the bustle of my gown. Or, tried to, anyway. I had so many petticoats on, all he got was a fistful of fabric. “Ugh. This fucking dress, I swear—”

      I laughed. “Later, you can take me out of it.”

      Excitement rippled between my legs at the mere thought of all the things Romin and I could do later tonight.

      “Later, I think I’ll fucking burn it,” Romin growled. “I ought to set your whole wardrobe on fire, in fact. A body like yours shouldn’t be hidden beneath all these clothes.”

      “Think of what the court would say though. Romin Castillo—so poor his wife has to go naked.”

      “Looking like you do? I think they’d take one look at you and say Romin Castillo is a lucky bastard of a man.”

      We laughed together. Romin pulled me closer and I rested my cheek against his chest. Quietly, beneath the strings and drums of the minstrels, I could hear the beating of his heart.

      His pulse was a drum that kept time with my own.

      “What about your mother?” I asked, only a little curious. I hadn’t had a chance to speak to Lady Castillo yet today. In fact, I’d barely seen her since before Romin and I spoke to the reporters. Busy arranging everything for the wedding, was my guess.

      “Aisling, let me assure you—my mother is the last thing I’m interested in thinking about tonight.”

      “What’s she saying, I mean.” I raised my head to look up at him. “Is she happy with everything? Is our wedding everything she dreamed it would be?”

      Romin sighed. “She’s fighting with father, if you must know.”

      I blinked. That was news. “Over what?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Romin gave up on trying to grab my ass and reached up squeezed my breast instead. “She’ll perk up again in a few weeks when we let her know you’ve been successfully bred.”

      A quick, sharp spasm of want overtook my body, causing me to stumble in the dance’s steps.

      Romin let go of my breast to catch my waist and draw me near again.

      I arched an eyebrow as I composed myself, an undeniable heat pooling between my thighs. “Is that what you’re planning for tonight?”

      “I’m planning all sorts of things,” Romin said in a dark, husky tone. “But all of them end the same way.”

      “Tell me how.” I bit my lip, braced for more talk of breeding. A few short weeks ago, I would have wanted to break Romin’s nose for even suggesting it. But now…

      “I’ll tell you how I’m imagining it.” Romin dipped his lips down to whisper in my hear. “You, naked on my bed. Legs spread wide. I’ll tie them to the bedposts if I have to. Every inch of your body sore and exhausted with pleasure, covered in bite marks that match my teeth and sweat—yours and mine. And that pretty red cunt of yours…”

      I drew in a sharp breath as Romin nipped at my ear lobe.

      “Dripping with every ounce of cum in my big, heavy balls. Completely fucking soaked with my seed. Bred.”

      My knees gave out. I didn’t expect them to, but they did. He was hot enough that his words had melted my very bones. Once again, Romin caught me. Held me close. He lifted me up effortlessly and continued our dance like nothing had happened at all—but pressed tight against him like this, even through the many, many thick layers of my skirt, I could feel the long, stiff thickness of his cock throbbing for me.

      Fuck. Maybe it was for the best that Lace and Heather weren’t here tonight.

      I wasn’t going to have a single moment to spare for anyone but him.

      “Can we go now?” I asked him breathlessly.

      “I thought we were waiting until the party was over.” His smirk was insufferable. He knew. He knew how much I wanted him. Maybe he’d even known since the moment we first met. And now, here he was, holding it over my head. Prick! Asshole! Fucking—

      Fucking Romin.

      Which was exactly what I needed to do right now.

      “I can’t wait anymore.” I scowled up at him, temper flaring. The bones in my knees must have regrown, because I managed to give him a solid kick to the shin. “Take me to bed, now, or else—”

      “Shh.” He placed me back down on my feet and pressed one finger to my lips. I resisted the urge to bite that finger as he took my hand in his, then brought it up to his mouth. He pressed a warm, firm kiss to my knuckles, ending with a devastatingly hot flick of his tongue against my skin. “You don’t have to make threats, princess.”

      “Does that mean—”

      “Of course it does.” He brought my hand down to the bulge of his cock and shoved my fingers against it, so I could feel every inch of how much he wanted me beneath the fabric of his trousers. “Just wanted to get your blood up one last time before I tear this dress to shreds and fuck you into the floor.”

      A shaggy black dog tore into the hall, barking like mad with half a dozen panicked Brownies in hot pursuit. It was barreling straight for Romin and me.

      “What the fuck—” Romin swore as the dog clamped its teeth down on the skirt of my gown.

      With a jerk of its head, it yanked on the skirt with all its might. I was off balance yet again. As I careened in the dog’s direction, Romin caught my arm and pulled me back to him.

      It was my wedding night. It was supposed to be the best night of my life.

      And now, here my husband was, playing tug-of-war with a dog in the middle of our reception—and I was the rope.

      “Who let a fucking dog in here?” Romin roared.

      The dog bared its teeth at Romin, growing ferociously.

      Romin bared its teeth and growled right back.

      But as I stared at the dog in confusion, I realized that this wasn’t just any dog.

      “Stop,” I hissed—before Romin and the dog started barking at each other. “That’s Professor Blackford’s dog. Argos. He was there the day we were presented to the king. Remember?”

      “Woof.” Argos dropped my skirt to bark in agreement.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, crouching down to his level. Hope fluttered through me. “Did you come with Heather?”

      Argos sat down, wagged his tail, and tilted his chin upward. He wore a black collar fastened around his neck. Attached to it was a tiny barrel, like the ones I’d seen on cartoon Saint Bernards.

      “Woof,” Argos barked softly.

      I reached for the barrel and found a note inside of it. I recognized Heather’s handwriting immediately.

      Get the fuck out of Mag Mell.

      In an instant, my heart went sky diving with no parachute.

      “Romin—”

      His expression shifted from frustration to worry as I turned to him. I didn’t know why Heather had sent me this warning, but I knew we had to heed it.

      He reached for me. I reached for him.

      The moment our hands connected, the doors to the hall burst open in a ball of flame.

      We were too late. Whatever we were supposed to be running from was already here.

      My heart hit the ground with a grotesque splat and began to flatline as, out of those flames, two figures emerged.

      High Lord Leone stepped forth, flames sliding off his golden locks and broad shoulders like water from oil. Moving gracefully at his side, blonde hair cascading down over her shoulder and uncannily pretty in a sinful red dress, was the last person I’d imagined seeing—today, or ever again in this lifetime.

      “Hello, Romin. Did you miss me?” Kiara Leone purred—beautiful, cruel, and impossibly, alive.

      She didn’t wait for him to respond. I wasn’t sure Romin could. He wove his fingers into the spaces between mine and squeezed so hard, I wasn’t sure he was ever going to let my hand go.

      The minstrels abruptly stopped playing. Their music died like someone has just stuck a knife in their song. In that silence, Kiara released her father’s arm and moved toward us on the dance floor with a murderous grin on her full, red lips. The other dancers peeled off, clearing a wide path for Kiara to stalk down.

      Right toward us.

      Yeah, no. Whatever was going on here tonight, Kiara Leone—or whatever was currently wearing her skin—wasn’t getting anywhere near my husband and me.

      “Stay back.” I summoned air in my hand and swiped it across the space between us, putting my body in front of Romin’s. It wasn’t that I thought he needed my protection. I knew better than that. But Kiara had once been obsessed with Romin. Dangerously so. When they’d been betrothed, she would’ve done anything to earn his attention. Some deep, cavewoman part of my brain acted on my behalf. It didn’t want whoever had taken Kiara’s form to so much as look at Romin Castillo right now.

      “Ugh. Panties! You never learned your manners, did you?” Kiara was blasted back several feet by the gust of wind I sent her way, but all it really did was mess up her hair and piss her off. Her eyes trailed to Romin over my shoulder. He was really too big and too tall for my tiny body to properly guard from her gaze. “Remember that? Panties? That’s what you called her the day you first attacked her. You were supposed to be defending me from her, you know. I’m not sure how she managed to trick you into this mess…but it makes me happy to know that this joke of a marriage ends here.”

      “This marriage is no joke. Aisling is my wife,” Romin growled. He must’ve realized that I was defending him with my body, because in the next second, he struck his arm in front of my ribs and pushed me behind him, fingers curling around my waist so he could hold me back. “Whatever or whoever you are, you’re not welcome here.”

      “Whoever I am? Oh, Rommy! Did you already forget?” Kiara—or the thing that looked like her—pouted theatrically. “I’m Kiara Leone, silly. Your betrothed. Surely you wouldn’t forget a woman like me.”

      “You’re not Kiara Leone.” I shoved myself in front of Romin again. Whatever was going on here, it was him that this creature wanted. Not me. “I saw Kiara Leone die. I saw her spirit cross over to the Shade. You’re golemn, or a Gemini in a cruel disguise. You’re not her. She’s dead.”

      “I was dead,” the blonde replied. She rolled her eyes and huffed like this whole exchange was exasperating her—like it me crashing her wedding, and not the other way around. “After you killed me, when my father collected my body from the Academy, he had me cremated. He kept the ashes. I’m a Leo, remember? From the ashes, we rise. A phoenix has to die before it can be reborn.”

      “Kiara Leone couldn’t take the phoenix form,” Romin growled. He took me by the arm and dragged me behind him again, gripping my elbow tight so I wouldn’t be able to change positions this time.

      What he said was true. One of the biggest frustrations Romin’d had with his betrothal to Kiara was that she’d been completely inept at magic—on top of being snotty, stuck-up, and downright mean. Kiara had been the woman he was strapped to by Lady Castillo and Lord Leone’s political designs.

      I was the woman he’d chosen as his own.

      “You never paid me enough attention, Romin. If you had, you would know that I could do all sorts of things I was keeping under wraps.” Kiara continued to stalk forward, swinging her hips broadly like she was putting on a fashion show. When she drew near enough to be a threat, Romin swiped at her with a wall of flame—but she waved it away like it was nothing more than a bad smell. “Rude. But I understand, Rommy. You just can’t believe that your beloved is really here again.”

      She drew close enough to run a single fingertip down Romin’s chest.

      “I’ll fix that later tonight when this bitch is in chains.”

      Romin shoved Kiara away. Once upon a time, that might have brought her to tears. But this Kiara—she didn’t sulk. She didn’t sneer.

      She only laughed like she’d already won.

      “Oh, Romin. What a terrible hold this changeling has on you.” Kiara turned a poisonous gaze to me. “You really thought killing me would help you steal my man, didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t kill you.” The possibility that this was the real Kiara was growing. Just like the old Kiara, this one lied through her teeth. “You know I didn’t. I found you bleeding out in my bed. I tried to save you.”

      “You keep telling yourself that.” Kiara snorted. “Soon, the entire realm will know the truth.”

      “Your Highness!” Lord Leone marched toward the high table, where King Solis was doing his best to shove an entire quarter of a chicken in his mouth at once. “I demand that this marriage be dissolved immediately. My daughter had first claim to Romin Castillo. He was promised to Kiara before the Princess Aisling slit my daughter’s throat. Kiara has fought against death itself to return to this realm from the Shade. I implore you—the laws of betrothal must be upheld.”

      King Solis blinked, then looked to Lord Anguis.

      Lord Anguis arched an eyebrow, then lowered his goblet of wine from his razor-thin lips.

      “How curious,” he drawled, rising from his seat. “Tell me… Was the betrothal a true oath, or merely the standard agreement between your families?”

      “A true oath,” Kiara piped up. She looked Romin up and down hungrily. “We vowed ourselves to each other, Lord Anguis. A sacred promise—the very same that the King and his concubines swore to each other before they were wed. An oath just as strong as fate or blood.”

      “Stronger,” Lord Anguis corrected. “An oath sworn of free will matters far more than the decree of fate.”

      Fate—the thing that bound Romin and me. His words didn’t make sense. How could a political promise be stronger than something that bound two people so completely, even when they hated each other, they couldn’t help but find themselves man and wife? Simple words didn’t smell the way Romin smelled to me—so delicious that I only exhaled so I could breathe him in again. Words didn’t make bodies burn with the heat of a thousand stars.

      The only words that had been spoken today that meant anything were the vows Romin and I had made to each other. To love. To protect. To honor and cherish.

      Kiara Leone’s claim to Romin was a dead girl’s promise ring. Mine was a wedding band.

      Could an oath made by two families really be important enough to spit in the face of destiny itself?

      Lord Anguis turned to the Castillos, who sat a few seats down the table from him. Romin’s father was white-pale and furiously tense. Lady Castillo only pursed her lips and blinked, rapt. She looked like a viper waiting to strike.

      “High Lady Castillo…are these claims true?” Lord Anguis asked. But there was something awful in his tone that told me he already knew the answer.

      The note from Heather I still held in my hand was so much more than a warning. While I’d been primped and primed to walk down the aisle, things had been going on behind closed doors—things that I’d missed in my naive, pre-wedding bliss.

      “They are. This situation is…unprecedented. But I fully understand where High Lord Leone is coming from,” Lady Castillo said slowly. I had to admit, she was putting on a good act—but in the pit of my stomach, a churning told me this was all a facade. “Kiara was sworn to Romin in accordance to the laws of marriage set by King Solis himself. These supersede any other claim—even that of soulmates. This is why soulmate matches are so dangerous for our realm. If given an inch, there’s no end to the lengths that someone might go to take what they want.” Lady Castillo stared me down like she was speaking directly to me. “These bonds turn even the most honorable Fae against each other to claim what they believe to be their destiny.”

      “Ash didn’t kill Kiara,” Romin snarled. “What you’re saying is—”

      “Silence, Romin,” Lady Castillo snapped. “The adults are speaking. You need to—”

      “Fuck your silence.” Romin’s voice rang out across the hall like a warning shot. “Aisling Solis isn’t just my soulmate. She’s my wife. And as you’ve said—if you all came here today to take her from me, you’re right.” Romin let go of my elbow to summon flames in both his hands. Who he planned to turn them on, I wasn’t sure yet—but from the tension in his shoulders to the fury in his voice, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he was prepared to fight. For me. For us. “There’s no end to the lengths I’ll go.”

      I summoned the wind in my palms, prepared to fight alongside him. If it came to that, I had no intention of playing some damsel in distress.

      He was ready to fight for me. Not so long ago, I would’ve found that notion completely unbelievable.

      But now, we were on same page. I’d fight for him, too.

      This was our battle now.

      Lady Castillo frowned at us dismissively. “That’s so sweet—but no. Stand down now, Romin. You should have never proposed marriage to Princess Aisling to begin with. This stops here. It must. Do not force my hand. I can assure you, you’ll regret it.”

      “The only regrets of tonight will be those of anyone who lays so much as a finger on my wife.” The flames in Romin’s hands flared dangerously. “Go on. Try it. We’ll watch you burn.”

      Argos pulled his lips back and hunched his shoulders, beginning to growl as well. The rest of the room was silent.

      I guessed that made us an army of three.

      “Then you leave me no choice.” Lady Castillo rose from her seat and placed her hands on the table, looming over it forebodingly. “Let’s try this again. Alexander—silence.”

      I looked to Romin, confused. Alexander—that was the name of the fourth lost one. The prince. The eldest child of King Solis.

      My half-brother.

      And as Romin attempted to snarl another threat, his lips moved, but no sound came out. It was as if Lady Castillo had ordered him with the power of his name.

      My chest crushed inward with horror.

      Could he really be that Alexander, though? Surely not. There was no way. He had to be some other Alexander—but then why would the Castillos have concealed his name at all?

      The list of the names of the High Fae in that book he’d gotten from the Senior Section of the Academy’s library reeled across my mind.

      There’s been no Romin Castillo listed under either of his parents’ names.

      But there hadn’t been an Alexander Solis in that book, either.

      What the fuck was going on?

      “There are so many reasons why I no longer support this marriage, Your Highness,” Lady Castillo addressed the King. “Among them, chiefly, is this: Romin Castillo is not my son’s true name. This is a…a terrible secret that I’ve held for longer than I’m proud to admit.”

      “Go on, my lady,” Lord Anguis encouraged her. He leaned toward her, looking a little too intrigued. “Whatever you have to confess, I am certain we are all keen to hear.”

      Lady Castillo took a deep breath and bowed her head like a penitent sinner. “On the night of the Slaughter of the Concubines, in her dying breath, Renya Aries begged me to save her child from the Unseelie forces. She gave me Prince Alexander’s name, and the power over him which comes with it. She asked me to keep his identity a secret and raise him as my own until he earned his right to arrive at court and his true heritage could be safely revealed.” She raised a finger to point at Romin. “My son is not my son at all. He’s Prince Alexander Solis, the rightful heir to Beyond’s throne.”

      My ribs squeezed together so tight, my heart popped up into my throat. I had to choke it back down, along with the wave of nausea that came up behind it.

      That was exactly where I was afraid she was going with this.

      “You lie.” I held up a fist full of wind aimed at Lady Castillo as Romin continued to struggle to speak. “I’ve seen the book of High Fae lineages. There’s no Alexander Solis listed in it.”

      “You don’t know what you saw, poor girl,” Lady Castillo cooed. Her voice dripped with a poisonous pity. “My Lords and Ladies, you all just heard this man swear that he would set fire to anyone who tried to end his marriage—to his own half-sister, no less. And yet, now, he is silent, because I have the power of his name. See?” Lady Castillo turned her attention to Romin once more. “Alexander, sit.”

      She snapped the order at him like he was a dog—and like a dog, he dropped to the floor, following her command.

      “See? I speak the truth, Your Highness.” Lady Castillo talked like she was addressing King Solis, but her gaze was on Lord Anguis instead—the true power behind the throne. “He is Prince Alexander Solis.”

      “Yes. That is clear. But, my dear Lady Castillo…why did you wait until now?” Lord Anguis asked, stroking his chin. “You know that we frown upon marriages between people so closely related. You should have come forward with this information weeks ago. Instead, your family pushed this wedding forward with the utmost haste. Why?”

      “Out of selfishness, in part.” High Lady Castillo bowed her head. “I didn’t wish to shame my husband or embarrass the boy who I’ve come to love as a son. But my oath to Renya Aries bound me to secrecy for the sake of Prince Alexander’s safety. When he was in the clutches of Princess Aisling—a powerful transit willing to kill to claim Prince Alexander for herself—I couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t hurt him, as she tried to hurt poor Kiara Leone.” Lady Castillo’s eyes glistened with crocodile tears. “I apologize for my actions, but I can assure you all—everything I did, I did to keep Prince Alexander safe.”

      My cheeks began to burn. What they were suggesting was disgusting—that Romin was my brother in the same way that Heather and Lace were my sisters. Different mothers. The same father. Siblings.

      If it was true, our entire relationship was incestuous. But the fact remained—it couldn’t be true.

      Romin’s first name may have been Alexander, but the book on the lineages of the Fae didn’t lie.

      His surname sure as hell wasn’t Solis.

      I looked down at Romin. His fury still smoldered in his whiskey-colored eyes, but not as much as it should have. There was heartache in his fire now. Loss. Shame and hurt. I wanted to hold him. To kiss him and reassure him that nothing that was being said here was true.

      But that would only damn us both even further.

      Desperately, I pushed into his mind instead.

      She’s lying, Romin. All of them are.

      His eyes widened for a moment with surprise. Then, across his mind, I heard his voice rippling back to me.

      I love you, Aisling Solis, he said to me silently, and my heart cracked, then shattered. I’m sorry. I love you.

      He loved me. He loved me, and I felt it back. But before I could put it into words, he added something that blew what was left of my heart to smithereens.

      I return to your name.

      “Take Princess Aisling to her chambers,” Lord Anguis ordered the set of guards who lurked behind the king. “Use any means necessary—short of killing her. I want her locked inside until we can decide what to do with her now.”

      But as Lord Anguis’ eyes met mine, I saw something sinister in his gaze.

      I had a bad feeling that he knew exactly what he wanted to do with me.

      I had a worse feeling that this was what he’d been planning all along.
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      I paced the boundaries of my room in Harshing’s villa, wringing my hands and taking deep breaths. Milkshake paced behind me, rubbing up against my ankles every time I paused to make another round.

      Each time I reached the windows, I stared out to the spires of the palace in the distance, where blue and red pennants fluttered in the breeze beneath King Solis’ flags of silver and gold.

      Those flags were flying in honor of Ash and Romin. They were finally getting their happy ending, just like I was sure that Heather and Blackford would get theirs. My sisters—my friends—were both ending up with their soulmates. I had to keep reminding myself that. I wanted Ash and Heather to be happy—and they would be.

      That thought helped still my racing heart. But nothing could stop the jolting worries of my anxious mind.

      Harshing had left me here without explanation. He’d only promised that by the time he returned, I’d have all the answers I desired.

      The problem was, I didn’t know what I wanted anymore.

      Harshing was my soulmate, but my mother had been his. It was her name he’d moaned when I made him come. If we could have left it at that, maybe I would have been able to move on. He’d already explained that I would have to marry whatever twelve men would give me the best chance of ruling over Beyond safely and effectively. My mother’s name on his lips drove the final dagger into my hopes that someday I might really, truly be his.

      Or, it should have.

      But instead of letting me mourn my misfortunes in peace, he’d left me with a riddle.

      My name was not my name.

      When the door to my chambers clicked open, I spun around so fast that it startled Milkshake.

      As Milkshake fled to the bed in a fluffy streak of white, I watched the door swing open. I’d been expecting Harshing’s tall, dark and mysterious figure to emerge behind it. Hopefully with explanations—and apologies.

      Instead, I found a woman entering.

      “Hello, my dear.” She swept into the room, dressed in billowing bronze silks. Her silver-white hair was plaited into a long braid that hung over her shoulder, swinging like the pendulum of a grandfather clock. In her hands, she carried a tray laden with everything we’d need for a tea party. “How are you?”

      “Professor Antigone?” Her arrival was a surprise. I didn’t even realize that she and Harshing were close. The only time I’d ever heard them interact, he’d been grumbling at how she taught her history classes. He’d called her teaching style treasonous. Here in Beyond, that usually meant it was the truth.

      Truth—was that what she’d brought along with tea?

      “May I sit?” Antigone nodded to the armchairs and table near the fire.

      “You can do whatever you like.”

      “Come and sit with me, then.” Antigone placed the tray on the table and settled into one of the armchairs. “I have a story to tell you.”

      “Harshing said he was giving me answers.” I moved to the other armchair and sat down in it, body tense. “Not stories.”

      “Stories often reveal many things.” Antigone arranged the teacups and lifted the pot. “This one is the tale of your mother. Sinnan Amphrite. The woman who would become Renya Pisces of King Solis’ concubines.”

      “You knew my mother?” I watched steam rise up over the edge of the porcelain cups as Antigone poured us each a drink.

      “We were girls together. High Lord Amphrite—Sinnan’s father—was close to my own parents. We were born within a few months of each other and quickly became inseparable.”

      My eyes focused on the lines of Antigone’s skin and the pale silvery color of her hair. She looked nearly sixty. Maybe older.

      Had my mother been nearly forty when I was born? Based on the memories of her that Harshing had showed me, it seemed unlikely.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, Professor, but…”

      Antigone snorted. “Yes. I’m aware my apparent age. So kind of you to point it out. Now. Where was I? Ah. Yes. Your mother and Oberon.” She reached for the sugar bowl with a pair of silver tongs. “Sugar?”

      “I’m alright.” I had a feeling that no amount of sugar would sweeten this tale.

      “As you wish.” Antigone dropped two lumps of sugar into her cup, stirred, then sat back in her chair with her cup, basking in the rising steam. “Oberon was a few years older than us, but we all grew up together. Even when they were children, their bond was clear. He made roses bloom for her, and she braided them into her hair.”

      “That’s, um. Lovely, Professor.” I rubbed at my thighs, skin crawling. I could still taste Harshing on my lips. I could still her my mother’s name in his voice, echoing in my ears. “But I don’t think this is a story I want to hear.”

      “It’s a story you must hear,” Antigone insisted. “As Sinnan grew older, it was clear that she would become an unrivaled seer and incomparable beauty. She was talented. Elegant. Fierce and kind. A transit—like you. Born on Friday the Thirteenth. By the time we enrolled at the Academy, she already had a great number of suitors among our peers. Everyone wanted her. The Leone boys,  Harran Rayner…Antony Douglas.”

      A shiver tore across my shoulders and sank into my stomach like a knife.

      Hearing Professor Douglas’ name only made this situation feel even worse.

      “Even when we were only students, we all knew there was only man could ever hope to claim Sinnan’s hand,” Antigone continued. “She and Oberon were betrothed before she’d even graduated from the Academy. Soulmates. It was sweet. She glowed every time she spoke of him. She was happy. So was he. They even became bloodbound in secret, to ensure that nothing could ever tear them apart. Unfortunately, a great tragedy befell House Capricorn, and their marriage was delayed.”

      “What happened?” As uncomfortable as this story made me, Antigone was successfully drawing me in. I scooted forward, positioning myself a little closer to the table.

      “Some say Renya Capricorn died during a miscarriage. It’s the story that her mother, High Lady Flint, pushed forth, at any rate,” Antigone said. “Others claim the pressure of the King’s demands pushed her to take her own life.”

      “That’s horrible.”

      Antigone slurped at her tea, then shrugged. “Likely, it’s true. The King was still building his harem in those days. He needed an heir. Desperately. When Renya Capricorn failed him, that desperation took a turn toward…well. Madness, frankly. Against the laws of tradition, he demanded a new Capricorn bride.”

      “Tianna Harshing.” I knew this part. I’d seen it through Harshing’s eyes as he drank my blood. “Harshing’s sister.”

      “The very same,” Antigone confirmed. “Oberon refused the King’s demands, but King Solis wouldn’t be dissuaded. When your father arrived at the Harshing lands to claim his Capricorn bride—by force, if necessary—he found his Pisces bride there as well. As soon as the King laid eyes on Sinnan, he decided he wanted her, too.”

      “But if my mother and Harshing were bloodbound—”

      “You know that Capricorns are capable of twisting fate,” Antigone reminded me. “Once upon a time, King Solis was a powerful Capricorn himself. When he realized that Sinnan already belonged to Oberon, he lost his temper.” Antigone’s lashes fluttered as she half-rolled her eyes. “He was always the temperamental sort. He unleashed a violent magic which severed the strings of fate between all soulmates in Beyond. Anything to make Sinnan his. Not even bloodbonds remained—or so we thought. Perhaps King Solis had his doubts, too. On the night of the Slaughter, he reassessed the bonds of fate he’d tied between himself and his harem. He discovered that some were weaker than he’d planned.”

      “The bloodbonds weren’t broken at after all,” I guessed.

      “Even a twisted, distorted destiny struggles to overcome a love bound in blood. Oberon and Sinnan’s, the King severed so brutally that there was no repairing them—and believe me, Oberon tried. But Renya Scorpio, Renya Capricorn, and Renya Aries—another transit—were all still bound men in the Sanguilunae, despite King Solis’ best efforts. The Renyas had been meeting their lovers in secret, the King realized. Every full moon. They couldn’t help themselves. The moon decreed it. ”

      “So he killed them all,” I whispered. The memory that Ash, Heather and I had discovered in the Shade wafted across my mind. Heather’s mother, Renya Scorpio, had been in love with a man named Duncan. Blackford had arrived to inform her he was dead. “He ordered the Sanguilunae to do it for him.”

      “King Solis’ mental health had been on shaky ground for years at that point. With the parentage of two of his heirs called into question….it was just what he needed to push him over the edge.” Antigone placed her teacup back down on the table and caught my eyes with a knowing look. “I think you know the next part.”

      “He called for the Zephyrs and ordered the Unseelie unleashed on Avalon. When they denied him, the King found someone else,” I recited. Blackford had explained that to Heather’s mother during the Shade memory too. I hadn’t yet forgotten that Antigone was the reason we’d known where to find that memory in the first place. “I suppose that’s where Lord Anguis enters your story?”

      “A very good guess. A correct one.”

      “He’s responsible for all of this, then.”

      “In a way.” Antigone lifted a silver teaspoon from the tray and stirred her tea round and round with it, like a witch over a cauldron. “It’s very difficult to part the Veil all the way to the Fade, you see. The Veil between the worlds demands sacrifice for passage. Twelve transits to pass from Earth to Beyond—one born beneath each sign. To pass deeper, even more sacrifices are required.”

      “But I’ve seen the Veil parted,” I said. “Professor Zephyr did it at the beginning of the school year. Ash did it, too. With athames.”

      “Athames are made of concentrated iron. A substance from the stars themselves…and a substance found in blood. Any athame you’ve ever come across is a powerful, ancient object forged from the blood of one hundred and twenty-two transits who died for the sake of travel between Beyond and the Shade. It’s a clever bit of dwarven magic. One which allows the Seelie to part the Veil on either side of Beyond without any more lives being lost.”

      “If it takes twelve transits to get to Earth, and twelve times that to get to the Shade…” I frowned. “How many people’s lives were to forget a blade strong enough to open the Veil to the Fade?

      “Over seventeen hundred transit sacrifices,” Antigone answered. “Twelve to the third power. It’s a shame, really, that the Academy doesn’t teach more math.”

      “Lord Anguis’ athame must be…incredibly powerful, then.” And incredibly disgusting. The knife he’d used to draw my blood to test my heritage had been forged from the lives of thousands.

      Slowly, Antigone shook her head.

      “The Unseelie never reached Beyond, my dear. They never have. Likely, they never will. The Slaughter of the Concubines was not a result of the Unseelie at all. The Sanguilunae did most of the dirty work. There was a great effort to stop them. Many died. Many failed. To cover it up, King Solis struck the names of every man and woman who tried to stop it from history and moved the capital to prevent anyone from ever visiting Avalon and uncovering the evidence of his treachery.”

      “I thought this was a story about my mother, though.” What she was saying was compelling…but it still didn’t explain why my name wasn’t my name.

      “I’m getting to that,” Antigone assured me. “Just because Lord Anguis didn’t have athame powerful enough to part the Veil to the Fade didn’t stop him from trying. By his calculations, he only needed eleven more athames to melt down so he could forge into a sword powerful enough to fulfill the King’s request—or a great number of freshly sacrificed transits. I don’t think he’s ever been particularly concerned with how he got the materials—only that he might finally be able to complete his life’s work. He finds them young, when he’s able. I imagine when he discovered the golemns of you and your sisters still living here in Beyond, he was particularly thrilled—until he realized that they weren’t really you at all.”

      The golemns. The three dead girls who’d shown up on the front page of the Beyond Times during my first day in Beyond. If what Antigone said was true, Lord Anguis had killed them thinking they were Ash, Heather and me.

      He’d killed them so he could harvest their blood to make an athame powerful enough to tear worlds apart.

      “My mother was a transit,” I whispered.

      “And Renya Aries. Others within the palace, too.” Antigone bowed her head and closed her eyes solemnly. “Lord Anguis saw an opportunity in the King’s maddened rage and took it. Every transit he kills helps him get that much closer to his goal.”

      My ears began to ring. My eyes flicked around the room, desperate for something to find focus on.

      It had been bad enough when I’d believed my mother to be a casualty of a horrible battle with the Unseele. Even when I’d believed that battle had been a preventable result of my father’s insane jealousy—that was better than this.

      This was just murder. Cruel, focused bloodshed to further the ambitions of one evil, conniving man.

      Rage shook through me like the lid of a pot boiling over, ready to explode.

      “He killed my mother to forge a fucking sword?” I snarled, rising to my feet.

      “He tried.”

      The voice spoke from the doorway. Not Antigone, but Harshing. He strode in, stripping off his black overcoat violently. There was snow in his hair and ruddy color on his cheeks, like he’d just been out in the middle of a blizzard.

      “We’re not done yet, Oberon,” Antigone said. “I was just getting to the tragic part.”

      “You’ve taken too long.” Harshing grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me toward him with firm, decisive strength. “Something’s changed.”

      “You looked ahead?” Antigone asked as I stumbled against Harshing’s chest.

      Harshing shook his head. “I looked outside.”

      He dragged me to the window. I tripped over my own feet as I struggled to keep up with his strides. I wanted to push him away—to demand answers to all the questions that, infuriatingly, had still gone unattended to.

      Why are you still touching me? I wanted to snarl at him. Why did you call me by her name? Who the fuck am I?

      But as I stared out the window at the palace, my fury turned to a cold dagger of worry that sunk deeper into my stomach with every passing second.

      The silver and gold flags still fluttered at the top of every tower at the palace. So did the red pennants, flying in Romin’s honor. But as I scanned the spires of the palace, something was missing now.

      All of the Aquarius blue had been replaced with gaudy gold.

      Smoke rose from torches surrounding the palace. A huge body of people moved through the streets, marching with military precision. Metal glinted where the light of the fire caught the reflective surfaces of armor, helmets and weapons.

      At some point during Antigone’s story, an army had arrived at Mag Mell.

      “What’s happening?” I demanded, turning to Harshing. “Ash—is she alright? And Heather—”

      “Nothing is alright right now,” Harshing informed me. “I need to drink from you. Now. Let me show you the truth of us. Your sisters’ lives depend on it.”

      I blinked as my breath caught in my throat. In an instant, like water through the gaps between my fingers, my frustrations toward Harshing slipped away.

      If drinking my blood was the key to saving Ash and Heather from whatever was occurring outside the villa’s walls, then he could drain me dry, for all I cared.

      “Do it,” I said, turning my chin up to reveal my neck. “Whatever it takes.”

      He descended on me, not with hunger, but with urgency. There was nothing sexual or sensual about it this time. The same uncontrollable need pulsed through me as always at the heat of his mouth on my skin.

      But this was no act of desire. Not this time.

      His fangs broke through my skin. In the moment between that sharp burst of hurt and the flood of endorphins that turned the pain into something beautiful, I cried out. Harshing’s arms encircled me, wrapping me up in the safety of his body.

      It felt impossible, that he could still make me feel safe. Even now. But he did. Logic told me that he was a predator. A user and a taker. A cruel man who’d led on a stupid, naive girl.

      But my heart said otherwise. The world was falling apart all around us, and there was answer to it all—a solution—at the end of all these webs of manipulations and lies.

      As my blood flowed from my veins onto his tongue, his memory rushed inside through my wounds.

      There was blood in this memory, too. It coated the floor, staining every marble tile. Through Harshing’s eyes, I saw the source of it. He held my mother in his arms, clinging to her with a desperation so intense, I could feel it in the roots of my teeth.

      "I told you, Oberon. She’s gone.” A hand on Harshing’s shoulder. Tianna Harshing, slender and young and just as covered in blood as my mother’s body was, crouched at his side with something bundled up in her arms. “Her body is beyond repair.”

      “She’s not gone. Not yet.” The words graveled in Harshing’s throat, rough and painful. Raw. He reached out, feeling for the severed strands of fate that had once bound them together. They were still there, but angel-hair thin. As he grasped for them, they practically disintegrated in his hand. “Who did this. Tell me, Tianna.”

      “Anguis. He drained her. Renya Aries, too. More transit blood for his knife.” Tianna’s voice grew even more tense. “And…there’s more.”

      “The girl?” Every beat of Harshing’s heart felt forced. Like it was being squeezed and released by a vengeful fist. “Tianna, if he harmed that baby—”

      “Worse.” Tianna shifted the wrappings of a bundle, revealing a infant’s face. It looked like it was sleeping. Still breathing, but shallowly. “There wasn’t enough blood in her for Anguis’ needs. He took something else.” Tianna’s red eyes darkened with a glint of hate. “Her soul.”

      “Her soul.” Harshing clutched the ever-thinning strands of my mother’s fate to his chest and folded his body over hers with a snarl on his lips. “That bastard. Sinnan loved Annalace. Loves her—”

      “That’s why he did it. To hurt Sinnan. He unleashed shadelings on her. A whole swarm of them. It was the only way he could weaken Sinnan enough to…” Tiana’s voice trailed off. She shook her head. “Annalace’s body’s still alive, but inside, she’s…empty.”

      “Tianna—” Harshing looked up to his sister. A jolt of hope shot through his body. I could feel it in his bones. “If we could—”

      “Together, we can. But Oberon…are you sure that’s what you want?”

      “I’ve lost her once.” Harshing shook his head, then set his jaw with determination. “I can’t lose her again.”

      “Alright.” Tianna laid the baby—me—down on my mother’s chest. “Let me take the lead, then.”

      “No. You can’t—”

      “I can. Anguis has no use for me. You’ll need your strength to get her somewhere safe. We don’t have time to argue, Oberon.” Tianna took the meager strands of my mother’s fate from Harshing’s hand. He held tight only for a moment before he released them to her. “Help guide me. I only need a trickle of your magic, just to make sure I don’t burn out.”

      “You have it,” Harshing whispered. “Whatever you need.”

      In one arm, Harshing cradled my mother’s lifeless body. With the other, he gripped Tianna’s shoulder. Power flowed through him into her like wine. At first, he pushed as much energy as he could into her, but Tianna pushed back, letting only a trickle in.

      She wound my mother’s fate around her hand like a skien of yarn, then gritted her teeth as she pulled them free. As she placed the loosed strands against the baby’s chest, she cried out and panted like she was in pain. Her shoulders slumped. Her chest rocked forward violently.

      “Tianna, please!” Harshing struggled to send more of his magic to her, but she continued to push it back.

      “I have it. I can do it. Save your energy for the girl.” A glow began to form around the baby as the strands of fate melted into its skin. The brighter the glow got, the more Tianna faded. The color drained from her dark hair, turning it to silver and white. The skin of her face pull taut, like years of her life were being sucked away, until she no longer looked like Tianna Harshing at all.

      Through Harshing’s eyes, I watched Renya Capricorn become Incarsa Antigone.

      In his arms, I watched my body envelop the stray threads of my mother’s fate. My mother’s soul.

      Harshing pulled away from my neck, and I found myself in my own body again. In the present.

      Harshing stared at me with my blood on his mouth, tense. He was more nervous than I’d ever seen him before. Beyond him, Antigone gave me a sad, solemn smile.

      “It’s good to see you again, Sinnan,” Antigone said fondly. “We’re missed you so much.”

      I took a stumbling step back, slipping out of Harshing’s grasp. My hand curled over my chest, grasping at the place where my mother’s soul had entered me. Or—was that right? Or was it the place where my daughter’s body had taken in my soul?

      “I’m not Sinnan.” I forced the words from my lips breathlessly as my heart pounded in my ears. “I…I can’t be. I’m Annalace Constantine. I’m Annalace Solis—”

      “You were never Annalace Constantine,” Harshing said firmly. Fire burned in his eyes. They were no longer red. Now that he’d had my blood, they were green. Just like mine. “You are barely Annalace Solis. You’re Sinnan Amphrite. You are Renya Pisces. You’ve been her all along.”

      “I…I don’t know what I am anymore,” I whispered. The room felt colder now. My thoughts rushed around my mind, caught in a whirlpool that I couldn’t stop.

      “You’re my soulmate.” Harshing reached between us, clasping his fist around something. As his fingers squeezed the air, a glimmer of golden light appeared. A strong, bright thread that connected my body to his. He tugged on it, and I stumbled forward into his arms.

      The whirlpool slowed, then settled to calm waters as I breathed in his scent. His lips brushed against my ear, then trailed to my mouth.

      “You’re mine.”
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      The winter chill chapped my cheeks as I stood on Vincere Tenebras’ parapets, clad in my black silk nightgown and robe. Over the treeline in the distance, smoke was rising. Enemy fires, no doubt. It had whispered over the horizon two days ago, not long after Argos returned from Mag Mell. The collar that had contained the hasty message I’d sent to Ash came back with him, empty. Read by someone—hopefully, Ash—but with no response.

      Argos had returned alone.

      I clutched my robe around myself a little tighter. The winds were picking up. Every gust brought a needling cold along with it. In my hand was the latest letter from Lace, who I’d finally been able to make contact with.

      She said there was an army marching from Mag Mell, which we already knew. The Sanguilunae, along with every other Cancer, Scorpio, and Capricorn that High Lord Rayner could muster, were closing in now. By Blackford’s estimates, they’d begin a full assault of the castle come morning.

      Luckily, we had our own forces amassing here behind Vincere Tenebras’ walls. Sagittariuses and Tauruses, Virgos and Libras. At our last count, we’d managed to muster support from at least a handful of Fae from every sign. Some arrived wanting to fight in support of Electra Thalassa’s daughter. Zarya Solis. Me. Others showed up because they’d heard tales of Dayne Blackford’s fighting skills, and didn’t dare risk going to battle against a lone wolf who couldn’t be put down.

      The professors of the Academy all rolled in with any students willing to place their lives on the line for our cause. It was hard to say which of my former classmates were here to fight for me, and which of them were just here to fight against the man who’d raised a ruthless bully like Sloan.

      News from Lace of the battle brewing in our near future had been far from a surprise, but it was good to hear from her. She said she and Harshing were planning something. Whatever it was, she couldn’t risk writing out.

      It was what Lace said about Ash in her letter that hurt the most, though.

      Ash’s marriage to Romin had been annulled. Kiara Leone had returned, and Lady Castillo had spewed a lie so thick and damning, no one in Mag Mell was likely to stop talking about it for years to come.

      Romin Castillo was, according to Lady Castillo, Prince Alexander Solis. My half-brother. Lace’s half-brother. Ash’s own kin.

      It was bullshit. I knew it, and so did Lace. I just hoped Ash knew it too. Lace said Ash had been locked in a tower of the Solis Occasum to await the King’s decision on who she should marry in Romin’s place.

      Though neither of us knew who the next lucky groom would be, Lace and I were in agreement on one point: it wouldn’t be King Solis making that decision. It would be Lord Anguis, the mage who held all the power behind the throne.

      “You shouldn’t be out here.”

      Blackford stepped out onto the parapet, draped in a heavy cloak. Banshee was coiled around his shoulders, almost indistinguishable from the cloak’s thick black fur. Argos trotted out from behind Blackford’s legs and sat down on top of my slippered feet, like he was trying to keep them warm.

      “Why not?” I raked my fingers through Argos’ dark fur. The way he thumped his back foot when I found just the right spot to scratch almost made me smile.

      “Because it’s fucking cold, Trouble. Watching that smoke isn’t going to keep it at bay.” Blackford cocked his head toward the door behind him and reached out to me with a leather-gloved hand. “And because there’s someone here you need to meet.”
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        * * *

      

      The man waiting for me inside the keep was tall and handsome. Too handsome, maybe. Enough that he was almost pretty, with his mane of glossy auburn waves and his intensely green eyes. He was Blackford’s age, or close to it. But where Blackford was scarred from his past and moved like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders, this man strode across the room toward me with a dancer’s grace. He smiled like he was on some kind of drug that made the world sparkle, or like he’d just woken up from an incredibly satisfying wet dream.

      “Zarya Solis. My word, you look just like your mother,” he said, clapping me on the shoulders and beaming down at me.

      I glanced to the hand on my left shoulder, then one on my right. “And who the fuck are you?”

      “This is Rasalas Manigold,” Blackford grunted. “You know his daughter, Isa.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Rasalas’ Manigold’s enduring smile. His teeth were too straight and too white. His lips were full, almost fake-looking—except that they looked perfectly in tune with the rest of his immaculately gorgeous face.

      “I thought you were dead.” In fact, I was certain of it. He was one of the many in Beyond who’d been executed during the purges following the Slaughter.

      But here he was anyway, looking very much alive. Just like Kiara Leone—risen from the grave.

      “We Leos are like that,” Rasalas said good-naturedly. He gave my shoulders a warm squeeze. “We’re very difficult to get rid of. Lucky you.”

      “What’s he here for?” I asked Blackford.

      “Be polite,” Blackford warned me, and I tried not to roll my eyes. I’d met dozens of people over the last week. My willingness to play Princess was wearing thin. Especially when it came to eerily handsome men who smiled like starlight while we were on the brink of bloodshed. “Rasalas is an old friend. He’s here to help us in a way we can’t help ourselves.”

      “Dayne and I have worked together for a long while,” Rasalas revealed. “I specialize in certain magics useful for those who cross between Earth and Beyond. Charms, glamors and the like.”

      “Glamors.” I glanced to Blackford. “He’s the one who helped you trick me, then. When you were playing the part of a wise old drifter teaching me the ways of the road?”

      Blackford nodded. “One of Rasalas’ spells. You’d be surprised at how much he can do.”

      “I don’t see how a glamor spell is going to convince High Lord Rayn-ass to guide his potato-troops off our doorstep.” I brushed Rasalas’ hands away from my shoulders. “What’s the angle here? You gonna dress Magnus Leone up like Sloan Rayner and send him out to broker peace?”

      “Oh, no. I don’t think that would work,” Rasalas mused. “We can try it if you like, of course, but—”

      “He’s not here for his glamor work, Trouble,” Blackford said. “He’s here to solve a riddle. You still got that little camera of yours stashed away somewhere?”

      I blinked. The camera…I’d almost forgotten about that. A little artifact from Earth that had made its way to Beyond with me. If it had been plugged in, it would have caught whoever’d been murdered the freshmen in Red Dwarf Cottage last fall. Scarlett. Iris. Paloma. Even Kiara herself.

      But it hadn’t been plugged in. I’d discarded the notion as useless ages ago.

      If Blackford and Rasalas wanted it, though…

      “It’s tucked away in my trunk still, yeah,” I said. “What do you need it for?”

      “What do you think?” Blackford cocked his head toward the door. “Run and get it. Quick.”

      “But it didn’t have a power source…” I began to argue, but my voice trailed off as Rasalas’ smile widened.

      “Magic is power, dear Zarya.” He gave me a nod, then a wink. “You just leave the rest to me.”
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        * * *

      

      By nightfall, a storm had arrived. The snow fell thick and heavy outside like flakes of white ash from the sky. The smoke of High Lord Rayer’s encampments was indistinguishable from the blizzard, but they were still close enough to smell the fires burning when the winds changed and carried the scent our way.

      I wrapped my blankets around my shoulders like a wizard’s robes and curled up in my bed with Banshee snoozing in the little cave of warmth my body formed. I’d sleep in my boots and the leather armor one of Rasalas Manigold’s dwarven friends had found for me tonight, just in case the Sanguilunae’s forces chose to attack under cover of darkness.

      Assuming I was able to sleep at all.

      The door to my chambers burst open just as I was beginning to doze a little. I startled, but calmed quickly when I realized the man who’d thrown it open was just Blackford.

      “Good. You’re awake.” He closed the door behind him and locked it. A trench had formed between his thick, dark brows over the past few days, deepening with every passing hour from his ever-present scowl. It softened only a little as his gaze passed over the form of my body beneath the blankets on the bed. “Though you might’ve drifted off.”

      “I was trying to.” I sat up and shifted to watch him move through the room. His boots fell heavy with every step as he went to the window. He hadn’t armored up yet, but hadn’t changed into nightclothes either. His dark trousers and dark, loose shirt helped him blend in with the shadows cast by the fire burning in the hearth. “Is everything alright?”

      He grunted as he pulled back the drapes. It was the only answer I got. It was a stupid question anyway, I guessed.

      Of course things weren’t alright. They hadn’t been for a while.

      “Your friend was strange.” I let the blankets fall back, making awkward conversation as I lifted Banshee up and took him to the armchair by the fire. He’d sleep better there. Less chance of me waking him, if Blackford wanted a chat.

      “Rasalas?”

      “He smiles too much.” I placed Banshee down and stroked the sleek black fur of his tiny head. A tiny snore left his nose, then silence. He was out cold. “It was… eerie.”

      “He smiled a lot before he died, too,” Blackford grunted. His eyes didn’t leave the window, though there nothing to see out of it but the flurrying snow. “That’s Leos for you. Trial by fire. When they’re reborn, they come back stronger. But never quite same.”

      “Does Kiara Leone smile like that all the time now, too?” I supposed she probably did. All she’d ever wanted was to win Romin and ruin Ash. Now that she was back from the grave, she’d finally gotten her way.

      She certainly had plenty to smile about.

      But Blackford shook his head. “Death only makes our strongest traits stronger. My guess is, Kiara Leone’s probably just more insufferable and spiteful than ever.”

      His fingers moved to the laces at the neck of his shirt as he finally turned away from the window. He loosed the ties with sharp, jerking motions, like there were annoying him, then reached behind him to pull the shirt off.

      “What are you doing?” I stood near the hearth, staring at the deep scars and tanned muscles of Blackford’s chest as he threw the shirt to the floor.

      “Right now? Getting naked.” He sat down in the armchair by the fire across from Banshee’s and hunched to unlace his boots.

      Getting naked. My heart stumbled over itself, uncannily clumsy. My nightgown suddenly felt thinner. I clutched anxiously at the black silk over my thighs, just to give my hands something to do.

      Dayne Blackford was here. In my room. Getting naked. He pulled his boots off one by one and tossed them away as carelessly as he’d abandoned his shirt. They hit the floor hard: thump. Thump. Each noise made my heart tremble and my pussy clench.

      “What are you planning on doing when you’re done with that?” I asked, tense with anticipation.

      Blackford rose and gripped his belt, hungrily looking me up and down. “You.”

      Oh.

      I swallowed as my heart began to gallop.

      That’s what I’d hoped he’d say.

      Now, all I was wondering was why.

      I took a step forward as he slid the leather of his belt free of its buckle. “It’s not the full moon, though.”

      “Keen observation, Trouble.” His gaze focused on my nightie, silver eyes burning so hot it was like he was trying to melt it off me. “Get your fucking clothes off.”

      My fists tightened on the nightie’s hem, slowly pulling it up to my hips. But I paused before removing it any further.

      The pull between my body and his was undeniable. But the sound of the bloodsong was absent from my ears.

      This wasn’t us. This wasn’t how we were. He never asked for me if the moon wasn’t full. He’d made it perfectly clear why that had to be so, and I’d accepted it.  I was his, and he was mine, but only when we couldn’t control it. Only when there was no choice otherwise—when we couldn’t help but throw ourselves at each other to bite and scratch and take.

      I’d come to terms with that. We’d be living half-lives, but we were lucky to be living them at all.

      Surely there was something I was missing—some kind of catch that I hadn’t caught onto yet.

      “I thought we were maintaining plausible deniability.” My mouth was watering. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. Part of me was dead certain that if I looked away for even a moment, he’d disappear into vapor or I’d wake up and realize this was all just a dream. Or, worse—if this was real, and I looked away, maybe he’d change his mind.

      “Fuck deniability.” His belt clanked against his thigh as his fingers moved to the fastenings of his trousers. His lips pulled back to a snarl as he freed himself from them and shoved their fabric to the floor.  “I don’t have to be a seer to know that tomorrow ends in one of two ways.”

      He stepped out of his trousers and slipped his thumbs beneath the waistband of his boxers. This was no slow, tantalizing unwrapping. He moved with a blunt efficiency, catching the tip of his cock on the edge of the fabric as he pulled it down.

      He was already hard for me. Stiff and ready. His cock sprung up when he freed it, thick and heavy. It pointed at me like an archer’s arrow, locked on its target and prepared to pierce me through.

      “Dayne…” My heart pounded in my ears. My chest tightened like it was trying to muffle the war drum beat of my pulse. It failed. Instead, the sound only got louder.

      “Either I die tomorrow, or Rayner does.” He was naked now. Bare. He moved to me slowly, taking his cock into his fist. There was something beastly about his approach, but his shoulders weren’t hunched. His movements were confident, focused and unguarded. Tonight, he was no hunter. I didn’t run from him. I was no prey. “Didn’t I tell you to get your clothes off?”

      My fists tightened around the black silk as a knot of grief tangled in my throat. “You can’t die tomorrow.”

      How could he talk like that? Placing the possibility of his death right there with Lord Rayners, like both were equally acceptable?

      They weren’t.

      Rayner’s death wasn’t an option for me. It was an ultimatum.

      We weren’t losing this fight.

      “Every man can die.” He drew close enough to me that I could smell the masculine tobacco on his breath. His hips brushed against mine as he moved his hands up my arms, stroking up my skin like I was cut from fine cloth. “Don’t let the stories fool you. Death comes for us all in the end.”

      “It’s not coming for you tomorrow.” My breath caught in my chest at his touch. Warm. Gentle, but firm. Exactly what I’d been yearning for all these weeks—but I didn’t want it if it was just his way of saying goodbye. “I won’t let you die.”

      “We don’t always get to make those choices.” He cupped my jaw in his palm and turned my face up toward his. “I need you tonight.”

      Tears formed in my eyes, but I blinked them away as I caved for him.

      Dayne Blackford never needed anyone. He wore it on his chest with pride, like a badge of honor that he’d fought hard to win.

      But he needed me. Me.

      And I’d be a liar to pretend that I didn’t need him.

      He guided me to the bed and laid me down. His hands smoothed up my thighs, working their way under the silk nightie and pushing it up to reveal the bare skin underneath.

      Dayne’s lips burned hot as he kissed every inch of me. There were no teeth to mark me, no nails or claws. Not a single snarl left his throat. His tongue lapped against my nipples, velvet-soft slickness and heat bringing them to stiff peaks.

      When the nightie was off, he kissed up my neck. His lips blazed trails up my jawline and pressed against the corners of both my eyes, soothing away the salt of my tears.

      He kissed my mouth with roughness, but the emotion behind it was far from the furious hunger I’d come to know so well. As his tongue tangled with mine, I learned a new way to kiss. We were something more than just unhinged lovers now. Something more than mates.

      His blood was my blood, and mine mingled with his. Our hearts beat in unison. Two bodies, one soul.

      Every time we’d fucked before this, it had been so brutal. Intense and ferocious. Barely human. We’d been man and woman in body alone. He’d claimed me like a monster in the dark, and I’d taken my pleasure from him just as savagely.

      But as he settled between my thighs, he lapped at my sex with such a slow, intense passion that it made me wonder if the way we’d done this before was mating at all.

      This was present. Prescient. Cognizant and whole-hearted. When the orgasm burst inside me, I still clutched at his hair and dug my fingers into his muscles, but there was no desire to tear away at him until he cried out, too. My pleasure was his pleasure. His ecstasy was mine.

      He kissed me again as he guided his cock to my entrance. My ears were ringing, but there was no bloodsong to drive me to madness. He didn’t leave me desperate or wanting. There wasn’t a single part of me I wanted to deny him.

      He rocked his hips with a perfect rhythm, sinking his cock deep into the slickness of my folds. It hurt—he was big enough, it always did, just a little—but the hurt wasn’t pain. It was a panging hurt, a needy, yearning thing that made my brain light up with fireworks and my core clench with delight.

      “Zarya,” he panted, holding tight as we both neared the precipice of orgasm together. “Heather.”

      That was the benefit of having two names. Twice as many to moan.

      “Trouble.”

      Make that three.

      “Blackford,” I moaned back to him. As I tangled my fingers in his messy blond hair, my breaths came short and sharp. We moved together like flowing water, but my chest was a wildfire quickly flaring out of control. “Blackford—”

      “No,” he growled—a sharp, low rumble that old primal energy between us. He punctuated it with a quickening of his thrusts, going deep and holding himself in my heat with a pause, only to pull back sharp and dive in hard again. “I’m not your fucking professor anymore. Say my name.”

      I clung to him, gasping and crying out as the orgasm began to wrack my system. My lips moved, but I couldn’t form the words.

      It only made him fuck me even harder.

      “You are my mate,” he snarled through his teeth. He was a beast again. “You are my heart, and you are my soul, and you are mine. God help me, Trouble—if I have to fuck it out of you, so be it, but you will say my fucking name!”

      My cries broke on a sob as the orgasm soared too high and crashed too hard. The world slipped away to stardust, then to nothing but sensation.

      “Danye!” I screamed as I rode the waves. “Dayne!”

      There was my body. His. Two things that were one. For a blissful, maddening moment, nothing else existed at all.

      Everything unraveled from there. I broke. I must have. I cried. Hormones and adrenaline flooded my brain with more emotions than I had names for. My pussy gushed around him as the tears streamed down my face. Even when my screams turned to whimpers as he pumped his seed deep within me, it was still his name I was whimpering.

      Dayne. Dayne. My Dayne.

      He held me tight through it all, and even long after it was done. His kisses and caresses were more than just a comfort. They were promise unspoken: I’ve got you. I’m here. I’m yours.

      When I finally returned to some semblance of sanity, I was raw, but I was free. Every wall I’d ever put up had crumbled. There was nothing between us now—nothing but love and fear.

      They were the two most real things I’d ever felt.

      “I won’t let you die tomorrow.” I clung to him, more vulnerable than I’d ever thought possible. “I swear, Dayne—if you’re killed…”

      “Shh.” He ran his hands over my body, over and over until my muscles began to melt to butter beneath his touch.

      I was tired, and he was warm. He’d worn me out. We both needed rest.

      But while my body was spent, my mind still wasn’t at ease.

      “I won’t let you,” I whispered again. I couldn’t bring myself to say the rest right now. I didn’t want that word anywhere near my mouth: die.

      “Then I won’t,” he whispered back. It was what I needed to hear. In his embrace, I curled up on that scrap of peace and let myself drift off on it as his voice rumbled softly in my ear. “If there’s anything worth living for, it’s you.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke up the next morning in his arms.

      We bathed together, moving slowly. Every touch counted now. Every moment. Every breath. We dressed each other in armor, stealing kisses between tightened laces and buckled straps.

      Despite Dayne’s promises last night, I knew that neither of us could ensure a victory today. Words were comfort. Pretty vows we tied between us like ribbon bows to keep everything from falling apart.

      But whatever happened today, no one could ever take last night from us.

      And if I walked into battle a little bow-legged…

      Well, that was Dayne’s fault. Not mine.

      Out on parapets beneath a pale, gently blustering sky, we found Maren dressed for battle. It looked like she was watching the sunrise.

      “Maren.” Dayne greeted her with a gruff grunt. It was more than she deserved.

      “Dayne.” Her eyes trailed down to me, lingering like she was planning on remembering this moment. “Zarya.”

      “It’s Heather, actually.” I scowled beneath her gaze. Were we actually on speaking terms with this woman? The next word on my lips was traitor, but as Dayne brushed his fingers against the small of my back, I gritted my teeth and kept my mouth shut.

      “As you like.” Maren looked up to the pallid skies, then nodded like she agreed with them. “It’s a good day for a fight.”

      “You’re fighting on our side, then?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

      She was the one who had created this situation. It felt like this was always going to happen eventually. Lord Rayner wouldn’t suffer his son’s killer to live. But she was the one who’d sold us out to Rayner. Who’d made sure that this fight happened today.

      “I’ll be leading the first charge.” Maren reached to the leather strap on her shoulder and tightened it. “I don’t see how I have any other choice.”

      I glanced at Dayne. Did we even trust her to fight with us at this point?

      He placed a hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

      Better with us than against us, it said.

      “Gonna go rally the troops,” he said, letting his touch slip away from me. “Stay here, Trouble. Don’t wander. Need to know where you are today.”

      There were words left unspoken as he left me there with his late brother’s wife.

      Just in case something goes wrong.

      The silence that followed was awkward. Maren didn’t have anything else to say to me, it seemed. Smart of her.

      But as the quiet began to itch beneath my armor, I realized I still had something to ask of her.

      “That message that Dayne delivered to you from your husband. What did it mean?”

      Maren pursed her lips, then sighed.

      “Creo quia absurdum est. It’s something my husband told me on the night we were bloodbound. I…I wasn’t sure about it. Bloodbinding is a serious thing. You can’t take it back. But he swore he already knew that I loved him.” Slowly, a sad smile curled onto her lips. “I asked him how he could possibly believe something so absurd. And he told me, creo quia absurdum est. I believe because it is absurd.”

      I stared at her, mulling that over. There was love in her voice, but her heartache—she wore that on her sleeve. The hurt she must have felt when her husband died—that was unimaginable to me. If Danye was killed…would I turn as bitter as Maren had?

      Probably.

      If anything, I’d be even worse.

      “Good luck today, Zarya or Heather or whatever your name is now.” Maren gave me a nod, then trailed off in the way that Dayne had gone.

      “Good luck to you, too,” I called out after her.

      My words were carried away on the wind.
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      This adventure was ending the same way it started.

      Once again, Somerville and I were locked in a room with no hope for escape.

      My room was perched in a high tower of the Solis Occasum. A windowless one. That rendered my air powers mostly useless. There would be no daring flight from captivity for me. With my fire powers, I’d set the room’s rug aflame on my first evening of internment, hoping that I’d be able to overpower my guards when they came rushing in at the scent of smoke. It’d been a good plan—but I hadn’t been counting on having quite so many guards to take down before I could flee.

      The guards had stripped my room of anything flammable after that. No bed. No mattress. No pillows or blankets. They’d even taken my clothes.

      I didn’t know if the guards were operating under Lord Anguis’ orders or Lady Castillo’s, but either way, they’d left me completely naked in a barren space.

      My water powers were useless here. The air was too dry, and what little water I was given, I had to save to drink. In a particularly desperate moment, I’d lashed out at one of my guards with the urine from my chamber pot. Being piss-whipped  hadn’t been well-received, big surprise. Hadn’t gotten me anywhere, either.

      Now, I only received food and water once a day. It was never enough to bring back my strength. I didn’t have the energy to shift the stone walls with my earth powers—which had been my next plan of action. Trying to access zodiac magics that my Transit status afforded me was like trying to pluck the moon from the sky.

      The message from my captors was clear: the more I acted out, the more I’d suffer for it. If being strong meant that I’d try to break free, then they’d ensure that I was weaker than I’d ever been.

      And they’d succeeded. I’d lost track of how many days I’d been in here now.

      I was drained.

      The cold stone beneath my cheek vibrated gently as I heard the door’s lock turn over. I lifted my heavy head from the floor and cracked my eyes open just in time to see the door swing open and a blurry figure slip inside.

      Who would it be this time?

      I’d had little contact with the outside world since my wedding night—if it could even be called that at this point. There’d been no sign of Romin. If he wanted to visit me, he wasn’t being allowed. No word from Heather or Lace, either. I had no idea how they were doing, or if they were safe. I had no way to tell them about the mess I’d found myself in.

      My only visitors so far had been High Lord Castillo, who had shown up only once to tell me how much he regretted this turn of events, and Kiara, who came to laugh at me while the guards stood at ready for another escape attempt. From them, I’d learned that Kiara and Romin had been married, and that Romin had been named heir to the throne. Sometimes, Kiara brought her new lady-in-waiting, Cordelia, with her. It had struck me as strange. They’d never been all that close at the Academy. But they were certainly thick as thieves now.

      The figure in the doorway wasn’t female today, though.

      “Hello, little water-bearer,” a voice called out to me. Male. Nothing like Kiara’s at all.

      My heart sank like it had been tied to cinder blocks.

      Little water-bearer.

      That was what the Slasher had called me. Had he arrived here in Beyond to finally finish me off?

      I forced myself to focus, straining my eyes to sharpen my vision. As they locked on the man’s features, my worries were assuaged by half.

      No—this wasn’t the Star-crossed Slasher.

      This was Lord Anguis, with his shiny bald head and thin lips and stupid blue robes.

      “Hello, my sweet.” He closed the door behind him quickly. Didn’t want another escape attempt on his hands, no doubt. “It’s time you and I had a little talk about your future.”

      I panted and pushed myself up off the floor to stare at Lord Anguis as Somerville placed himself between us, hissing fiercely.

      Anguis raise his hand and blasted a gust of wind at Somerville, sending my cat tumbling into my arms.

      “How are you feeling, Aisling?” His gaze crawled over my naked body. He made no attempt to conceal the lust in his eyes. It left every inch of my skin feeling filthy, but I didn’t try to hide from his wandering eyes. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cower from him—and besides, there was nowhere to hide.

      I placed Somerville on the ground next to me. He lunged toward Anguis again, ready to attack, but I held him back by the scruff of his neck.

      “I feel like bashing your head in with my chamberpot.” My throat felt full of gravel. My tongue was heavy and my lips were cracked and dry.

      “Ah. Such anger,” Lord Anguis cooed. “It warms my heart to know you’re not broken yet.”

      I coughed without covering my mouth and stared up at him with enough hatred in my eyes to rival the desire in his.

      “I’m a hard girl to break.”

      “That’s what I like about you, Aisling. We Aquarius Fae aren’t known for our sturdiness. Some might go so far as to say we’re the most fragile of all the zodiac signs. When I first learned of you, I was certain that you were the first of your sisters to be lost to violences of Beyond. And yet, you’ve always managed to prove me wrong.”

      I didn’t respond. It was hard to tell if his strange little compliments were meant to ridicule me, or to warm me to his non-existent charms. Either way, they weren’t working.

      I’d been in this position before. I’d been locked in the Slasher’s dungeon for more than a year. Lord Anguis and Lady Castillo could stave me. They could strip away my every freedom, marry my husband to another woman, even deny me any semblance of my humanity.

      But they couldn’t hurt me.

      No one could hurt me anymore.

      “I do wish you’d cheer up, my darling.” Lord Anguis clucked his tongue at me patronizingly. “Things will get so much better for you as soon as you’re willing to cooperate.”

      Again, I didn’t answer. Instead, I leaned back against the cold stone wall behind me and closed my eyes.

      I had no intentions of cooperating. No intentions of reacting to him, either. For as long as I was in this hell, I needed to save my strength.

      If I could store up enough of it, I’d finally be able to get out of this place for good.

      “You know, you ought to be thanking me, honestly.” He didn’t ever shut up, did he? Only the Slasher had liked the sound of his own voice more. “As miserable as you are right now, if you could manage to be a little more agreeable, you might realize how good you have it.”

      He had to be joking. There was no way anyone could look at my current plight and genuinely consider it good. Everyone in Beyond thought I’d killed a woman so I could marry my own half-brother. Now, I was naked, starving and trapped. Not exactly an all-expense paid vacation, was it?

      I closed my eyes and hoped he’d stop talking soon so I could get back to sleep.

      But Anguis showed no sign of being done with me anytime soon.

      “You’re the lucky one, Aisling. Truly,” Lord Anguis continued. “By the time my plans have come to fruition, you’ll be the only of your siblings left alive.”

      I cracked an eye open as a dagger of dread pierced my chest. Anguis’ face was still painted with his eternally slick, cloying grin, but now his eyes glimmered with dark intent.

      He was baiting me. He must have been.

      Lucky for him, he knew exactly the kind of bait a girl like me had no choice but to take.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      His smile broadened. “I’m so glad you asked. Let’s start with your sister, Heather. The Sanguilunae have been laying siege to Dayne Blackford’s castle for more than week now. She’s trapped inside of it like a rat. Word from the front suggests the casualties have been immense. But don’t worry. I’ve ordered for her to be taken alive.”

      I kept my expression neutral. It was hard, but I managed.

      If what Anguis was saying was true, Heather was in grave danger.

      But I had no way of knowing if he was lying or not.

      “Then, there’s your sister—Annalace.” He strode a little further into the room, pontificating. “You know she’s been in the clutches of Oberon Harshing for some time now. I have reason to believe he has wicked plans for her.”

      If I’d had more strength, I would have rolled my eyes.

      I could guess at what kind of plans Harshing had for Lace—and the plans that Lace had for Harshing in return. They were certainly wicked.

      Most of them probably involved things that would make a nun blush.

      “And then, there’s dear Alexander. Your love.” Anguis chuckled to himself. “Your brother.”

      I had to hand it to him. He was good at making my stomach churn. But I still didn’t buy the story about Romin being my brother. Destiny may have worked in mysterious ways—but Romin and I were soulmates.

      Would fate really decree that a brother and sister fall in love with each other?

      Fate was cruel, but it wasn’t nearly that fucked up. I wasn’t convinced.

      But I was worried.

      “What are you going to do with him?” I demanded.

      “I won’t do anything to him. I don’t have to.” Anguis looked particularly pleased with himself as he wandered even closer to me. “Alexander is heartbroken, and the people who put him into his position of power are already warring over it. High Lady Castillo is intent on finding him his other eleven brides. High Lord Leone has threatened death to anyone who challenges his daughter’s place at Prince Alexander’s side. And poor Alexander…he grows angrier and more despondent every day. If someone else doesn’t kill him first, I imagine he’ll take care of the problem he presents for us himself.”

      A cold tang of bitterness rose up on my tongue.

      Romin wouldn’t kill himself. He was stronger than that. We both were.

      Weren’t we?

      “There is no us, Lord Anguis.” I spat the words at him.

      “Isn’t there?” He drew back slightly, like he was surprised. “We’re both Aquarius. We’re both powerful—when we’re allowed to sleep and drink and eat.” His gaze focused on my ribcage, where my skin clung to bones more tightly than I ever had. My stomach yowled in response, and I shoved my fist against it hard to shut it up. “And after all…I did go to great lengths to get you here to Beyond.”

      He held my gaze in the silence that followed. I held his. He was getting at something. Poking and prodding at me. Trying to inspire a conclusion in me.

      When I came to it, the bad taste in my mouth only worsened.

      “You’re the one who told the Star-crossed Slasher about Beyond.”

      Anguis chuckled, then nodded. “See? You’re sharp as the blade of my knife. I couldn’t know for sure that he would successfully ensnare all three of the Lost Ones on Earth in one go, of course… But then again—the star charts and calculations I provided him with were very good, and it seems luck was on my side. It often is.”

      “Must be nice. Is your plan to talk me to death, then? If so, it’s working. I can feel myself fading already.”

      “Your wit is an asset, Princess. That mouth of yours, though—we’ll need to reassess its usefulness once I make you my wife.”

      He let that threat linger for just a second and watched the way my face fell as it set in.

      His wife. His wife.

      Then, still laughing to himself, he turned and left me to make terms with the new course fate had set for me.

      It was the worst one I’d heard yet.
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        * * *

      

      For weeks after Lord Anguis’ visit to my tower cell, I obsessed over his words. I worried about them through the day and found them haunting me in my dreams every night.

      Heather. Lace. Romin. I didn’t know how real any of Anguis’ threats toward them were, but I was aware of the way danger tended to lurk behind every corner in Beyond.

      I’d been wrong. There was still something that could hurt me after all.

      If any of them died, it would wound me more deeply than any arrow, any sword, any knife.

      The fact that I couldn’t help any of them only made it worse.

      I shivered weakly as the Brownies tossed buckets of water over my body. As they dried me off  and bent my limbs to place me in my gown, I struggled to even stay conscious.

      Today, Lord Anguis would make good on at least one of his threats.

      We were to be married. Husband and wife. All according to his plan. I’d spend the rest of the today weakened and helpless, being shown off by him like a beautiful corpse.

      Tonight, in all likelihood, he’d want to consummate our marriage—and I wouldn’t have the energy to stop him.

      I’d reached a new rock bottom. An all-time low. My sisters were in danger. The future of Beyond was on the precipice of falling into Lord Anguis’ filthy hands.

      And today, at some point, I’d see Romin again. His broad shoulders. His dark hair. If I was allowed close enough to him, I’d even be able to tell if the desolation Lord Anguis spoke of was really there in his whiskey-colored eyes. He’d be there at my wedding as my brother. My future king.

      And on his arm, in my place, would be Kiara. She’d finally had her victory. She’d won him in the end.

      Romin been the first of the three marriage lines on my hand, but our union hadn’t even survived a full day.

      Now, Lord Anguis would claim my second marriage line.

      The only hope I had left to cling to was that I had three lines. Today, more than ever, that kept me from giving up entirely.

      This marriage wouldn’t be my last.

      When the Brownies finally finished primping me for my walk down the aisle, they filtered out of the room. I slumped forward onto the surface of the vanity, exhausted.

      I didn’t need to gaze into the mirror to know how I looked. My cheeks were hollow. My eyes were sunken. My body felt incredibly heavy and painfully light all at once. My bones couldn’t seem to make up their minds: whether they wanted to sink into the earth or fly off into the air. I wasn’t hungry anymore. My stomach felt practically non-existent. It had shriveled up into a tiny mass in the concave beneath my ribs, hard and dark like the pit of a date.

      I was starving. I had been for weeks now.

      If I didn’t give in and show Lord Anguis my obedience soon, I supposed he might force feed me to keep me just alive enough to use. But then again—I still had sisters. He planned on taking Heather alive.

      If I didn’t give him what he wanted, he might just let me starve to death.

      “Well, that’s fucking abysmal, then,” a rich, sparkling male voice scoffed from behind me. “Rise, Sleeping Beauty. I came here to see a blushing bride.”

      Weakly, I lifted my head to the sound. I found a familiar face standing in the room behind me—one that I hadn’t seen in a long time. Back when Romin had been in control of my name, he’d forbidden it.

      “Byron?” I rasped in surprise.

      “Missed me, Venus?” Byron’s dark hair was messy. He was dressed in Aries red—though his clothes weren’t nearly as fine as the ones that the rest of the Castillo family wore. His dark hair, streaked with a single tendril of white, was ruffled. One of his eyes was swollen like he’d just been in a fight.

      My eyes immediately focused on his hands, though. Between them, he tossed a shiny red apple the size of both my fists put together.

      My mouth began to water immediately.

      It was the most delicious thing I’d ever seen.

      “If you’re here to torment me, fuck off,” I croaked. I’d been starving for long enough, it was entirely possible that the appearance of Romin’s bastard half-brother was just a hallucination. A hungry fever-dream.

      He arched an eyebrow. “And if I’m here to help?”

      “Give me that apple before I muster up the strength to kill you for it.”

      “The guards outside already tried that.” He grinned and brought the apple over to me. His knife flicked out, shining silver, so he could cut off a chunk of it as he leaned against the vanity. “It was almost like they didn’t want me barging in.”

      He offered me a small piece apple. Far smaller than I would have liked. He pressed it to my lips and I devoured it so fast, I had to stop myself from sucking his fingers clean of the juices. I barely even tasted it.

      I wanted to shove the whole apple into my mouth, bite down on its crisp skin and let its sweet juices flow onto my tongue.

      I wanted to gobble down the whole thing, core and all.

      “More,” I demanded. There probably should have been a please attached to that order, but I was too weak. Too desperate. Besides—Byron wasn’t one to care about being polite. That little taste had been enough to reawaken my hunger like a stoked fire. Now, it roared within me, powerful and all-consuming.

      But Byron only stroked my head and placed the apple aside.

      “In a moment. You can’t eat too much right now, Venus. You’ve been starved. Eating your fill now will kill you ten times as quick as starving would have.”

      I slumped slightly, dejected. I knew he was right. Rationally, my body wouldn’t be able to handle being fed all the food it wanted now that I’d been denied it for so long. It would shock my system. Maybe even stop my heart.

      But that didn’t make this any easier. As I gazed at the apple, just out of reach, for the first time since my ruined wedding to Romin I actually wanted to cry.

      Captivity hadn’t broken me—but in that moment, I knew that I wasn’t entirely whole anymore, either.

      “Why are you here?” I asked, staring up at him with tired, pleading eyes.

      “To tell you a story,” Byron said. He petted my hair again, then reached for the apple to cut me another slice. “And to give you a choice.”

      I watched the knife move as he spun his tale. It was hard to focus on anything other than the next piece of apple. The gnawing need in my gut for the next little bite.

      But for as long as Byron was in control of that apple, he had my attention. It seemed like a fair trade: a few meager tastes of sweetness in exchange for my ear.

      “I was a boy when the Slaughter happened,” Byron began. “My birth had been quite the scandal, as you may have heard. When poor, barren High Lady Castillo discovered that my father had knocked up his soulmate instead of her, the only way dear old dad could save my mother’s life was by agreeing to give Lady Castillo my name.”

      “So that’s why she’s ordered you around when we met at the vigil.” I leaned forward, mouth open, and Byron placed another sliver of the fruit onto my tongue.

      “Do I look like the kind of man who would follow orders if I didn’t have to?” Byron huffed a dry laugh. “These days, she keeps me on a long leash. But when I was a boy—oh, I was her little servant. Her lapdog, really. Like one of those little chihuahuas that the Earth heiresses keep in their purses.” Byron paused. It took me a moment to realize he was doing it for dramatic effect. “I was there when Renya Aries gave Lady Castillo Romin’s true name.”

      I swallowed the bite of apple down, and Byron produced a flask from his hip. When he tilted it to my lips, I sniffed it suspiciously, expecting whiskey. Maybe rum. But there was no scent. The liquid he trickled over my lips was water, cool and fresh. It tasted almost as sweet as the apple had.

      It was terrifying, to know that I’d gone hungry for so long that even clean water had a taste.

      “It was a black day,” Byron continued. “You could see it in the skies. Dark clouds without rain. Something was about to happen—something terrible. And wherever something terrible is about to happen, you can usually find Lady Castillo not far away.”

      Byron pulled back the flask, and I lunged for it. I needed that water. I would have done just about anything for it.

      But like the food, guzzling down water as quickly as I wanted to right now was a bad idea.

      How strange it was to have Byron Castillo playing the voice of reason and moderation. He didn’t strike me as a man who’d been moderate about anything in his entire life.

      “Lady Castillo had word from Harran Rayner that the King was preparing to go on the warpath.  She rushed to the palace right away, bringing me with. I don’t know if she had a plan from the beginning, or if she was just making it up as she went. Regardless, she knew a tragedy was on its way. Even then, I could see it in her eyes—she planned to make the most of it.” Byron’s took up the apple again. “We burst in on Lord Anguis draining Renya Aries’ blood. Quite the surprise for both of us, honestly. He said something about needing her to make a stronger knife. Lady Castillo didn’t question it. Didn’t try to stop him, either. She just stepped in and told Renya Aries that Romin—Alexander—would be the next to die if Renya Aries didn’t give up his name. Imagine her delight when Renya Aries spoke it. Not Alexander Solis, but Alexander Asteris.”

      My mouth fell open in—I didn’t even know at this point. Shock? Relief? Some combination of the two, probably, and a dozen more emotions besides.

      Byron took the opportunity of my jaw-drop to place another slice of apple on my tongue. I chewed it rapidly and composed myself as I swallowed it.

      “Romin’s a bastard, too,” I blurted out in a whisper.

      “Seems you have a certain ability to attract us, Venus. He’s the son of that Sanguilunae member that Reyna Aries was fucking on the side. Anguis and Lady Castillo both know he’s no true-born son of King Solis. If you hadn’t angered Lady Castillo with your soulmate nonsense, she might have even let you keep him.” Byron brushed his knuckles down my cheek fondly. “Though, I suppose I should thank you for trying. For a brief moment in time, my mother was thrilled at the possibility that she might be able to spread her legs for my father again.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked. It was the question I probably should have been asking from the start.

      Byron had just opened a treasure trove of precious knowledge for me—and no one gave anything away here in Beyond for free.

      “I told you,” he said. “I want to give you a choice. Alexander Asteris is your soulmate. He’s not, thankfully, your brother. But he’s not your husband, either.” His touch trailed down my neck, then lower still, until his knuckles rested against the protruding bones over my chest. “I want you to come away with me, Venus. Tonight.”

      I was so surprised by the offer, a laugh burst through my lips. “Away? With you? To where?”

      “To Earth. I have connections. They’ll drop us off wherever we want to go. I have money on Earth, too. Power. Whatever you desire. You don’t need to be my soulmate, and I don’t need to be yours—but that doesn’t mean we can’t have fun. You can read and write and study, visit beautiful places. I’ll take you to art galleries, operas… Just say the word, and we leave this place behind forever. Together. We can fuck whoever we like, become whoever we like. I’ll be yours when you want me, and you’ll be mine.”

      It was almost tempting. Almost. Even through my half-starved brain fog, I could see the appeal of it. Glitz and glamor. Travel. Luxury. A chance to relax and recover and breathe without someone who wanted to kill me breathing down my neck at the same time.

      But was it really worth leaving everyone I loved here to suffer?

      It was clearly Byron’s idea of a happily-ever-after…but could it really be mine?

      “What’s my other choice?”

      “You marry Lord Anguis tonight. You spend the rest of your life knowing that your soulmate is with another woman while you sleep in Lord Anguis’ bed, entertaining whatever depraved sexual acts he can conjure up to inflict on you. The years pass. Maybe someone kills you, or kills Romin. Maybe they get you both. But even if you live, you and Romin will grow old knowing that you can never be together in the way you wanted. He’ll never be yours, and you’ll never be his.” Byron shrugged. “Eventually, you both succumb to the tragedy of your fates. It’s a life—but only half a life.”

      Half a life. He probably wasn’t wrong. Romin was the other half of me. Heather and Lace shared my same blood. To be kept apart from them all forever…

      No. Byron was entirely right. It would be only half a life.

      “I like you, Byron,” I said softly.

      Excitement flashed in his eyes as his lips curled into a grin. “I hoped you’d say that.”

      He took me in his arms and pulled my body tight against his. His lips descended toward mine—handsome, ecstatic and probably very nice to kiss.

      I’d never know for sure.

      I reached up and pressed a trembling finger to his handsome mouth, holding him in place.

      “But I don’t love you,” I finished. “I’m sorry, Byron. I’m not your girl.”

      He drew back, looking perplexed. “You can’t be serious. You still really hope—”

      “I do hope,” I assured him. If he’d wanted me desperate, he probably shouldn’t have fed me. After weeks of going without, the little bit of sugar in the apple was going a long way in improving my strength. “You want orgies in Ibiza and sex romps in Rome. I want to be with my sisters—and my soulmate. I can’t leave them. I have to hope. Hope’s all I have left.”

      He stared at me for a moment longer, then dropped his hand from my breast and lowered his eyes. Shaking his head, he gave a gentle laugh.

      “You really are unbreakable, Venus,” he said through a chuckle. “I was so sure that was going to work.”

      He turned his head toward the door.

      “You can come in now, little brother.”

      I lifted my eyes to my reflection in the mirror. I still looked half-starved, but a little color had returned to my cheeks. As I saw the door open behind me, my dull grey eyes lit up, glimmering and bright.

      Romin stood in the doorway, bracing himself against the frame. His hunched shoulders heaved, like he was out of breath.

      “Aisling.” He breathed my name like a prayer as he staggered forward.

      I abandoned his reflection and spun around to look at him for real. His dark hair was even messier than Byron’s was. Even more disheveled than usual. His face was splattered with a thin spray of blood. My heart shuddered as I searched for the source of the bleeding, but unlike Byron, there wasn’t a scratch on him.

      I supposed that meant the blood wasn’t his at all.

      “There are bodies to dispose of, I assume?” Byron asked Romin.

      Romin nodded, but he didn’t take his eyes off me. “Ten guards around the corner. No—wait. Eleven. One wanted to play hero. Came running to help his friends.”

      “Suppose I’ll go clean up your mess, then.” Byron smirked as he glanced between us, then waved us along dismissively and headed for the door. “I’d tell you to behave…but I’d be prouder if you didn’t.”

      Byron closed the door behind him.

      For the first time since the morning of our wedding, Romin and I were alone.

      “You shouldn’t be here.” It wasn’t what I wanted to say, but it was the truth.

      “No, I shouldn’t,” Romin agreed. He took another step toward me, devouring me with his gaze. There was a sadness in the warm whiskey of his eyes as his saw how thin I was. A pang of pain rippled through the air between us, like we were connected by a sitar string that vibrated with a dozen old hurts.

      He looked like he’d missed me.

      I’d missed him, too.

      “Your mother—” I began, ready to list off all the ways that his presence here could go wrong.

      “Busy.” He drew near enough that I could count the specks of blood on his cheeks.

      “Kiara—”

      “Not my wife.” Nearer still. Close enough to touch. His hands hovered over the waist of my gown for a moment, like he was afraid if he tried to hold me, I’d turn into a ghost and disappear. With a grit of his teeth, he made contact. The connection between us vibrated stronger. With hurt, and with something that washed all that pain away. “You are my wife.”

      “Lord Anguis—”

      “Can go fuck himself. Speaking of which…”

      Abruptly, Romin kissed me. His tongue forced its way into my mouth, exploring with unguarded need. He shoved me back against the vanity. The mirror shuddered as he forced my ass up onto the table’s surface. His hands roamed over me roughly, groping every part of my body he could get hold of like he was making sure I was real.

      “I’ve been stroking myself off half-mad with grief for weeks now.” He growled the words as he shoved my skirts up, snarling as he struggled his way through the petticoats. “You’re in my dreams, you witch. Your scent…” He dropped to his knees and dove beneath my skirts. I gasped, flushing hot as he kissed and lapped at my inner thighs. His breath hissed as he breathed me in. “Fuck. It’s as good as I remembered. It’s been haunting me in my sleep.”

      Oh. This—it felt right. It was the only thing that had in weeks. But as Romin’s kisses shifted to my folds, I bit my lip and tried to hold him back.

      Byron hadn’t been wrong. Romin wasn’t mine anymore.

      “Kiara hasn’t been taking care of you?” I took him by his shoulders and mustered what little strength I had to push him away from my cunt.

      He reemerged from beneath my skirts for only a moment, glowering with inconvenience. “Not my wife. Already told you that.”

      He tried to dive back in, but I pushed him back again.

      “Romin—”

      “No, I haven’t fucked her,” he snarled. “That’s what you want to know, isn’t it? I married you. I was promised you. Why in the ever-loving fuck would I settle for brainless twat like Kiara Leone when I knew you were waiting for me?”

      “I wasn’t waiting for you,” I told him. “I knew…your mother had your name. I knew she wouldn’t let you come.”

      “You’re right. I couldn’t come for you. I wanted to. But you know the power of a name. Now, though…”

      Whatever orders his mother had him under, he’d clearly been freed from today.

      He forced his way back between my thighs. His lips latched around my clit, sucking hard. My entire body spasmed and clenched until he freed me to growl a promise.

      “You’re going to come for me instead.”

      He licked at me like he was the one who’d been starving all these weeks. I didn’t have the strength to stop him. Selfishly, I didn’t want to. This was what I’d wanted for so long. It was something I’d never thought I’d have.

      He should have been lost to me. But yet, here he was, sending waves of pleasure tearing through me so intensely I had to grip the vanity hard just to keep from falling apart.

      As the orgasm throbbed, mounting in my core until it exploded in a burst of pleasure and heat, I knew that any claim Kiara Leone had to him was a false one.

      I’d never stopped being his. He’d never stopped being mine.

      He emerged from beneath my skirts breathing hard. His lips glistened with my honey. When he stole another kiss, I could taste myself on his tongue.

      He broke the kiss, moving with purpose. His fingers tore at his belt, loosing it to free his cock.

      “On our wedding day, I swore to love you.”He moved between my thighs, grabbing my ass to tilt my hips back. His cock rubbed against my soaking slit, thick and stiff. “I swore to keep you safe. To protect you with my life. So far, I’ve failed you in every one of those vows but one.” He positioned himself at my entrance and stared into my eyes intensely. “I never stopped loving you, Aisling.”

      I was breathless. For a moment, I wasn’t sure how to respond.

      But there only one thing I had to say to him now, when it came right down to it.

      “I love you too.” I wove my fingers through his hair as he rained kisses up and down my neck. “I love you so much.”

      “Good. Remember that when you’re walking down the aisle today. You’ll be doing it with my seed in your womb. My taste on your lips and my cum running down your thighs with every step.”

      He entered me slowly. My body was weak, but it was ready for him. It had been ready for him for a long, long time. He stretched me to fit him, easing me into it with more restraint than I thought possible. With the way his muscles were straining, it was clear how much he was holding himself back.

      That restraint didn’t last for long.

      “Drink from me,” he urged, rocking his hips hard against mine as I clung to him desperately. “Take my blood. You’re a Transit. You can.”

      “No,” I panted. My lashes fluttered as my eyes rolled back. It was too much, and I knew it. But with Romin—when it came to having him, too much wasn’t even enough. “Just kiss me, Romin. Please.”

      “You have to, Aisling. You’re weak. You need your strength back.” He grabbed my hair and tugged my head back, pressing deeper into me as he forced my mouth against his neck. “Do it. I want to fuck you within an inch of your life right now—and I’d prefer not to kill you in the process.”

      His pulse pounded against my lips, harder with every thrust of his cock. I’d never drank blood before. I’d never tapped into that side of my powers. But close like this, I could almost already taste him: his sweetness, the sharp tang of iron, the intense flow of his magic

      My mouth watered. I wanted it. He was commanding me to take it.

      After starving for so long, when I willed my teeth into fangs, they came to me like second nature.

      I sank them into his neck and relished the way he hissed for me. His blood filled my mouth, and I swallowed it hungrily. With every suck I gave to his neck, he pounded into me harder and faster, and I grew strong enough to take it.

      We tangled limbs and legs and magic until it all culminated in a burst of raw, euphoric, simultaneous ecstasy.

      Just like Romin had promised—I’d be walking down the aisle today with his seed dripping between my legs.

      As he held me after, it was almost as good as the fucking itself. I felt delicate. Warm. Safe. And, for the first time in so long, I felt energetic. Alive.

      “When I drank your blood…what did you see?” I asked as he finally loosed his hold on me.

      “I saw a girl with an acceptance letter to the school of her dreams,” Romin said as he jerked my skirts back down and did up his belt, “taking a risk that would cause her to miss her own graduation because she had to stop and save a wounded cat.”

      “That’s how I ended up here,” I murmured, winding my arms around his neck. I drew him back toward me and rubbed my cheek against his. “In a roundabout sort of way.”

      Being here with Romin, tasting him on my lips and breathing him in…

      It almost made all the time I’d lost feel worth it. Even now, I knew this moment was fleeting. Maybe, if Byron was right, it was the only moment that Romin and I would have.

      But it was real. It mattered.

      For as long as I had his arms around me and his body against mine, I’d make it last.

      “Aisling.”

      “Mm?”

      “We’ll need to go to the cathedral soon. I need you to think for a moment.”

      I rested my forehead against his and let out a deep breath. My head was still dizzy with post-orgasmic bliss. “That’s not exactly easy right now.”

      Romin tilted his head back and kissed the tip of my nose. “Try your best. Who here at court do you have in your corner? Who among them would fight on your side?”

      I blinked. Why did he need to know that?

      “Ah…The Illmarinens,” I said, recalling the favors I’d accumulated during the wakes of my murdered classmates. “The Nalinis. Your aunt, Lady Kenyatta. And High Lord Atalanta, Paloma’s uncle. They all owe me. Why?”

      “I need to know for when the fighting starts. That way, I know who to spare and who to kill.”

      “There’s going to be fighting?” Apart from the guards that Romin and Byron had apparently disposed of to get in here today, this was the first I was hearing of any planned violence.

      “You’ve been trapped in your tower for an awfully long time, Princess. Your hair’s even grown back out.” He raked his fingers through my red waves almost wistfully. I knew what he was recalling: what fun he’d had lopping it all off. “But yes. There’s going to be fighting. It’s you and me, remember?” He smiled. “Fighting’s what we do best.”

      Romin kissed me again, furious and victorious. He bit my lower lip and lashed at me with his tongue.

      He kissed me like he was a great conquerer reclaiming a fallen city. One he’d named after himself.

      Alexander. The name suited him, really.

      Still. He’d always be Romin to me.

      He broke the kiss gasping for air. He clutched me in arms like I was a captured queen.

      Romin moved his lips to my ear next. His teeth sank into my lobe, pulling away as he growled against my skin.

      “There’s no fucking way I’m letting that bald-headed prick kiss my wife.”
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        * * *

      

      The turnout for this wedding was even better than my last. The members of the Sanguilunae who’d gone to lay siege on Blackford’s castle were still absent, but dozens of others had arrived in their place. King Solis had a feast of a full roasted pig placed before him as I entered the chapel. He didn’t even give me a first glance, let alone a second. Some father. Next to him, a particularly large Brownie in a massive crown sat on a throne of smaller Brownies. They positioned themselves on all fours to bear his weight.

      Romin had taken his place with his family—or whatever Kiara and the Castillos were to him now. Lord Castillo was ashen and kept nervously side-eyeing his wife. Lady Castillo looked poisonously triumphant. So did Kiara—at least, until she tried to wind her arms around Romin’s, only to be shoved away.

      The thing that surprised me most was seeing Lace and Harshing in the crowd. They sat near the back with Professor Zephyr and Professor Antigone, blending in with the lower members of the court.

      When Lace’s eyes caught mine, gratefulness washed over me. Anguis had been lying. Harshing had no plans to hurt her.

      In fact, if my eyes weren’t deceiving me, they were holding hands.

      I got all the way through my vows in a daze. It felt like I was meant to say them. Maybe I was finally coming to believe in fate. When they were done, Lord Anguis took me into his arms and dipped his thin, sharp lips toward me to claim a kiss.

      The doors burst open before his lips touched mine.

      Battle-bloodied and looking more sinister than I’d ever seen them, members of the Pack trudged into the cathedral. Val and Flint moved together; Val with a limp, Flint with a bandage wrapped over one eye. Jules and Cybele were unharmed, but both were soaked and singed like they’d been bombarded by fire and water all at once. There were others—students, and adults whose names I didn’t know.

      Heather and Blackford came in behind the rest. The group parted to make way for them.

      My heart shuddered in my chest with relief. The siege had been broken. Somehow, they’d managed to come out of it alive.

      “Rayner!” Lord Leone roared, glancing wildly around the hall. “Where the fuck are you? Control your damned pack!”

      “Rayner’s dead.” Blackford slipped a bag from his shoulder as he moved to stand next to Heather. From the bag, he pulled out a fistful of blond hair attached to the scalp of a severed head.

      He tossed it out and sent it skittering across the floor until it spun to a stop: dull black eyes staring blankly up at Lord Leone.

      The room went silent.

      Lady Castillo reacted first.

      “Alexander—” she snarled, glaring at Romin.

      I lifted my hand to her and blasted her back in a gust of wind.

      “You owe me a favor, Lady Castillo,” I called out to her as she tumbled heels over head into the wall. “Give Alexander and Byron their names back.”

      She gasped, then clasped her hands over her mouth. As she struggled to stop herself from speaking, her face grew pale. Her expression twisted, tortured and pained.

      Her will gave out before her body did.

      A favor owed demanded to be repaid.

      “Byron Castillo and…Alexander Asteris,” she panted, eyes burning with fury, “I return to you your names.”

      Murmurs of shock rumbled through the cathedral. Every one of them was vindication.

      Alexander Asteris. Not a son of King Solis at all.

      The next moments passed like they were lit by a strobe light. I saw Romin rush toward me. I felt the jerk of my arm as Lord Anguis pulled me in front of him, drawing his athame and moving it toward my throat.

      I braced for the sear of the iron blade against my skin, but it never came.

      Romin caught Lord Anguis’ hand before the athame could touch me. I stumbled aside as Romin turned Anguis’ knife around and slammed it into Lord Anguis’ eye socket. With every ounce of his Aries strength, he shoved and clenched until the blade shattered completely, buried deep in Lord Anguis’ skull.

      Then, all hell broke loose.
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      Sometimes, I could still smell the blood in the air. Flashes of those memories haunted me—some like nightmares, some like the ghosts of old friends.

      I’d never forget the way the Brownie King’s blood had tumbled over my fingers after I’d driven my blade into his throat, or the flood of his peoples’ stolen names that surged into my mind as he breathed his last. Nor would I forget the look on Kiara Leone’s face as Cordelia attempted to turn on her mid-fight. Once a backstabber, always a backstabber, it seemed.

      There’d been death on both sides. There always was. Our enemies had suffered more casualties, but our losses felt like they carried greater weight. Maren Blackford had thrown herself into the path of Lord Leone’s sword, taking a deadly blow to the chest that had been meant for Heather. Lady Kenyatta fell to Lord Leone as well—but not without taking him with her on her way out. Romin’s father had been cut down by Lady Castillo herself before Romin and Byron managed to capture her. Even as they brought her to her knees in surrender, there’d been a terrible look in her eyes—like she’d finally gotten some semblance of revenge out of the husband who’d dared to love someone else.

      Maybe my eyes had deceived me, but in the midst of the bloodshed, I could have sworn I saw King Solis put down the hamhock he’d been gnawing on, rise, and calmly amble toward an exit. On his way out, his form had shifted. For just a moment before he disappeared into the dark, I’d spotted the short, rotund body and balding head of Master Goodfellow, the Gemini shapeshifter who’d tried to scam us on our first day in Beyond, waddling away in my father’s place. When I asked Oberon about it after, he’d only taken my hand and posed a question in place of an answer: Do you really think, in all the years following the Slaughter, I would have allowed the man who tried to take you away from me to live?

      In the history books, they’d come to call that night The Battle of the Lost Ones. Thanks to Incarsa Antigone—or, as she was going by these days, Tianna Harshing—the stories in those books would actually be true.

      “No, please. I can do it myself. There’s really no need,” I begged the Brownies who rushed around my heavy white and gold skirts. Each of them was frantically trying to find a wrinkle to set right or a stray thread to snip. After killing the Brownie King, Oberon and I had traveled across the realm returning the names of every Brownie we could find. I’d been able to give them their freedom back, and had led the initiative to help them lead their own lives.

      Most of the Brownies had returned to their homelands in Beyond, where we’d diverted funds to build infrastructure and promote education. But a confusing handful of them had insisted on continuing to serve me—not because I had their names, but out of their own free will.

      Hopefully, they’d get bored of my reluctance to be waited on eventually. Until then, I had a small fleet of tiny beings swarming me every waking hour of the day.

      It was kind of like having kids.

      “Get off of her, you little hellions.” Oberon strode into the room and gave the Brownies a stern look. He didn’t need control of their names to get them to listen to him.

      Even now that he’d passed the position of Headmaster of the Academy over to Professor Zephyr, he was still the most formidable man I’d ever known.

      As the Brownies grumbled and slouched away, Oberon came up behind me and took my hair into his hands.

      “It’s longer than ever now,” he mused, rearranging the long blonde curls over my shoulders. “Suits you.”

      “It was always going to grow back eventually.” I smiled gently and closed my eyes, reveling in his touch. I got plenty of attention these days, but it always felt best when that attention was coming from him.

      “Everything always does,” he agreed. “You look beautiful as ever, Sinnan.”

      I opened my eyes and blinked at that name.

      Sinnan. It still felt like a pair of shoes that were a little big for me. A wedding ring that my finger was still growing into. Something that didn’t fit quite right. But every day, I could feel myself coming to fill out the gaps a little more.

      Memories had been coming back to me over the last few months, drip-fed to me like sugar water from a pipette. They arrived in dreams. Sometimes, nightmares.

      But either way, when I woke up, I could always roll over and find comfort in the familiar safety of Oberon’s arms.

      He moved his lips to my ear. The humidity of his breath clung deliciously in my curls.

      “Are you happy?” he asked.

      “I’m…getting used to things,” I admitted. Today was just another step in that direction. Toward reaching a new normal. Toward building a life beyond worry and fear.

      “That isn’t what I asked.”

      I sighed.

      That was the problem. His question was a hard one to answer.

      “Ash and Romin are together again,” I said. “Heather and Blackford can barely keep their hands off of each other. Antigone—I mean, Tianna—she’s a good queen. A good teacher, too. I think if I work hard enough, I’ll be ready when when it to pass over the reins.”

      By tonight, the ornate gown I wore would be paired with a crown to match.

      “That’s also not what I asked.” There was a teasing in Oberon’s tone as he moved his hands to my shoulders. His thumbs pressed to either side of my spine, easing out the knots of tension wound into my muscles. “Are you happy, Sinnan?”

      “I don’t know.” I breathed deep through the pleasure-pain of his massaging hands. I knew if I could endure it, my body would feel better by the time he was done. “It’s all so…bittersweet. To get here, we lost so much time to people who wanted to take happiness from us. We lost people we can’t bring back.”

      “No, we can’t,” Oberon agreed solemnly.

      “And for all the good we did…there’s such a long way to go before Beyond will be the place that it should have been all along,” I added. That thought had been weighing heavy on me ever since Tianna had offered me a place at her side as her heir.

      If I claimed it, all that responsibly would shift onto my shoulders.

      “The past is a place full of pain. Small hurts—” Oberon found a particularly tense knot at the base of my neck. I hissed as he rolled around beneath his thumb. When he smoothed it out, I let out a heavy breath of release. “And bigger ones. Some things, we can change and fix and make better. Some things, once broken, can never be fixed. No matter how much we want to.” He stepped back and took my waist in his hands, turning me to face him. “Our tragedies make us into the people we are.”

      “When do the hurts stop hurting?”

      “Some never will. We live with those. But from others, we can heal.”

      I thought back over the things I’d been through. The ones I could heal from, and the ones I’d have to live with.

      “Do you think Professor Douglas will show up today?” It was the one thing still hanging over my head—the promise that at any moment, Douglas might reemerge from wherever he was hiding on Earth. That he would use my name to twist my brain again. He’d already taken Calanthe Bronson. We had no way of finding him to rescue her.

      And if Douglas took me too, then I’d share in her fate.

      “If he does, he’ll regret it.” A dark fire glimmered in Oberon’s red eyes as he stroked my hair and drew my body against his. “I won’t suffer a man to live who tries to harm what’s mine.”

      My heart fluttered as I focused on his lips.

      “Am I still yours?” I breathed.

      “Silly girl.” He smiled, staring down at me like I was the most precious thing in the world. “You have always been mine, and you will always be mine.”

      Then, he kissed me. It was rough kiss, but not a cruel one. His lips moved with mine like a promise.

      As I melted in his arms, I realized how much I trusted him. How much I believed him.

      Life was full of hurt, but time for hurting was over now.

      Everything was going to be alright.
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        * * *

      

      Since the Battle of the Lost Ones, things had changed in Beyond.

      Kiara Leone and Cordelia Whitney had been sentenced to lives of service for their actions. Once Rasalas Manigold returned from Earth with images from Heather’s camera, I didn’t think anyone would ever believe their lies again. The still shots that Rasalas had taken from the video finally cleared Ash’s name of Kiara’s murder.

      They showed Kiara slitting her own throat in Ash’s bed, and Cordelia hiding the evidence meant to frame Heather and me as accomplices while Kiara bled out.

      That wasn’t the only thing the camera had showed.

      Scarlett, Paloma and Iris’ deaths still ached in my chest like an old bruise. Every time I saw Irene’s pink and purple hair at court, or spotted Paloma’s parents at feasts, I could spot the little tell-tale signs of the grief they carried with them, too. Usually, they looked happy these days. They’d smile and laugh. Sometimes at the palace balls, they’d even dance. But eventually, at some point during the evening, there was always that tragic moment when their smiles waned and a distant look crept into their eyes. Like they’d almost forgotten what they’d lost for a little while. Like they felt guilty for being happy in a world that no longer included the girls they loved.

      Thanks to Rasalas Manigold and the footage from Heather’s camera, at least the girls’ killers had been brought to justice. I hadn’t recognized the men in the images Rasalas had shown Queen Tianna of the murders, but Oberon had identified them as members of High Lady Castillo’s personal guard. When the assassins had been rounded up, they’d broken quickly enough.

      I couldn’t blame them. Oberon had taken it upon himself to question them. I knew exactly how scary his threats to unmake a person felt.

      High Lady Castillo had paid her men to kill Scarlett, Paloma and Iris. Or, more accurately, she’d paid them to kill Heather, Ash and me. The assassins had just gotten the wrong girls. All of it had been meant to ensure that Romin would go uncontested for the crown someday—so that High Lady Castillo could rule through him using the power of his name.

      Now, High Lady Castillo and all her minions were locked away in the palace dungeons. I hadn’t bothered to go visit them. I was just happy to know that they’d never be able to hurt anyone ever again.

      As Oberon and I entered the hall where the High Court had gathered to witness my coronation as heir to the throne, I clutched Oberon’s arm and sought out the faces of my allies.

      There was one in every chair now. Her Majesty Queen Tianna Harshing had seen to that immediately.

      I smiled as I watched Romin pull Ash onto his lap as he sat in the chair for the High Lord of House Aries. His aunt and Scarlett’s mother, High Lady Kenyatta, rolled her eyes as Romin and Ash wrestled around.

      Ash put up a valiant fight to stop Romin from placing her on his knee, but even the most oblivious onlooker would’ve been able to tell it was all for show.

      The two of them would never sit on the throne of Beyond. Now that Lady Castillo was out of the picture, it was clear they hadn’t really wanted it. They both looked pretty happy about how things had panned out. Ever since they’d remarried, Ash had resumed her studies at the Academy while Romin represented House Aries here at the palace. Every time Ash came to visit him here in Mag Mel, they’d fallen right back into tormenting each other with a passion that only the two of them could manage.

      Romin buried his face in the neckline of Ash’s gown, and Ash slapped him for it. Romin caught her wrist and pulled his lips to his, and Ash only resisted for a moment before she gave in and kissed him back.

      I had no doubt that they’d be blissfully fighting with each other for a very long time.

      In the wake of High Lord Rayner’s death, I’d expected Blackford and Heather to take the leadership of the Sanguilunae. But as I caught Heather’s eye near the door of the hall, she shot a burst of telepathic teasing silently across my mind.

      You’re lucky I like you so much, Lace. I wouldn’t be back in this shithole for anyone else.

      I laughed and bowed my head faux-solemnly to acknowledge what a great and terrible sacrifice she was making for me just to be here today. She and Blackford spent most of their time on riding her motorcycle cross-country back on Earth these days. I had a sneaking suspicion her Commando wasn’t the only thing she was busy riding, though. The visible baby bump beneath the loose linen of her black tunic corroborated that hunch.

      Is Dayne going to make an honest woman of you before the baby’s born? I shot at her telepathically.

      I’m a Scorpio, Lace. No one can make an honest woman of me. Heather smiled and reached up to scratch Blackford beneath his chin. It would be pointless to even try.

      In the center of the room, Her Majesty Queen Tianna Harshing’s eyes met mine. She gave me a nod from her throne, and I let my fingers slip away from Oberon’s arm so I could approach her.

      When she placed my crown on my head, I’d expected the weight to be a heavy one.

      But to my surprise, it was so light, it felt like I’d been wearing it all along.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You wear it well.”

      I cracked my eyes open and rolled my head toward the source of the sound.

      I was in Oberon’s arms. My body swayed gently with his every step as he carried me. The dark velvet of sleepiness draped itself over my mind still, making me slow to react.

      I remembered being crowned. The feast that had followed. An entire night’s worth of dancing, most of which had been with him.

      But after that, it all got a little blurrier.

      “What happened?” I mumbled, winding my arms around his neck. “What do I wear well?”

      “The crown,” he said. A short laugh rocked his chest beneath my cheek. “We took a break from dancing. You fell asleep against my shoulder. I’m taking you to bed.”

      “Oh.” I closed my eyes and nuzzled against him a little closer. “The High Lords will be angry, you know. You barely let me out of your arms all night.”

      “They could have asked for a dance if they’d wanted one.”

      “No they couldn’t have.” I laughed, still drifting in that dreamy place between asleep and awake. “They’re terrified of you.”

      “As they should be. I’m a very possessive man.”

      He carried me to my chambers. They were our chambers, really. He hadn’t spent so much as a night away from me since he’d given me the memory of when I became Sinnan—or when I became Annalace. I still wasn’t sure who was who or which was which. It was one of those things I was slowly realizing it was best not to think of too much.

      What I did know was this: Oberon Harshing was my soulmate, and I was his. If sharing a bed despite the fact that we weren’t married was a scandal…well, Beyond was accustomed to those by now, surely.

      Given who Oberon was, I doubted anyone was going to do anything about it—for the exact same reason no one had bothered to ask me to dance.

      There were perks to being loved by a man everyone else feared.

      I swayed as Oberon placed me on my feet. He set about undressing me, and I braced myself against the wall, too tired to do anything but try and stay upright. Though his hands roamed my body freely with every bit of skin he uncovered, his motivation tonight didn’t seem to be lust.

      He liked to touch me, and I loved being touched.

      When I was free of my gown, he swept me off my feet again. This time, he took me straight to bed. He pulled the cool covers up over my bare skin and smoothed my hair away from my face. I drifted in and out to the sound of him undressing as well, skimming just along the surface of sleep like a stone being skipped across a lake.

      When he got into bed next to me, he stroked my back and kissed the nape of my neck until I finally sank into a deep, luxurious sleep.

      I dreamed of him. I usually did. I’d been doing it for nearly my entire life. The first time we made love months ago, it could have been pulled straight from those dreams.

      The more I thought about it, the more I wondered if they weren’t dreams at all, but memories. Echoes of the life I’d had with him before fate had torn us apart, resounding into the present now that we were together once more.

      I arched and purred for him as I slept, still distantly aware of the closeness of his body to mine in the waking world. I dreamed of his hands between my thighs, stroking my slick folds with an expert’s touch. I dreamed of his lips crushed against mine, of his thick cock and the heated precision of his tongue.

      I knew that it would all be mine again in real life come morning, just as soon as I was awake.

      “Annalace.”

      As I heard my name called out through the darkness, I stirred. The voice was male. Familiar, but only in a way that made my stomach clench with dread.

      Oberon never called me Annalace. Not anymore.

      I opened my eyes to find wan light pouring into the room. A shadow loomed in the open doorway, dripping dark water onto the floor.

      “Annalace,” the figure said. “Come to me.”

      My chest tightened like a vice around my pounding heart. My stomach churned in a nauseating frenzy of fear.

      Professor Douglas. I’d worried that he’d come back for me for so long now, I’d almost become accustomed to it. You could only live afraid for so long before it became normalized. Just a low vibration of anxiety that vibrated along like a bass line, disappearing into the music of the day.

      But now, all those months of fear had finally rushed into me all at once.

      Now, he was here. He was calling me to him by my name.

      I threw back the blankets and rose from the bed in a hypnotic daze. Unable to fight. Unable to flee.

      Unable to do anything but obey.

      “Sinnan?” Oberon’s voice rumbled behind me, raspy with sleep. I heard him leap from the bed as I took a step forward, then another.

      I heard a huff of surprise force itself out of Douglas’ throat as Oberon threw himself between us.

      With one hand, Oberon grabbed my elbow and tossed me back onto the bed.

      With the other, he reached toward Professor Douglas.

      I saw him do it. I could have sworn I did. In the moment, it felt so real. Oberon reaching out and grasping the air between Professor Douglas and me like he was taking hold of a rope. The snarled, shimmering strands of Douglas’ fate glimmering to life in Oberon’s hands. A snarl from Oberon’s lips. A furious twist and a tug. A brief look of supreme horror in Professor Douglas’ eyes and a ripping sound, like the fabric of the universe was being ripped at its seams.

      Then…nothing.

      Oberon’s hands were empty. So was the doorway. Everything that had just happened lingered like a nightmare lost to memory. After a moment or two of confusion, even that feeling was gone.

      Vaguely, I recalled that a man had been obsessed with me. That he’d wanted to manipulate me and make me his.

      But it didn’t hurt anymore.

      It didn’t feel like it had happened at all.

      As I sorted through those emotions, distantly, I recalled the faces of an Aquarius Junior at the Academy and her Virgo sister, who’d been in my class. Calanthe and Georgiana Bronson. They’d always been sweet to me. Warm and kind. I had the strangest notion that Calanthe had missing, and an even stranger one that Georgiana had died.

      But that couldn’t be right.

      I could remember Calanthe and Naomi teaching aerial tricks to Ash, Heather and me while we flew on the wind over the Astrolabe. I could remember sneaking food from the kitchens with Georgiana, getting our butts handed to us during Professor Blackford’s dueling classes—dozens and dozens of memories that hadn’t been there a moment before, but were very much inside my mind now.

      “What just happened?” I whispered breathlessly. I rubbed my temple, frowning.

      This was making my brain hurt.

      “I took care of something.” Oberon wrapped his arms around me and pulled me against his chest. His warmth enveloped me like a cozy blanket, and slowly, the pain in my head began to recede. “Something I should have taken care of long ago.”

      He stroked my head and kissed my temples, then turned my face toward his so he could claim my mouth. In his kiss, I melted. It was slow and deep, the kind of intense that stole my breath away and returned everything in the world to right.

      That was him. That was what being his was like.

      No matter what, there was no length he wouldn’t go to. Not as long as it meant keeping me safe and making me happy in the end.

      “Thank you,” I murmured against his lips. I knew those words would bind me to him even more than I already was. A thank you was a favor.

      “You don’t need to thank me, you know.” He laughed gently at the notion. “You’ve already given me everything I want.”

      “Maybe I like owing you,” I whispered back. “Are you sure there’s not anything you want?”

      He closed his eyes and breathed out, taking my hand into his. He pulled my fingertips up to his chest and pressed them there, firm enough that I could feel his heartbeat.

      “There’s something, maybe,” he admitted. “I’ve wanted to ask for some time now. But only if you’re agreeable to the idea.”

      “What is it?”

      He smiled. “Marry me.”

      My heart leapt up as I pounced on him, kissing his mouth hard enough to bruise us both.

      My answer was clear. I didn’t need to put it into words.

      I couldn’t imagine a more perfect favor to grant him—or a better way to settle my debt.
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      You never know when you’re going to be taken. That’s just the way the world works. Fate is unpredictable in every way but one: it almost always gets its way in the end.

      We were taken by a killer. We were stolen away to a world forged in fire and greed and blood.

      Now, we’ve made it our own.

      We never expected happy endings. Women like us rarely can. The fact that we got them anyway…well, we can’t say we’re not grateful. Death is inevitable, but happiness—that’s something to cherish. We know how few people can count themselves so lucky.

      That’s the thing, though. Everything we have, we fought for. Against the odds that betrayed us. Against the enemies who wanted to see us dead. Against fate itself.

      When you look at it that way…luck had nothing to do with it.

      This was never a story about lucky girls.
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