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Take that chance.

Kiss the hot guy.

Climb onto the back of his dragon,

wrap your arms around him,

and ride.
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BRIDE OF ASHES


An arranged marriage with a doomed fae king.

A court of shadows and secrets,

where falling in love can be lethal.

After the tragic death of the man I adored, I vowed never to love again. To broker peace between two fae kingdoms, I agree to marry the king of Evergorne Court, a union built on duty, not desire.

Onboard the king’s ship, I meet his bodyguard, Lore, a brooding shadow of a man who’s maddeningly arrogant and too handsome for his own good. He ignites something wild and dangerous inside me, something I must resist at all costs.

My new husband, King Merrick, is equally stunning. He makes me laugh, and to my surprise, he makes me hope. He offers me kindness, a chance to heal my wounded soul, and he ignites feelings I thought had died with my lost love.

Yet, beneath the intoxicating beauty of Evergorne Court, darkness festers. Secrets weave a web of intrigue, leaving me tangled in a treacherous game where trust is scarce, and desire is lethal.

Love could be my fiercest weapon, or the very thing that tears me apart.

Bride of Ashes, Book 1 in the M/F Kingdom of Shadow & Ruin Series, is full of steamy romance, suspense, and secrets that will challenge everything Reyla thought she knew about the fae world—and herself.

Trigger Warning: blood, injuries, taking a life, violence, class systems, poverty, hunger, grief, mourning the loss of prior love, references to childhood trauma.
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As I peered through the window, the setting sun pierced the sky with bitter orange and ominous red in sympathy for my last day of freedom. Tonight, I’d marry a fae king I hadn’t met, solidifying a union born of duty and shrouded in secrets. Would I find a way to endure King Merrick, or would he be a tyrant I needed to outwit and destroy?

“You’re sure you won’t let us go with you?” my friend Tempest asked from beside me, concern knitting her brow to the point she’d have permanent wrinkles if she kept it up. 

“I insist,” my brother Vexxion added, his glower taking in the room in general.

“You can insist all you want, but I’m traveling to the harbor alone,” I said. “I mean it.” I’d agreed to become the “willing” bride to a distant fae king, and I would walk into my new life without bringing any of the old along with me.

Tears shimmered in Tempest’s eyes, but she nodded. Vexxion came up behind her. He must sense her distress, because he wrapped one arm around her waist, tugging her against his chest. He gently lifted her hand and kissed the mating mark symbol on her wrist, a match to his own. 

These two . . . I loved them. I was incredibly happy for them. But it gutted me to see them this way because it reminded me of the love I no longer had. 

I’d miss them terribly, but this wasn’t forever. They’d visit when King Merrick gave them permission.

Part of this new life included traveling by ship to a continent I didn’t know existed a few months ago. From there, we’d travel on horse, or dragon if they rode them, finally arriving at the place I was expected to call home. We’d soon see if my arranged marriage would work or if I’d made a horrible mistake. 

As for me being “willing,” I’d do what I must to secure this treaty, though I’d only been with one guy, and I wasn’t sure I could ever eagerly give my body to someone new. 

Kinart.

My first love. 

My lost love. 

We hadn’t been fated mates like Vexxion and Tempest, but we couldn’t have loved each other more.

Would my chest ever stop aching?

“We want to make sure you’re alright,” Tempest said, the concern on her face mirrored on my brother’s. To think I’d only recently discovered he and I were siblings. 

And that I was fae.

As for the magical abilities my fae heritage came with? I was a blade still being forged.

“I’ll be fine.” Someday. Maybe. With a nod, I grabbed my bag, swinging it over my shoulder. I assumed my new husband would provide most of what I needed, but there were things inside this worn pack I couldn’t leave behind. 

A book that sometimes shared information that could change the future.

My favorite leathers I wore when training and riding dragons.

The treasures Kinart gave me before he was murdered.

“At least take guards with you,” Tempest said with a huff.

My brother kept scowling—nothing new there. He hid his soft side, only revealing it to a select few. Now, it shone in his eyes that were so different from my own.

Anyone looking at us would question our relationship. After all, he had our father’s dark hair and sapphire eyes, while I got my light red hair and brown eyes from our mother. Her petite, slender frame as well—though I was skinny mostly because I worked too hard and never ate enough. Now that I wasn’t riding dragons into battle on a daily basis, I might fill out a bit.

“It’s only a short distance to the harbor,” I said. “Who’d challenge the sister of the Beast?” The horrendous name my brother was given by those who never saw who he truly was inside. He’d earned the title. Vexxion had killed many, and he’d add to his count without a twitch of his spine, though only to protect those he loved.

Vexxion and Tempest grumbled.

“It’s time,” I croaked. “I have to leave. The ship sails on the tide.”

As I strode toward the front of the manor house they’d purchased near the harbor, they followed, stopping by the door.

“Let me know that you made it safely.” Tempest leaned into Vexxion’s arms for comfort.

“I’ll find a way.”

I knew why I was rushing out of here, though it would soon be dark, and the ship would set sail shortly after sunset. The crew wouldn’t leave without me. After all, I was the soon-to-be bride to their king and the only reason the ship had made port.

I hated saying goodbye. This one would be for a very long time.

“We’re coming to visit as soon as we can,” Tempest called out as I opened the door and stepped onto the wide expanse of stone along the front of the building. Yellow spears now jutted up through the setting sun’s orange and red, a portrait of sorrow.

They joined me on the stone landing.

Vexxion growled. “We’ll visit when we wish.”

No one could hold my brother back except my friend. And maybe me.

“The king specifically said you can’t come until his birthday.” He’d be thirty in two months, and his court must be planning a big celebration.

No guests were allowed before that time.

“I don’t listen to foreign kings,” Vexxion drawled.

Or any king, for that matter.

I placed my hand on his arm. “Listen this time. I mean it.” I tried to act stern, but inside, I was falling apart. I’d lost my parents when I was a child. I was raised in a border fortress alongside other orphans. Only my friends stood up for me until I met my brother.

Yet it was past time I found a new way to walk on my own.

“I’ll try,” he finally said.

I couldn’t ask for more than that.

“Bye.” If I could’ve gotten away with it, I would’ve slipped out the back door without them noticing. Anything to avoid the sobs I knew could be coming. Probably not from Vexxion. Maybe from Tempest, though my friend’s resolve had been forged in flame.

From myself.

Because I was scared. Nothing new about that. I’d battled fear all my life, standing with my head high but faking it because there was no way I’d ever let anyone know I trembled inside.

Kinart knew. Only with him could I be me.

My throat closed off, and while I couldn’t force air through the tiny gap, I could still lift my chin and meet their eyes.

Tempest wrapped her arms around me. “Farewell. We’ll see you soon. The time will rush by.”

“Love you,” I croaked, my eyes stinging. Not doing so good at faking it now.

“Love you too,” she whispered.

When she stepped back, I met Vexxion’s scowl.

“You don’t need to do this,” he snapped. “We’ll work something out.”

“We can’t go back on our deal.” We’d needed King Merrick’s help, and in exchange, he’d asked for a bride. I volunteered, and there was no turning back on that now. “They’re waiting. I have to go.”

Because I worried he’d stand there stoically, unable to give his feelings action, I barreled into him, hugging him, whispering against his tunic. “Love you, Vexxion.”

He patted my back before his arms went around me, and nothing felt better than the love of my older brother.

Finally, I had to leave. It would take time to reach the ship on foot, and I didn’t like keeping anyone waiting.

I stepped out of his embrace, trying not to cry when I saw the pain in his eyes. It was going to rip through me to walk away. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Be well,” Tempest said.

I nibbled on my nail and nodded.

She couldn’t wish me love, only good health. Because there was no way I was going to fall in love with the Evergorne king.

I took the broad stone steps to the cobblestone street with the weight of their sorrow dragging down my spine. To reach the harbor, I had to walk through or around the big open market set up in the town square. I chose to stride among those shopping, dipping my head in a polite way when anyone made eye contact.

Women wore simple blouses and skirts, the men tunics and dark pants. Boots. I didn’t see much adornment, but this part of Lydel had been overrun by a monster and he’d sucked away all the power and coin from the region. We’d killed him, but his rule had left a wide-open scab that would take time to heal.

Vendors had set up their wares around the periphery of the market, and they called out to everyone passing.

Jewelry!

Hot meat pies.

A new dress for the lady?

I ignored them, though I had enough coins to buy whatever caught my eye, thanks to my brother. He’d insisted, and I wasn’t above taking money I might one day need.

While I hadn’t met King Merrick, I abhorred fae kings in general. I’d helped kill the only one I’d encountered. If I’d learned anything since arriving in faerie, it was that the fae truly were wicked, and they’d happily use their wickedness on me. If this one was as nasty as the dead one, King Merrick might very well join the first in the grave. A woman needed money if she hoped to escape prosecution for doing something like that.

Because I wore a battle-scuffed black leather tunic and pants and had armed myself with my favorite sword in a sheath running down my spine and throwing blades at my sides, most cast me a wary look before giving me wide berth. I wouldn’t hesitate to poke someone with a blade if challenged, but I wouldn’t hurt anyone as long as they left me alone.

A dark cloaked male followed me, slinking from one shadow to the next while I remained beneath the lights. Did he think I hadn’t seen him stalking me? His muscular build and height well above my own told me he was male, though he’d hidden his face within the hood of his cloak. Whenever I looked back, I found him there, following the same number of paces behind.

I could feel his attention, and I didn’t like it. Did he hope to steal from me?

I picked up my pace, almost to a jog, and darted around people, aiming for the street on the other side of the market, leading to the harbor. I’d board the ship and if he still followed, I’d wave and send him a grin. He’d have to look elsewhere for an easy mark.

I’d nearly reached the other side of the market and could see the harbor peppered with tall ships silhouetted by the rising silvery moon when a vendor called out something odd.

“Live meat,” he shouted. There was nothing unusual about meat, but live? “One slice of your blade and a quick blood draining, and you’re well on your way to a hearty meal.”

I wasn’t sure why I stopped or why I turned to look back. But when I saw the creature trapped inside the pen by his boots, its wild eyes spiraling at the crowd, I couldn’t make my feet go any farther.

Nyxins were rare. The shy, dog-like creatures might sneak into your chicken coop at night to steal eggs or a sleepy bird or two, but they ran before you could get a solid view. I’d only caught a few glimpses of the one that lived near the fortress, its steely gray fur ruffling in the wind, its ears pricked forward as it sprung at mice hiding in the deep grass. Catching one look at me, that one had bolted, its fluffy silver tail flipping out behind it as it scampered back into the woods.

This nyxin was about to become someone’s meal.

The fae ate nyxins?

When the creature’s panic-stricken gaze met mine, I had no choice. I couldn’t let someone murder it.

I strode toward the vendor, but people shuffled in front of me, making me come to jerky halts before I could move forward again. By the time I reached the man selling the nyxin, someone else was handing over coins.

“He’s a big un, too,” the vendor said with a grand smile. “I gave you a deal.”

“I’m buying the nyxin,” I said firmly.

The elderly woman with scars on her cheeks and dingy gray eyes scowled my way, her lips peeling back to reveal jagged fangs. “You can’t have this one.”

Oh, yes, I could. I rested my hand on the hilt of the blade strapped to my side.

Her gaze traveled to my waist, and she sneered. “What are you going to do with that, precious? Gut me over a nyxin? Find your own.”

The nyxin watched us, whining and scrambling its claws against the door of the cage.

“No other nyxin will do.” I directed my attention to the vendor. “I’ll pay twice what she did.”

“We made a bargain, Marlin,” the woman said. “I already gave you coins.” She shoved me aside to get closer to the cage, and my shoulder impacted with the wall of a stone building. I let out a wince.

A growl ripped out behind me, but when I peered in that direction, no one was looking this way except the cloaked man who’d stopped like me. Persistent, wasn’t he?

“Sorry,” Marlin told me with a shrug. “She purchased the nyxin. I plan to trap more in the next week or so. Come back then.” He turned away.

She bristled and huffed and lifted the cage, propping it on her shoulder, a feat that surprised me given her slight, almost emaciated form. “You’ll feed me for a week,” she told the nyxin, releasing a high-pitched cackle.

The nyxin shrieked, making us jolt, and flung its body into the side of the cage. His little paws flailed as he tried to dig his way through, but he wouldn’t escape before this woman killed him.

“I want that nyxin,” I barked while the poor creature howled.

“Fuck you.” The elderly woman slammed into me, trying to get past.

The cloaked guy growled again, but I was beyond caring about him. I pulled my sword and brandished it in the woman’s face. “Hand over the nyxin.”

“Don’t threaten me, girl.” She tipped her head back and lifted her voice to a shriek. “Help. Guards. Help. This wench is stealing from me. Help!”

Shit. My brother could handle this, but he’d chastise me for the rest of my life. And by the time he could intervene, it would be too late for the nyxin.

“Make way,” a deep voice called from nearby, and I caught a flash of dark blue uniforms shouldering this way. Lydel guards. Tempest was their high lady, and they’d drop to their knees if they saw her, but she wasn’t with me now.

Maybe I should’ve accepted an escort to the harbor after all.

My gaze met the nyxin’s, and it was the fragile hope I saw there that made me act.

I slashed my sword in the woman’s face. She yelped and scurried backward. The cage fell from her shoulder and clattered when it hit the cobblestones. The door snapped open and the nyxin burst out. His claws scraped the stone as he fled, spiraling into the crowd.

“What did you do?” the woman bellowed, her face . . . shimmering.

A wizard? If so, this was bad news for me. My guts twisted.

She pulled a knife from beneath her tattered gown and slashed it out at me. “You owe me, wench, and you’ll pay with your blood.” Her gaze lashed down my front. “Tasty, aren’t you?”

Someone else had once called me tasty, while he was draining my power, eager to turn me into an empty corpse who’d wander the ether forever. I swore no one else would ever try to control me in that way again.

I tugged a sack of coins from my pocket and flung it at her, hitting her in the chest. “This’ll pay you back.”

Spinning, I slammed into a guard who tried to wrench my sword from me, but I wasn’t having that. I struck out with my fist, impacting his belly. A grunt shot from his mouth, and he doubled over, groaning. Tightening my grip on my bag and my sword, I darted around him, following the nyxin weaving through villagers gasping and reeling away from the wild creature.

The guards and woman roared behind me and gave chase.

The night’s looming darkness helped hide me, as did the dimly lit road stretching between here and the pier. I hit the head of the street and didn’t slow, my arms spiraling, following the nyxin down the cobblestone road lined with two-story stone buildings. A few villagers scurried away from me, shouting for me to slow down, while others jumped in front of me with feral grins, determined to grab me for the reward.

I flung myself to the right and left to get around them. My feet stomped on the stone, and my lungs clawed for air, but I kept going.

The nyxin paused at the far end of the road, peering out at the open dock between here and the water. People strolled along the huge boardwalk while other vendors had set up tables to hawk their wares. Long wooden piers stretched out over the water, and with the tide high, boats had slid in close to dock.

The nyxin scrambled across the boardwalk and fled down one of the piers. If it was smart, it would jump into the water and swim until it was free of the village. And watch out for traps after that.

I reached the end of the street and smacked into something clear and solid. A magical wall.

“Got her,” a guard shouted from behind. “Grab her!”

A groan ripped up my throat. I gathered power and tried to flit, the magical way the fae used to travel that had so far eluded me. Even when I was desperate, I couldn’t move my body more than a few feet.

My heart thundered like a drum, each beat a scream for escape. My lungs burned and panic twisted my belly into knots.

With a snarl, I lifted my finger and used the only magic I appeared capable of, a light on the tip. Shoving more power into the end, I created a bolt of lightning and blasted it at the clear magical wall. Rather than see, I felt it collapse, and I was running once more, sweeping through the dregs of the guards’ magic and out onto the boardwalk.

Stopping, I peered around. Red and silver flag. Red and silver flag. I was told to go to the ship with the red and silver flag on the top of the tallest mast.

There. Straight ahead, at the end of the pier.

With the guards clambering behind me, I raced along the wooden platform, my boots creating heavy thuds as I scurried around sailors and those loading items onto the ships with magic.

A gangplank extended down from the Evergorne king’s ship, and I barreled up it only to have a guard grab my arm and bring me to a jarring halt. He yanked me down the gangplank, the heels of my boots skidding across the worn wooden surface, my sword flailing in the air. My bag fell onto the pier nearby.

The cloaked man who’d followed me stepped past the rail of the king’s ship and out onto the top of the gangplank, leisurely strolling down to join me and the guards on the pier.

“Release her,” he growled.

“She’s a thief,” one guard blustered. “Well see that she pays.”

“I told you to. Release. Her.” Though stars peppered the dark sky above, and the air hung heavy, without the hint of wind in sight, a storm swirled around the cloaked man. As it grew in intensity, it picked up water from the harbor below us, forming a mist-like mass.

The guards sputtered. Neither loosened their grips on my arms, however.

With a push of his hand, the cloaked man shot the wall of water at them. Gritting my teeth, I braced myself for impact, but the mass split, blasting around me close enough to dampen my exposed skin.

It hit the guards square on. Releasing me, they stumbled backward, one falling onto his ass. He hissed and sprang to his feet, brandishing his sword in my face.

“She stole a nyxin,” he snarled. “She’s under arrest.”

“I don’t see a nyxin.” The weight of the cloaked man’s gaze swarmed across my skin. “Do you, my lady?”

“A nyxin?” I blinked in confusion. “Haven’t seen one of them in ages.”

Some suggested the fae couldn’t lie. They were wrong because I sure could.

The man unbound the tie at his throat and shoved his cloak off his tall frame. It disappeared before it could hit the wooden planking.

I shouldn’t gape at him. I’d had my love of a lifetime, and I’d never find another. My heart should be immune to even the charms of an incubus.

I worried my heart would never be immune to this man.

While he stared down at me with a sneer curling his full lips and one dark eyebrow cocked, I couldn’t drag my gaze from the way he exuded strength, power, and a magnetism unlike any other.

Tall, but I’d already noted that. The rich, inky fabric of his tunic and pants did nothing to mask his muscular form.

Kinart had been perfect. Wiry and lean, with enough muscles to hold onto and carry him into battle, but not so many that he appeared grotesque.

This huge guy was anything but grotesque.

A sudden gust of wind caught his dark brown hair that glinted with strands of starlight, whipping it around his face, and he shoved it back with one hand. His dark eyes locked on me projected the same sneer as his mouth. Coarse stubble peppered his jawline, and the skin on his face and neck was tanned, not naturally brown. A scar started at his left temple and bisected his face to his right jaw.

“The nyxin was in a cage,” one of the guards cried out. “We saw her knock it off an elder’s shoulder. The nyxin escaped, and it’s her fault.”

“Then go hunt the nyxin,” the man rasped. “The lady said she hasn’t seen the creature. She is with me.” He extended his hand toward me. “Aren’t you, Wildfire?”

“My name’s Reyla.”

“Yes. I know. You should’ve boarded the ship at least an hour ago.”

Lovely. He hadn’t been following me. He was escorting me.

I studied his hand and the bit of skin revealed by his long-sleeved tunic. You could often tell a person’s age by their hands alone. His said he was about thirty. Tanned like his face. Tiny scars. Lots of those.

A warrior, then, or someone who was clumsy with knives, something I’d never believe of a person who exuded this much lethal grace.

What had he done with the water? I’d never heard of magic like his, though I hadn’t been around magic long myself. If I’d grown up in faerie, as was my birthright, I’d be as skilled as everyone else around me. Instead, I floundered, struggling to do more than zap something with my tiny bolts of lightning.

“Yes, I’m with him.” While I might be saved or damned, I took his hand.

A burning sensation seared its way around my wrist, and I gaped down at the mating mark appearing on my skin.
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My lungs shuttered, and I gulped, struggling to suck in air as shock blasted through me. I studied his wrist, finding no matching mark to the one that had just appeared on my flesh.

A glance back showed the guards scurrying away, nearly halfway down the pier already. No one else was close enough to see . . .

He was not my fated mate. It was a mistake. Did the fates do things like that?

A flick of his finger sent my bag soaring up off the pier and onto the deck, where it landed with a thud.

“Are you coming with me, my lady?” the man asked. “Or are you going to stand on the pier while we sail out of the harbor?” So sardonic. So conceited. Too sexy.

No, not sexy. I wasn’t attracted to this man. I’d never be attracted to anyone like him. Why, then, did I continue to hold his hand and stare up at him like a maiden with new love fluttering inside her chest?

I swallowed back that wretched thought. “Yes, I’m . . . I was trying to get on board the ship.”

“Then do so. Stop dallying, and we can get underway.” His lips thinned, and the sharp humor in his eyes made me want to kick him. “You can admire me later.”

I really wanted to kick him.

Huffing, I wrenched away from him, struggling to latch onto some semblance of composure. “There’s nothing to admire.”

He took the gangway to the top deck of the ship, and I followed like a well-behaved pup, joining him on the smooth wooden surface, stopping near my bag.

“Time to leave,” he barked out to the crew.

Sailors swarmed the deck, some pulling the gangplank on board, others rushing along the pier, releasing huge ropes pinning the boat in place. They leaped, landing squarely on the deck. Still others tugged the ropes onto the ship and coiled them around big metal bars bolted to the oiled decking.

I stood beside him, the sword I’d pulled back in the market still clutched in my sweaty hand.

With a scowl, he pried it from my fingers. “Do you believe you’re capable of doing more than pricking someone with this?” He held it up between us, the tip piercing the sky. His intense gaze narrowed on my face.

Ass.

“As the High Lady of Lydel’s Enforcer, I’m more than capable of wielding blades.” I plucked at my snug leather tunic. “Did you think I wore this because it’s the latest fashion?”

A blink of his eyes, and my sword disappeared. Magicked to somewhere. I’d track it down and steal it back.

“You wouldn’t be the first to give an impression you don’t deserve,” he said.

Deserve, huh? Where did he get off—

Pivoting, he strode away from me, aiming for the center of the enormous ship.

“I’m also the Beast’s sister,” I called out. “And I want my sword back now.”

The eyes of a sailor tying off the final rope widened, his jaw unhinging. The rope dropped from his hands, thudding on the oiled wooden decking.

The cloaked man stopped, though he didn’t turn to face me. “For a lady, you have an interesting reputation.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Is there anything else I need to know about you?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Then welcome aboard the ship, Lady Reyla. We’re leaving. Find your footing and hold onto your belly, and you might just survive the trip.”

“Where’s the king?”

“He’ll join us tomorrow, during our journey.”

Would he flit to the ship? If so, he might be able to teach me how to master the trick.

That must be why we’d marry by proxy tonight. He needed to lock me into this farce of a marriage before I had second thoughts or found a way to back out, a challenging task while at sea.

The sailors unfurled a big, billowing sail on the front of the ship, and it caught the wind, snapping out to claim it. The sloshing motion of the floor picked up speed as the ship gradually turned toward the harbor opening, preparing to take us out to sea.

“What was that magic called, the one you used on the guards?” I shouted to the man’s back as he strode away from me again, aiming for a wooden cabin built between the enormous masts.

He didn’t look back, though he stopped.

“Elemental aegis,” he rasped.

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“Because it’s mine.”

“What does that mean?”

He said nothing, just opened the door on the side of the cabin.

A shrill bark was followed by a splash, and I spun and hurried to the railing, latching onto it. Something small and sleek moved through the water, whimpering as it feverishly swam toward the ship.

The nyxin’s gaze fixed on me.

I sucked in a breath and held it as the creature floundered toward the ship gaining speed and distance from the pier. When I first traveled to Lydel, I flew by dragon. As we soared above the channel, vicious blue fish with long teeth and a determination to eat us flung themselves up from the sea. They’d nearly killed us, and I was sure the same fish swam in this very harbor.

“Faster,” I cried, clinging to the rail. Every second stretched out my agony as one horrifying possibility after another clawed at my mind.

A fin broke the surface past the nyxin, the beast darting his way.

My heart slammed behind my ribcage, deafening and wild.

Almost paralyzed with fear, I drew power and infused it into my finger. It lit up like a beacon, and I pointed it, shooting the only magic I possessed at the fish in a bolt of flaming lightning. Hitting the creature’s back, it seared across it, gouging and cauterizing at the same time. The beast roared and flipped up out of the water, slamming back down with a huge splash. It sunk beneath the surface, but others shot from below to take its place, darting after the nyxin.

A sickening knot bunched in my belly, forcing bile up my throat to choke me.

The nyxin kept swimming.

As they drew near the poor creature, the fish dove. I could picture their mouths stretching wide, their jagged teeth poised to rip through the tiny beastie so valiantly trying to reach us.

When he got close to the ship, he lunged, snapping his teeth around a rope still dangling down from the side. He swayed and scrambled, trying to climb up the slick wooden surface.

“Pull him up,” I shouted. “Help the little thing.”

Two sailors joined me at the rail and leaned over.

The cloaked man had stopped and watched us from the open doorway, his frown forcing his scar into a feral grimace.

“Yes, pull it up,” one of the sailors said with a snicker. “Cook can stew it for dinner.”

“We’re not eating him,” I snarled, shoving him away from the rail. “The nyxin is mine.”

“No one makes a pet of a creature like that,” the second sailor said. “But I’ll help you, my lady.” He tugged on the rope, and the nyxin clung, his eyes wild and his ears drooping, his silver fur plastered to his sides. Water sluiced from his tail, splattering back into the sea.

“Better to eat him than have him eat you,” the first sailor said, his face darkening with heat.

“He’s too small to eat more than mice.” I lit my finger once more.

When a blue fish jumped out of the water, its jaw scissoring and its teeth snapping with glee as it soared toward the nyxin, I shot it out of the air with a bolt of fire. Scorched, it toppled back into the water.

The sailor eager to eat the nyxin took a step away from me, his arms spiraling and his mouth ajar. “What did you do, my lady?”

I pointed my finger at him. “Try to eat that nyxin, and you’ll soon find out.”

He spun and darted across the ship to the other side.

When the sailor had tugged the rope up as far as it would go, the nyxin jumped, latching onto the lip of the ship with his teeth while his claws scrambled along the side to find purchase.

I dropped to my knees and grabbed onto his wet, silky coat and leaned back, hauling him on board. He flopped on the deck beside me, panting.

Another fish shimmied up the side of the ship and over the rail, smacking onto the deck. Its jaws snapping, it snaked across the surface, aiming for me and the nyxin.

Sailors latched onto it and heaved it back overboard.

I tentatively stroked the nyxin’s wet hide. “You’re safe,” I whispered. “No one will harm you.”

“No animals on my ship,” a man who sounded like he had authority called out. Dressed in a starched, silver-etched red uniform, dark pants, and polished black boots, he stood beside the cloaked man, both of them glaring at me. “We’re underway,” the man I realized must be the captain said. He waved to one of the sailors. “You, there, Brax. Toss the creature overboard for the fish. If they’re busy with the puny thing, they’ll leave us alone.” He turned and strode toward the large wheel mounted on a high platform that would give him a view of the direction ahead. “As soon as we clear the harbor, lift the main sails and bring out the windrams. We need to make progress tonight.”

“Come along there, tiny nyxin.” Brax stooped toward the shivering creature with his fingers outstretched like bait. “I promise it’ll be quick.”

“No,” I shrieked, ready to bite off his fingers myself. “You’re not throwing him to the fish. I told you he’s mine.”

“Stay away from her,” someone growled.

I spun, nearly falling onto my ass, and looked up, finding the man who was not my fated mate standing behind me, near enough to make my skin pepper over with goosebumps. He smelled too good, like the horig cakes my best friend loved, plus a spice I couldn’t name.

Despite how confused I felt about him, I couldn’t keep the pleading from my eyes. “Please. Don’t let them toss him into the sea to die.”

The scar on his face ticked with his pulse for a very long moment, before he grunted. “She can keep the nyxin.”

“Thank you.” I stood, lifting the poor, shivering creature with me, wrapping my arms around his lean frame.

Wiggling, he licked my chin.

The man frowned at the saturated beast before giving me a clipped nod. “I’ve notified your staff that you’re here.”

“I have staff?”

“Why wouldn’t you?” he drawled, his jaw tightening. “Lord Briscalar will help you change your clothing.”

A fae lord was going to play my lady’s maid? Not happening. “I don’t need to change my clothing.”

“Do you plan to get married in that wretched outfit?” He plucked at the neckline of my leather tunic, the warmth of his fingers searing my skin as sharply as my lightning had done the fish. “As soon as we’ve cleared the harbor, you and I will marry.”
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Isputtered. “I’ll never marry you,” I bellowed, startling the crew working efficiently nearby. Not a single one turned our way to watch the show, however, telling me whoever ran this ship was in complete control.

When the nyxin squirmed, I placed him on the deck beside me.

“You’ll marry the king,” the man rasped. “I refer to your proxy marriage, Wildfire, which you will complete with me. I suggest you hold back your flames at least until the wedding night.”

“I told you my name isn’t wildfire.”

His smirk deepened.

“Why do you insist on calling me that?”

“Your hair.” He tugged on a long strand that had come out of the careful arrangement I’d made back at the manor house.

“Yeah, red. Fire.” I turned his sarcasm back at him. “How original.”

“And because you’re unrestrained.”

“Only in certain company.”

His bark of a laugh rang out, low and deep. The sound tickled across my skin, and I didn’t like it one bit. “I imagine you’re right.”

“Always,” I said primly. Truly, this man flung my emotions in too many directions, like I’d exploded and shards of me were spearing themselves all the way to the stars.

“I already suspected you were conceited. Thanks for the confirmation.”

“Is that so?” I lifted my chin and fingered the hilt of my blade strapped to my side. I was good with my sword, but I was lethal with knives.

“I suspect you’re a pretty little high lady who’s used to being pampered.”

“You don’t know me at all.” Because he’d stepped closer, I backed toward the railing until I hit it. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t pull the blade, gouge it into his belly, and be done with this conversation for the night.

He finally stopped, the front of his tunic rubbing across mine, his sneer raining down at me. “You may have had some training with that poker you call a sword, but I suspect you’re fluff on the inside where it truly matters. You wouldn’t have a clue how to handle more than a teasing attack from one of your high lord dandies.”

I was so tempted to prove he was wrong, but I hadn’t completely lost my wits. “You’re right,” I said in a high-pitched, bubbly voice. “You named me true.”

Something flickered in his dark eyes. Disappointment? No, I was reading him wrong. Satisfaction that he was proven right.

Ha. Just you wait.

I pushed the tip of my—so far—unlit finger against his chest. “Back off, asshole.”

“That mouth of yours should be doing something other than swearing.”

“It will be, but not for you.” Two could play this game. “You’re the proxy?”

“Did you expect anyone else?”

“I guess not.”

“Dress in a lovely gown for the wedding if you wish. Or not.” His gaze raked down my body. “It doesn’t matter to me. Whatever you do, do not wear anything like this,” his fingertip flicked the sleeve of my leather tunic, “in my presence again.”

Pivoting, he strode toward the wooden, cabin-like structure spiking down between the two center masts.

“You don’t have any say in my clothing,” I snarled after him.

With a twitch of his spine, he opened the door and stepped inside, closing it firmly behind him.

“Elemental aegis means he can take anything around us and turn it into something new,” the sailor, Brax, said in a cheery voice from a short distance away.

“Like what?”

“Oh, you know. Sand can be turned to glass. Water, a wave.” He gestured to the sea, and his eyes strayed to the nyxin quivering on the decking beside me. “Is that thing really your pet?”

“He is now.”

“Make sure he’s not diseased. That he’s not carrying fleas. Keep him off your bed at night and watch him. Those things are wily. Unpredictable. I can’t imagine why anyone would keep one as a pet.”

“I’m keeping him because he’s like me.”

Brax shook his head. “If you say so.”

“What’s that other guy’s name?”

He scratched the back of his neck and wiggled his spine. “Lord Lorant.”

“Lore?” If he was going to use a nickname with me, I’d do the same with him if only to irk him.

“I wouldn’t be calling him that, my lady,” Brax said. “Though I suppose it’s up to you.”

“Why not?”

“No one plays with that man, and I mean no one. Take him seriously, and you’ll hold onto your head. I’ve heard of the Beast.” His hands shook. “Can’t imagine a tiny little lady being a sister to one such as he.”

It wasn’t in my interest to spoil my brother’s image.

“But if you’re wise,” Brax said. “You’ll avoid Lord Lorant for our journey and beyond. In Evergorne, they call him the Viper.”

“Why?”

He scooted closer and dropped his voice to a whisper. “He’s not only the king’s bodyguard but some say he’s also an assassin.”

A shudder rippled through me. “I’m not afraid of snakes.”

“You need to watch out for this one. You won’t feel his bite until it’s struck true.”

Around us, other sailors tugged on ropes, yanking up enormous sails that fluttered in the light wind coming off the sea that didn’t do much to drive us out of the harbor.

Brax fidgeted. I should let him go, but I only had a few more questions.

“Other than maybe an assassin, what’s his role in the kingdom, or does he remain on the ship?” I asked.

“Oh, you’ll see him about at the castle. As I said, he’s the king’s bodyguard.”

“It’s hard to guard someone who’s not present.”

“While I agree, you don’t want to ask him if he’s handling anything else.” He shuffled his feet and tugged on his shoulder-length blond hair. “I need to be working. Gotta help release the windrams or we’ll never get underway.”

This was my first time on a ship, and I had no idea what anything was called or how a ship traveled.

“What’s a windram?” I asked.

The nyxin had stopped trembling, and his ears cocked back and forth as he took in everything with as much curiosity as me. Was I foolish to claim him? Nah, I couldn’t do anything else. Like me, he needed a friend.

“Watch, and you’ll see.” With that, Brax spun away and raced to the back of the ship, joining other men using magic to lift big hatches across the entire back. As the hatches clattered on the deck, the men reeled backward, their arms lifting.

Round, bulbous creatures as blue as the ocean and the size of a large couch oozed up from the holes, plopping onto the decking. Water coursed off their bodies, following the slope of the deck to carry it back to the sea. Clawed feet popped out of the bottom of their bellies, and they lurched up onto them. I didn’t spy arms, and I wasn’t sure they had faces except for two dark blue specks on the top and a long seam nearly splitting them in half below.

“Windrams?” I whispered.

The nyxin flashed a look up at me before focusing his gaze on the creatures.

The windrams lumbered to the rail and sprung up onto it, shifting around to face this way. Their claws grappled with the wood, clutching hard enough to bring out creaks.

We’d reached the edge of the harbor. Once the sails caught wind, we’d coast past Tempest’s court located on the Isle of Lydel, then stretch forward into open sea. I’d heard it could take almost a week to reach the shore of the continent beyond, though no one I’d met had traveled that far.

Fae couldn’t flit there. Something about our magic being different from that of those living in the land I’d only recently learned existed. This could create a problem. While I was far from proficient with my magic—outside my dubious flaming lightning—I’d be vulnerable if I couldn’t draw up power and learn to use it in other ways. I doubted Lore would be watching out for me, not if he had duties he must carry out for King Merrick.

I’d figure this out. I had to figure it out. There was no way I was going to rely solely on the blades strapped to my sides and finger lightning. Not against wicked fae who could wield equally wicked power.

Another fish flopped onto the deck. It scrambled across the wood, its jaws snapping as it chased after a sailor. With a cackle, the lean fae man leaped over the fish, landing squarely behind it. He hefted it by its tail and swung it toward the closest windram, who snatched it from the air and gobbled it down in one bite.

The other fish must’ve caught on to the realization that they were about to become fodder, because no others joined the first on the deck.

Still chuckling, the sailor got back to work.

The windrams’ seams split wide, opening to gaping maws, and they sucked in air, their bodies expanding to nearly twice their size. Their sides plunged inward. Air whooshed out, generating enough to knock me back a few steps and make the nyxin whimper.

Grinning, I spun, watching as the sails scooped up the blast and used it. The ship picked up speed, skimming along the water, turning right to loop around Lydel and reach the open sea.

The door in the cabin opened, and I girded myself for Lore. I’d mock his sneer. Tell him he had no power over me.

Or ignore him.

Instead, a man wearing a dark red tunic with a silver braid along the shoulders and, unbelievably enough, ruffles at the ends of his sleeves and collar strode past working sailors and over to me. He tugged on the hem of his tunic before dipping his head down in a deep bow, making his thick, shoulder-length light brown hair flop across his ruddy face.

“My lady?” he said. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Lord Briscalar. Allow me to also state that it’s truly a delight to meet you. I was sent by the king himself to attend to your needs.”

“I see.” Why not a woman? There was no way I was going to ask Lord Briscalar to do much more than fetch food or draw me a bath.

He peered around me. “Where’s your entourage?”

“I don’t need one.”

A frown flitted across his face before he smoothed it. “Very well. Your bags, then? I’ll be delighted to take care of your belongings.”

“I handle my belongings.” The last thing I needed was a stranger pawing through my stuff.

“I see.” Disapproval warred with distress on his face before he tightened it once more. “Will you permit me to carry your bags for you then?”

“I can take care of those, too.”

“You will be queen.” His lips pressed tightly together. “Queens do not carry their own luggage.”

“This one does.”

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Please, my lady. This is my job.”

I didn’t need to win all the battles, now did I? “Very well.”

His sigh leaked from his lungs. After lifting my only pack with pinched fingers, he held it out and gave it a pert nod. When he released it, it hovered at his side.

More magic I wanted to learn. “How did you do that? What’s the spell?”

His brow twisted inward. “Spell?”

“Yes, you must’ve cast a spell to keep my bag in the air. Could you share it with me?” I lifted the still placid nyxin, who watched everything with his pointy ears flickering back and forth and his nose twitching, and tossed the lord a bright smile. “My magic is . . .”

How could I politely state this? From the moment I was born, my life had been in danger. I’d grown up an orphan in a border fortress where it was common for us to ride dragons into battle in the defense of local villagers. Each day could be my last. Leaving the fortress for faerie after Kinart was killed, I’d been tossed into an even more tenuous situation with a king determined to drain whatever power I had and leave nothing behind but a mindless shell. I hadn’t known I could summon magic until a few months ago.

Lord Briscalar’s bushy eyebrows lifted. “Your magic is . . .”

“Tricky.”

“Tricky?”

“Yes. I can cast spells, naturally.” I tried to gush, but I was a dragon rider and trainer, not a true lady despite my parentage saying otherwise. I hadn’t been raised to step into the role of queen.

Keep your weaknesses buried—wise words from my brother. Ensure each move and statement you make is calculated to maintain control of not only yourself but everyone around you.

My brother had survived a living nightmare and come out of it stronger. I couldn’t do anything less.

“I’m curious about how you perform magic,” I said. “I’ve heard it works differently in Evergorne.”

“I see.” His gaze skittered across my face I kept neutral.

“How did you make my bag float in the air?”

“In the usual way. I told it what I needed, and it complied.”

“You didn’t whisper a spell in your mind?” This was the only way those I knew performed magic.

“Why would anyone need to do something like that?”

“Oh, yes, you’re right.” I’d have to snoop further into this but with more discretion. “Naturally.”

His frown remained, but he gave me a pert nod. “If you’ll follow me, my lady, I’ll take you to your suite where you can refresh yourself and get ready.”

A suite on a boat? While I didn’t know much about ships, I did know that space was tight. I’d assumed I’d sleep inside a room barely big enough for a single bed.

At least until I married the king, when I guessed I’d sleep with him.

I struggled not to sigh. I’d agreed to be his willing bride, and my assumption was that my willingness would extend to the bedroom. But if the Evergorne king thought I was going to do more than lay there while he humped away above me, he’d be in for a surprise. I wouldn’t refuse him, but there was no way I was going to enjoy it.

The windrams continued to puff and blow air at the sails, and the ship skimmed along, taking us closer to my future. Gusts swirled around me, making my hair mesh across my face and the nyxin’s fur ruffle. My leather tunic repelled most of his wetness, but it would be nice to remove my leathers and dress in something simpler. A tunic and pants? That might fit in on a ship.

“Why can’t I wait to marry the king when he arrives?” I asked. “Why does it have to be now?” And with Lore?

“King Merrick was quite specific. You’ll marry his proxy the moment we’re clear of the harbor. The captain can only marry you once we’re at sea. On shore or in the harbor, an elder would be needed for such a task.”

It still didn’t make sense, but it wasn’t worth arguing about.

“Any other questions, my lady?” he asked.

I dismissed the thought and followed him to the same door Lore had disappeared through. Would I run into him inside? I girded myself. I’d behaved like a fool, challenging him, almost flirting with him. He wasn’t the king, and falling for the king’s bodyguard might result in me losing my head. Or being locked in a tower. Whatever fae kings did if their “willing” brides strayed.

I couldn’t believe I felt anything for a man I’d only just met. I didn’t like him, but I couldn’t seem to ignore him either. He’d disrupted me in a way no one else ever had.

Kinart had held my heart in his loving hands, and I didn’t need anyone else.
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Lord Briscalar opened the door and gestured for me to enter ahead of him. I found myself inside a small room with a staircase leading down. A railing encircled the opening except on this side, and a narrow walkway on the right led to a wall and another door. Was Lore inside there?

Stop thinking about him.

I tightened my grip on the nyxin and took the stairs with Lord Briscalar to the base where we exited out into a long hall with doors on each side.

“There are five cabins on this level,” he said, urging me down the hall. “The king’s suite is, naturally, the largest, though I will say that yours is equally grand.”

“Lovely.”

“My quarters are here.” He paused, waving to the first door on the right, then the left. “Lord Lorant sleeps here when he’s not lounging on the deck.”

“Lounging?”

“Visiting with the crew.” He grunted. “While it’s probably not my place to speak of such things, many believe Lord Lorant is entirely too comfortable with those . . . How shall we put it?” He huffed. “Those who are less fortunate than us.”

“What do you believe?”

He blinked as if no one had ever asked him something like that before. “That the amount of power a person can wield doesn’t define them.”

Interesting answer; it warmed me to him already.

“Are you referring to the powerless?” Did they use them as crew? No, I’d seen some sailors using magic.

“There are distinct classes of people at Evergorne. High lords and ladies with the most power, lessers who can wield, though not much, and a few without any power at all. I assume it’s the same where you come from?”

I didn’t see myself as someone better than anyone else, but others at Evergorne might. “There are many with less power than us.” I was basically powerless myself, though I’d been assured I had considerable potential. Perhaps by the time I’d gone gray, I would figure this out. “Lord Lorant visits with the crew?” I prompted, curious despite my determination to forget about him.

Shadows flickered across Lord Briscalar’s face. “Some would say that he should remain among those of his station.” He continued down the hall with me trotting behind him. The nyxin, who needed a name, studied everything. Probably looking for escape routes, though he was stuck on the ship until we made port in Evergorne.

I’d always enjoyed hanging out with the villagers during my down time at the fortress, so I could understand why Lore did too. I wasn’t snooty, but I assumed that would be my new role in life.

Could queens hang out with those considered below their station? I wasn’t going to avoid anyone solely due to their ability to use magic.

“I don’t know anything about boats,” I said brightly, to change the subject.

“A ship, my lady. Please refer to it as a ship.”

I winced and stretched for a polite smile.

He stopped again. “Allow me to help you in this. It’s important that you don’t appear . . . How shall we say?” He sucked in a breath. “Unworldly.”

“Oh, I’m anything but.” Right.

His gaze traveled down my frame. “Once we arrive at Evergorne Court, we’ll replace what you brought with you with clothing befitting our future queen.”

“I can’t wait.” Ugh. I didn’t mind wearing gowns on fancy occasions, and it was fun having my hair arranged every now and then, though I abhorred anyone fussing. But how could I defend myself in a flouncy skirt? “I prefer pants. Tunics. I brought some with me.” At least three complete outfits.

He gasped. “Our queen never wears tunics and pants.”

“Never?”

“Never,” he vowed.

We’d see about that. “Can’t I wear them while we travel, not when I’m at Evergorne Court?” I lifted a smile. “I insist.”

“I see. Allow me to continue.” He pivoted. “The front of the ship is called the bow and the rear, the stern. There are three levels on this ship, the deck that you’ve seen, this level, plus the lower one where the crew has bunks.”

“Where’s the cook?”

“Our cook, who crafts everything exquisitely from simple ingredients with a magical touch I haven’t found anywhere else, has quarters on the lower deck as well. His kitchen is located there, though the food we dine on is brought up to this level.” He nodded to the door at the end of the hall. “The captain has quarters through there.”

I appreciated him sharing this information with me. “How many crew are on the ship?”

“The captain.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “Three mates who oversee operations and navigation, the boatswain supervises the ten deckhands, our delightful cook, plus me.” Pivoting, he continued down the hall, stopping at the last doors on either side. “King Merrick’s suite is on the right, and yours, my lady, is on the left.” He swept that door open and gestured for me to step inside, closing it after we’d entered.

I lowered the nyxin to the floor and after looking up at me with concern, he locked his nose on the floor and started exploring.

I looked around too.

Like my suite at Lydel Court, this one was made up of a sitting area, though much smaller than that at the manor, with a door on the left.

“Your bedroom lies in that direction,” the lord said. My bag dropped to the floor with a dull thud beside him. “Did you, perchance, bring a gown for the wedding?”

Would he have a fit if I hadn’t?

“It’s in my bag.” When Tempest insisted, I took the dress from her, grumbling while I stuffed it in among my things. At least I’d get some use from it tonight.

His concerned look shot to my bag, and his voice wavered. “Delightful. Allow me to show you the rest of your suite, my lady.” He walked through the door on the left and into the bedroom with me following.

Not bad. It wasn’t huge, but there was plenty of space around the bed. Side tables had been bolted to the floor to keep them from shifting if we encountered rough seas. I took in the floral-patterned chair I could sit on if I wanted to do my own lounging, sans those of “lesser station”.

“Your bathroom is through here.” He continued to the next door on the left, sweeping it open. “I do enjoy a nice tub bath in the evening, don’t you, my lady?”

“Yes, I do.” The bathroom was also smaller than the one adjacent to my suite at the manor, but the tub appeared large enough for two. I studied the vials of scents lined up inside the narrow, glass-fronted cabinet beside it, spying sponges and bars of soap, plus a few items I’d never seen before that must be used in the tub. I’d explore them later.

“Your closet is through here.” He opened a door on the inside wall of the room. “During the ceremony, I’ll hang up your clothing.” His mouth pinched. “Please. I insist.”

“Thank you,” I said, relenting. “That’s quite kind of you.”

He sniffed. “It’s my solemn duty, my lady.”

I spread my lips wide. “Yes.”

“We should have things ready on deck for the wedding shortly. Are you sure I can’t assist you with dressing? My ancestors have served the king’s family for many generations, and I assure you, I’ve been trained in every hair arrangement technique imaginable. I’m also quite gifted in selecting the perfect jewelry to not only enhance a gown but the lovely lady wearing it.”

He sounded so kind, I almost gave in and told him he could do it.

“No, no, I’m fine.” I patted his arm and smiled. “I do appreciate your offer.”

“Very well. I’ll wait outside your suite to escort you to the top deck. Please don’t take long. Lord Lorant will become impatient.”

I was sure he would.

“I’ll bring food, a bowl for water, plus whatever else your pet might need. How do you expect him to tend to his toileting needs?”

Such a polite way to put it. “Could we place a pan with dirt in the suite? Maybe a short tree?”

He looked down his nose at the nyxin who was sniffing around the perimeter of the room. Would he lift his leg against the wall? That could be a problem. “There is no dirt on this ship, let alone trees.”

“Wood chips?” The cook must use a real fire to prepare our meals.

“That could be arranged.”

“Do so.” There, now I sounded queenly. “I’d like a designated area in this room with wood chips that will be kept clean as he uses them, plus another area on the main deck.”

“Why, my lady? Surely you don’t intend to leave your suite other than for your wedding at sea and then to . . . visit the king?”

They did expect me to sleep with him. It was all I could do to not scowl. I enjoyed sex, but with a stranger? Never.

“I plan to take in fresh air on the deck throughout the journey and the nyxin will remain with me. Please see that this is taken care of.”

He bowed. “Of course. I’ll do so during the ceremony.”

“Thank you. That will be all.”

“I could draw you a bath, my lady.” He minced his feet in place, his fingers fretting against his chest. “At least let me lay out your wedding gown.”

“I can handle that myself.”

His spine sagged. “If you wish.”

“I do.”

He heaved another sigh. “For future planning purposes, what time would you like to dine in the morning?”

“Seven.”

“That’s early.”

“Do you sleep in?”

His breathing came in shudders. “Never if my lady needs my attention.”

“Then I’d like tea and a light . . . repast brought to my suite at seven in the morning.” If I hadn’t assisted the queen of the now dead Bledmire king, I would have no idea how royalty should act. I’d gotten a solid lesson right there, ranking almost equal to the lessons I’d taken when I was little that taught me how to train dragons and wield swords and blades with deadly precision.

“Very well. I’ll wait in the hall to escort you to the wedding.” After giving me another deep bow, he left.

Once the door had shut, I heaved my own sigh. I knew this was coming. Not marrying Lore, though I wouldn’t exactly marry him. He was the “assassin/bodyguard” proxy.

But marriage to a king I’d never met?

When Kinart was alive, and I still could dream, I’d envisioned the day he and I would wed. I’d wear a beautiful dress, and when I stood beside him, he’d grin and the light in his eyes would reflect the love I had for him. The elder would marry us and our friends would cheer when we kissed.

Kinart would whisper he loved me.

We’d have a long, happy life together. Children, maybe. Lots of love for sure.

My eyes stung, and I didn’t hold back my tears. I’d grieve for him forever. No one else would ever take his place in my heart.

The nyxin came over and sat beside me, licking my hand. I dropped to my knees and wrapped my arms around him, hugging him while sniffling back my tears. I could cry in my bed later. For now, I had to act like the fluffy lady Lore believed me to be.

Rising, I retrieved my bag and dropped it on the bed, releasing the fastening at the top. I had to dig to find Ember’s Shadow, the magical book I’d stolen from the fae. Holding it against my chest, I sat on the bed and laid it on my lap. I started flipping through the pages.

Blank. All stupidly blank.

“Why won’t you tell me everything I need to know?” I snarled at it.

I’d already learned it would only share information it felt was needed. It must assume I could handle this on my own.

“I can’t,” I said. “I really can’t.”

I was so woefully bad at all this courtly stuff that even a nudge in the right direction would be helpful.

I slid off the bed and tucked the book underneath the mattress. The wily thing had a habit of disappearing, and while I couldn’t stop that from happening, I could prevent someone from stealing it from me.

Time to say I do. I dragged the dress from the bag and held it up, sighing as I took in the wrinkles.

If there was ever a time for my magic to work, it was now.

Pull your magic from the well deep inside you, I was taught. Then think of what you need and speak the words while infusing them with power.

Simple, right? Why was it so hard for me to do even one measly thing, then?

With a growl, I closed my eyes and pictured the well. I could almost see the circular stone structure in front of me, the surface of my power shimmering with potential at the top. I thought about my need to remove the wrinkles from the dress.

“Smooth,” I whispered, pushing all the power I had into the word.

The dress remained unchanged.

My sigh bled disappointment, but I couldn’t stride up onto the deck in my wet leathers or a tunic and pants. I suspected those outfits would deepen Lore’s scowl. I didn’t care about pleasing him, but I didn’t want to embarrass my future husband.

It was clear my life was going to change and not necessarily in a good way. I couldn’t remain a border fortress dragon rider and trainer forever. The king would not have agreed to a marriage with a woman like that. He’d insisted on a willing bride and that she be fae royalty.

If nothing else, my dead father, the former king of Bledmire Court, guaranteed that, though I was going to do my best to forget he’d sired me and focus on my mother, the High Lady of Weldsbane Court he’d murdered. Sadly, you could buddy up with friends of your choice, but you couldn’t select your family.

After peeling off my damp leathers, I washed quickly in the bathroom, the nyxin trotting behind me, sniffing the floor wherever I went. Back in the bedroom, I lifted the dress, hoping my spell had been delayed but finally come through, that the dress’s appearance had improved while I was in the bathroom.

No chance of that.

“Sad,” I told the nyxin. “Truly sad.”

I tugged it over my head and screwed my body this way and that to fasten it in the back, huffing and snarling until I’d finished. I smoothed it across my hips and spun to make the skirt flare. Tempest had gifted me with something lovely. It was too bad I hadn’t asked her to use magic to make it stay that way until I could wear it.

Well, it was the nicest outfit I had. It would have to do.

I went to the vanity and sat, staring at my reflection in the mirror. The sun had pinkened my cheeks, and I hadn’t thought to bring powder or anything I could use to cover the redness.

My hair looked atrocious, some of it still in the arrangement I’d made back at the manor, the rest dangling around my face in loose curls. Kinart used to love brushing my hair, exclaiming about the color, the thickness, and the way it waved. He’d stuff his face into it and suck in a breath, blowing it back against my nape to bring out my shivers.

I needed to stop thinking about Kinart.

He was dead, and I was running away again, hoping this time I could put enough distance between me and his memory. Maybe then I could find a way to breathe.

As for my hair, I mostly hated it, but only because it got in the way when I battled or worked with a dragon. It had been long overdue for a cut when Kinart was killed, and after that, I couldn’t bear to sever the strands he’d adored.

“Fix it.” I’d worked as a lady’s maid. While I hadn’t done hair or make-up for the would-be queen myself, I’d watched the others do it many times. Surely it wasn’t that tricky.

Minutes later, I glared at my image in the mirror. “Alright, fixing hair is tricky.” I was tempted to try magic to arrange it, but tiny bolts of lightning might scorch it off my head. The last thing I needed to do was appear on the deck bald.

No one had arranged it for me when I lived in the fortress except me, so I gathered it at the nape of my neck and secured it with the strip of stretchy fabric.

Standing, I studied my image, not liking how the dress hung or the way it puckered in odd ways here and there due to the numerous wrinkles.

“Enough,” I told my reflection. “You’re not marrying the man you love. This is a proxy thing with a snide pretend groom and a captain speaking the words, not a true elder. Before you meet the king, you can ask Lord Briscalar to use magic to craft a few nice dresses. Then you can lift your chin and greet the king demurely in one of those. Curtsy. Take his hand and hope he has more personality than Lore.”

As I slipped out the door and into the hall, the nyxin tried to follow.

“You have to stay here,” I said, giving him a quick pat before securing the latch.

Lord Briscalar was not waiting like he’d said he would, but maybe he’d gone to the bathroom. Or to order the meal we’d eat after the wedding, assuming we’d sit and eat anything. Did people do that after a proxy wedding?

I took the stairs to the top but still didn’t find Lord Briscalar.

A final glance down made me cringe. The dress really looked shitty. As for myself, I didn’t care what anyone else thought about me, but I was representing Weldsbane Court and my brother. My best friend, the High Lady of Lydel.

I refused to think about the monster who’d ruled Bledmire. At least I’d never been forced to call him Father.

As I shoved the door open, I sucked in a breath to fortify myself for the wedding, cringing while hoping I wouldn’t be too much of an embarrassment to my family.
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Whatever softness I’d possessed had been ripped from me the instant I turned seventeen. I’d expected it, though the shock of that moment still reverberated through me years later.

There would be no getting used to the feeling, and I accepted that. What was lost might never be found, and in that, I was no different than anyone else in my family.

But I would not accept this.

Reyla cringed in the opening to the stairwell, feverishly running her hands across her gown to smooth the endless wrinkles. It wasn’t a bad gown as far as dresses went, though I was no expert.

Sensing my attention, her gaze lifted to meet mine. I could almost see her pupils dilate with each passing moment, making her look lost and fragile. This woman wore confidence like armor, but the surface had cracked, allowing a hint of vulnerability to slip through.

Something coiled tight in my chest, an unfamiliar and unwelcome thing, like an itch beneath the skin that didn't belong but demanded attention anyway. She looked so exposed that everything inside me buckled.

I should fight this pull with the ruthlessness I prided myself on. Vulnerability had no place beside power. It weakened you, exposed you.

That flicker of defenselessness caught at some buried corner of my soul; the part still capable of feeling. Every fiber of my being shouted retreat while something deeper compelled me forward.

Despite logic screaming otherwise, surrender seemed not only inevitable but dangerously enticing.

I’d stood with Captain Christoff and the first and second mates in front of a flower-beleaguered wooden arch Lord Briscalar had brought up on deck and adorned. He’d also strewn flower petals from this location to where Reyla stood with her shoulders curling forward.

He, like the rest of us, had frozen, our gazes locked on the only woman on board this ship.

“By the fates, that dress . . .” To my right, one of the crew snickered.

The sound stabbed into her like a blade, striking true. She couldn’t smother the flash of pain across her face, though I could tell by the way her lips tightened that she tried. A shiver ran through her before she stiffened, girding herself for more mockery, perhaps even from me.

Every muscle in my body tightened, and a fuse inside me ignited. Blinding anger roared through me, not the cold, calculated rage I wielded so easily but something hot and urgent that demanded reckoning now.

How dare they mock her?

With a snap of controlled fury, I reached out to the sea. Water surged up in an obedient column, shimmering in the moonlight, a viper poised to strike.

Like me.

I flung the column at the sailor, cutting him off mid-snicker.

A twist of my power, and the water froze around him. Encased him. He stood there, immobilized, a grotesque statue and a lesson to anyone else who might think of laughing at Reyla.

The rest of the crew shriveled and slunk back to their duties.

“I did offer to help her with her clothing, my lord,” Briscalar said. “She refused, but she was supposed to wait for me outside her suite.” The basket with a few remaining flower petals dropped from his hand to clatter on the decking. “My lady . . .”

Reyla’s hand jerked up to the simple arrangement she’d made with her hair, and she tugged on the sunset strands streaming across her shoulders while her face darkened.

“You should’ve insisted,” I snarled. This was why he’d been brought with us, not to fling flower bits around for her to walk on.

Lord Briscalar flinched, but his gaze met mine. “You’re correct, Lord Lorant.” He straightened, his hands limp by his sides. “I stand before you, awaiting whatever punishment you deem appropriate.”

The glare I sent him should’ve killed him.

“Ah, yes,” the captain sputtered from behind me. “Shall we . . . proceed with the wedding?”

“We shall not.” I gnashed through the words.

Leaving him, I stalked over to stand in front of Reyla.

“If you’ll give us a few moments, my lord,” Briscalar jerked out, hurrying behind me to join us. “Please, give us at least a few moments or more. I’ll correct this oversight on my part. Then we can begin.” He reached toward Reyla to urge her back downstairs.

My growl ripped from deep inside me. “Do. Not. Touch. Her.”

“Oh, I . . . Yes, um . . .”

A flick of my finger sent his feet skidding across the deck. His body didn’t stop until it reached the mast, though I slowed him enough to avoid a hard impact. While he deserved it, I needed him for this journey. So did the king, and Merrick would be peeved with me if I offended the man who would serve as the head of his queen’s entourage.

“I’ll take care of this,” I snarled, turning my glare Reyla’s way.

She didn’t flinch. She didn’t back away. And those two facts made me like her more than I should. I wasn’t the kind to show softness, yet I could not seem to resist doing so—though only with her.

“Don’t be mean to Lord Briscalar.” Reyla stepped around me, thrusting herself between us. “I told him to leave. I told him I could handle this.”

“And yet you have not,” I hissed through clenched teeth.

Her chin lifted, and she tilted her head, staring down her nose at me in such a queenly way, she snagged my every thought, my every breath. “I look fine. I’m only marrying a proxy, not the king.”

“This will not do.”

“Well, it has to.” Her wry laugh trickled through the air.

I winced.

She noted the gesture, and her eyes darkened to steel. “I don’t care.”

“I do.”

“Then you need to find a way to deal with it.”

“Oh, my wildfire, I shall.”

“I’m not yours. I’ll never be yours. And stop calling me wildfire.”

I could no more do that than I could stop breathing.

Her hand flicked to the sailor who remained frozen on the deck, the others studiously avoiding him while scurrying to do their duties. “You did that.”

“I did.”

“Undo it?”

“Why? He mocked you.”

“He laughed with good reason.” She couldn’t contain her wince, and her voice dropped to almost nothing. “I look horrible. Anyone would laugh.”

“I did not.”

She studied my face. Had she noted my scars? Was she as appalled by them as everyone else? “Why not?”

“There's nothing amusing about someone else's vulnerability.”

“I’m not vulnerable.” Yet her voice shook.

“We’re wasting time.”

Her face shuttered. “Yes, of course.” She waved toward the waiting captain. “Let’s get this over with, then, shall we?”

“Yes, we shall.”

I reached out, gathering moonlight from the air around us. I spun it, transformed it, and I sent it to her in a delicate wave.

Surprise rippled across her features. She stared down at the shimmering moonlight dress she now wore that I’d crafted for her alone, her brows lifted with disbelief. The dress flowed in opalescent white across her every curve, each subtle movement creating a cascade of luminescent ripples. Gossamer-thin straps clung to her shoulders, leading to an elegant bodice patterned with misty lace. The fabric swept down into a full skirt that flowed in waves of radiant light. She wore the night sky come to life.

Before she could speak, I held up my finger. This time, I tugged on the moisture skipping across the waves and I changed it. My lips quirked up, though only briefly, as Reyla fingered the pearl earrings and necklace she now wore, treasures cast by the sea. One more spell, and I’d harnessed the breeze and used it to fashion her hair in an intricate braid I coiled into a crown on the crest of her head.

She stared up at me with stardust in her eyes and her mouth ajar.

I stooped and collected a few flower petals, carefully tucking them into her hair, standing back when I’d finished.

“You . . .” Her swallow worked its way down her delicate throat. “Thank you.”

I stomped on the kindness, the tenderness that had started to coil up inside me and thrust out my arm to her.

“The captain is waiting.” It was all I could do to cage the turbulent emotions trying to claw their way out. “We’ve wasted enough time already.”

OceanofPDF.com


6


REYLA
[image: ]


This dress mesmerized me. And Lore, broody Lore, had crafted it for me. I was stunned that my feelings about my appearance had mattered enough for him to bother.

Leave it to him to ruin my happiness by snarling about me wasting his time immediately after, however.

But I wasn’t marrying Lore. I was about to wed King Merrick.

Because touching Lore earlier had ignited something inside me I preferred to deny, I strode around him and over to the captain waiting to perform the ceremony.

It was an anticlimactic experience at best.

I spoke my vows in as strong a voice as I could muster, while Lore spoke the king’s vows with a voice tinged with the arrogance I’d come to expect from this infuriating man.

It was all I could do not to squirm, though surprisingly, it wasn’t because I wanted to avoid this. I was hyperaware of the tall man beside me, his deep voice, and the way electricity thrummed through my body with each word he spoke. Lore would never be my husband. I’d meet the king tomorrow, and this unsettling episode would be over. I’d soon find myself in the king’s bed, where I could put all thoughts of his compelling bodyguard behind me.

“By the power vested in me by the realms of sea and sky,” the captain finally said with a flourish. “I hereby pronounce you, Reyla Jarrn Weldsbane wedded to His Majesty, King Merrick Aelion Eldric Damaris Evergorne. May your bond be forged with unyielding strength and majestic grace. Step forward with him as one, onto a path where hope and love may thrive.”

Yeah, sure. I had no interest in love. Hope, I’d take. Peace between us would be even better, both with the king and Lore.

“If you’ll come this way,” the captain said, waving to a small table that had been placed near one of the masts. “As the king’s proxy, Lord Lorant will sign the official documents, and you, my dear, will sign as yourself, of course.” He smiled benignly at us both as if this was a true wedding between me and this wicked fae lord.

Why hadn’t the king come early enough to do this himself? I planned to ask him, and he’d better have a good answer.

I signed with a flick of my hand and stood nearby, trying not to scrutinize Lore’s signature too closely, though I did. Lorant Thorne Shadowhart, proxy for King Evergorne. He was shadowy alright. And like a thorn under a fingernail already. With luck, I could avoid him for the rest of the journey.

I gave both him and the captain a wan smile and turned, nearly bumping into Lord Briscalar hovering behind me.

“I’d like to rest now,” I said grandly. Queenly, actually. An attempt at it, that is.

Wear glamour until true magic takes its place, a friend had said once, and it fit.

“Yes, we’ll travel all night.” Lord Briscalar released a stuttered smile. His gaze slanted briefly to the sailor still locked in ice before returning to me. “I’m sure you’re exhausted from your endeavors, my lady, though I do hope you’re excited for the repast I set out in your suite during the wedding.”

“Repast?” How had he had time to do more than bring wood chips and food for the nyxin?

“Yes, a wedding feast.” He nodded toward Lore. “Will you be joining us, my lord?”

“I will not,” Lore wrangled out as if he chewed on the words rather than spoke them.

I held in my sigh. I doubted he was capable of displaying even a hint of kindness.

Except . . . I wore a gorgeous dress he’d crafted with moonlight. I couldn’t wait to see my hair in the mirror. And the jewels felt soft and precious entwined around my throat and secured in my ears. He’d gifted these to me.

Oh, wait.

“Do you plan to take back the gown and jewelry from me, my lord?” I drawled, watching his face, not his eyes. Meeting his eyes made everything inside me quiver.

He stared at me with a bemused expression before his cutting arrogance retook control. “Do you wish to walk naked across the deck of the ship, my lady?”

“I do not.” I, too, could let anger rip through my words.

“Keep them, then.” He strode past me, aiming for the front of the ship. “I have no use for dresses and jewels.” A flick of his finger released the sailor, who collapsed on the deck along with a whoosh of water. He shivered while shooting wild looks Lore’s way.

“Is he always like that?” I asked Lord Briscalar.

The lord’s gaze flicked from me to Lore and back again. “Like what?”

“Brooding. Surly. Rude.”

“I heard that,” Lore called out as he rounded the front of the cabin.

“It’s all true,” I yelled after him.

The captain’s eyes widened, and his breath came in startled gasps. He must not be used to a lady bellowing on his ship, or any lady on his ship, for that matter. I appeared to be the only female on board.

Time to retreat.

“If you’ll excuse me, sir,” I said, giving him a deep curtsy.

“Oh, um, yes. Well.” The captain blinked at me for a moment. “Of course. Please enjoy the repast. I believe I must decline. I have pressing matters to attend to on the ship.”

“Thank you for the lovely ceremony. You did an amazing job.”

“Thank you, my queen.”

Fuck. I was now the Queen of Evergorne. That would take some getting used to.

Lord Briscalar led me below deck again and into my suite, where the nyxin leaped around in front of me as if I’d left him for weeks.

I leaned forward to pat him, making sure I gave his ears solid scratches.

“Your meal waits.” Lord Briscalar waved to enough food to feed the entire ship’s crew, spread out on a high table.

“Would you like to join me? There’s no way I can eat all that.”

“It’s quite kind of you to offer, my lady, but I’ve already eaten.” He patted his belly and edged toward the door. “I took care of everything for the nyxin.”

“I appreciate it.”

“You’re very welcome.” He bowed and slipped out the door, shutting it behind him.

I didn’t feel like eating, though I knew I should. I picked at a few things until I’d taken enough to satisfy Lord Briscalar, then sat on the sofa, fingering the skirt of the gorgeous gown. I’d never worn anything like it, not even to my friend’s wedding when I was outfitted in the finest Lydel Court could provide.

Lovelier than the moonrise, it sparkled with flecks of stars. Sadly, I’d have to remove it and hang it in the closet soon. Perhaps I could wear it again another time. Although Lore gave it to me. Many would consider it inappropriate for me to wear a gown gifted to me by one man while married to another.

Yet I wasn’t sure I could throw it away.

The nyxin hopped up on the sofa and sat beside me, whining, and I stroked his soft fur. Catching a whiff of him, I scrunched my face. “You, my sweet little guy, need a bath.”

I swore he scowled.

Rising, I removed the gown and dressed in a tunic and pants, returning to my usual self. No need to get fur and water all over the pretty gown. I hung it in the closet and stared at it for a long time with all sorts of emotions swirling through me, ones I was determined never to analyze.

I closed the closet door to shut the gown out of my life.

After filling the tub halfway, I lifted the nyxin and placed him in the water.

“Would you like me to add a sweet scent?” I asked him, teasing.

He truly did scowl.

“I thought not.” I grabbed a bar of soap and lathered it between my hands, working it into his fur while he stood, twitching in chest-deep water. He tipped his head back and released a low howl, and I joined in, baying at the moonlight slanting through the porthole along with him. Thuds rang out overhead. The nyxin cut off his howl. I yelped some more before deciding I’d better stop too.

Once I’d finished rinsing him, I lifted him out of the water and while he shook, spraying water everywhere, I grabbed a cloth and rubbed him all over.

“Much better,” I said, smiling at his cuteness. His fur puffed out in every direction like a fluffy danderlist flower ready to burst. His wet, gleaming eyes blinked up at me with an indignant expression that only made my smile deepen.

He clattered around the bathroom, his claws clicking on the floor and his bushy tail wagging, and I’d bet anything he was grateful to be clean.

“What should we name you, little one?” I asked.

Coming over, he sat on the floor in front of me, his tail sweeping a damp pattern across the wood. He cocked his head one way, then the next, his gaze intent on my face, almost as if he understood what I was saying.

Tempest’s pet crow had shown an uncanny understanding of whatever was going on around him. Maybe faerie pets possessed their own version of magic.

As I strolled into the bedroom, I called out potential names, watching the nyxin who trotted beside me. “Thadius? Astra? Fiero?”

He wrinkled his nose and sniffed the air.

“Jasper, Rowan, Kieren? Nimbus. Farris—”

He yipped.

I squatted down in front of him. “Farris?”

His bark rang out.

“Alright, Farris, it is.” I ruffled his fur and climbed up onto the bed. A small, gaily wrapped package lay on the pillow, and I lifted it. “Where did this come from?”

I tugged a tiny scroll from beneath the bow, and after setting the package on the bed, I unfurled the note.

To my queen,

I’m sorry I can’t be there with you for our wedding. Perhaps, once we’ve gotten to know each other better, we can speak our own vows to each other. You can let me know your thoughts about that once we’ve reached Evergorne Court.

I can’t wait until tomorrow when we’ll finally be together.

I imagine you’re scared. Nervous, even. But I assure you that I only hold the kindest thoughts for you in my heart.

I look forward to knowing you, dearest Reyla.

Merrick

“How sweet,” I said, warmed that he’d taken time to have someone deliver this during the wedding. Lord Briscalar? It must be.

This spoke well of the king; someone I’d thought of with a touch of fear. Maybe he was nothing like my dead father. I’d reserve judgement until I knew him better, but this gesture on his part impressed me.

I dropped the note and unwrapped the gift, sighing when I lifted the lid. A beautiful gold bracelet with stones as red as ripe blood nestled against the velvety fabric inside. I lifted it out and marveled at how the stones gleamed in the lights.

Then I fastened it on my wrist, covering the odd, delicate vine pattern that had appeared on my skin when I touched Lore.

A pattern I was convinced was not a fated mate mark.

OceanofPDF.com


7


REYLA
[image: ]


Iwoke with moonlight streaming in through the porthole, the roll of the ship, and a furious belly. Rushing to the bathing area, I emptied my guts into the toilet.

Somehow, my body found more to give, wrenching up what I’d eaten last night, yesterday morning, and perhaps even what I’d consumed three days prior to that, splattering it inside the basin.

My belly continued to rock.

Farris whimpered from beside me, nudging my arm in sympathy.

Finally, when even my toes felt empty, I rose and staggered to the sink. I cleansed my mouth and returned to the bed, flopping down onto it and curling into a ball. Farris hopped up beside me and nudged my arms until I opened them for him to step in and settle beside me.

“My lady,” Lord Briscalar called out from the sitting area in a cheery voice. “My lady? Are you awake?”

“Go away,” I moaned. Make it all go away.

The ship hitched, swaying this way and that, and I roared up from the bed, barely making it to the toilet again before I flung more of my guts into the basin.

“Oh, my. My lady.” Lord Briscalar rushed into the room and stood beside me.

I settled back onto my heels and groaned, still clutching the edge of the toilet.

His feet fidgeted on the floor, and his hands twitched at his sides. “Sea sick, are you?”

How could he tell? I shoved my hair off my face and grimaced at the sour taste flooding my mouth. “Make it end.”

“I . . . I don’t know that I can, my lady, and I do apologize for that. Unfortunately, healing spells escape me. I understand seasickness passes quickly, however.”

“How quickly?”

“A few days, they say. I personally have not experienced it myself. I’m a true sailor, I suppose, managing the swells and rocks of this glorious ship without even a twinge in my belly.”

Bile rushed up my throat, and I aimed it at the basin.

“Oh, my.” Lord Briscalar flung himself backward before the splatters could find his clothing. “I’ll . . . King Merrick will be here today. Perhaps he can help.”

Lovely. Just lovely. At this rate, I was going to hurl my guts onto my new husband’s shoes the moment I met him. Lore’s shoes would be better. Sadly, I couldn’t even crack a smile at the thought.

“I’ll . . . see what Lord Lorant has to say about this,” he said.

“No Lorant,” I growled. “Do not tell him I’m sick.” That damn man would crow about it, mock me for what he’d no doubt see as one of my many “fluffy” weaknesses. That would only make me feel worse.

“Are you sure, my lady? I assure you, he’ll be quite sympathetic.”

No chance of that. “Don’t tell him.”

“As you wish.” He left the room.

I cleansed my mouth again and returned to my bed, curling around Farris who licked my arm and gave me a look full of dismay. I slept for the rest of the day—other than the times I rushed to the toilet to continue emptying my belly.

Lord Briscalar checked on me periodically, bringing me cool water and telling me that the king had arrived and that he wanted to see me to offer his sympathy.

Good that he was feeling sympathetic.

Bad that he wanted to see me.

“Please no. Not right now.” What a way to greet my new husband, but at this point, I didn’t care. Just toss me into the sea and be done with it.

Seasickness haunted me through the night, though it felt as if the vomiting had slowed. Maybe I’d live after all.

Drifting to sleep sometime after midnight, I woke to movement beside my bed and slitted my eyes open to find Lore standing there, scowling down at me.

Farris’s tail pinwheeled, thumping on the bed and he whimpered, crawling toward the man.

“Go away,” I growled at Lore. “Or I’ll vomit on you.”

“Do so if you wish,” he bit out. “I’m sure it’ll wash off.”

“You came to gloat.”

He raked his fingers through his dark, moonlit hair. “About what, pray tell?”

“You told me I’d get sick, and now I am.”

His snort rang out. “You’re suggesting I did this to you?”

I shot him a glare. “Yes. I am.”

“Then I’ll leave you to your misery.” He pivoted sharply and started toward the door, grumbling over his shoulder. “I’ll take my belly calming spell with me.”

“Wait,” I snapped, opening my eyes all the way, though I couldn’t host enough oomph to lift myself up off the bed. “You can make this better?”

He didn’t turn but at least he stopped. “I will make it better.”

“Why?”

Returning to the bed, he stood over me—brooded over me. “You’re sick. I can help.”

“That sounds too simple.” I made myself move, swinging my legs over the side of the bed and propping myself upright with my palms on the blanket. My hair hung around my face and chest in a bird’s nest, and I must look horrible.

I immediately chastised myself for caring what Lore might think about my appearance.

“Get it over with, then.” I shoved the hair off my face.

“Do you plan to thank me or glower?” So clipped. So snappy. Did he ever crack a smile or say something sweet to anyone?

“At this point, you haven’t done anything but growl at me, so you’ll get no thanks from me yet.”

His lips curved into a devious smile that made my limbs quiver. “Ask nicely and I’ll help you.”

At this point, I’d do almost anything to feel better.

“Would you please cast your spell to take away the nausea?” I asked in as sugary a tone as I could manage. It wasn’t easy with this guy who continued to scowl, the scar on his face twitching.

His dry laugh rumbled, and the sound hit me in the chest, bringing my heart to a standstill. “What did it cost you to ask?”

“My soul,” I huffed.

“Your stomach’s that bad?”

“Either do it or leave. I don’t care.” I dropped back onto the bedding and curled around Farris.

Lore remained beside the bed for much too long a time, his heavy gaze drifting across my body. He didn’t touch, but my skin still coiled tight. I felt naked and vulnerable, though the majority of my body remained covered by my nightgown.

“You are prickly,” he finally said.

I cracked one eye open to look up at him. “You noticed that, did you?”

“What makes you think I don’t want to help you?”

“The fact that you’re standing beside my bed, glaring at me, while not helping me.”

“Noted.” He closed his eyes, and his hands stiffened at his sides. The porthole window flung open, smacking against the hull, and bits of pink shells and mist floated into the room, drifting over to swirl above where I lay on the bed.

If I had any energy left inside me, I’d yelp and scramble away, but I was too far gone for that. I lay there, willing to let him do what he could, though I didn’t have much hope he’d fix anything with seawater and shells.

The mass churned, slowly mixing until it made a slurry.

He thrust out a mug and directed the glop into it before holding it toward me. “Drink.”

“You really do want me to throw up on you.”

“Selune shells, when combined with a bit of sea mist, will cure nausea.”

“For how long?”

“Long enough to see you to shore.”

Alright. At this point, I either drank the seashell goo or rushed to the bathroom and see if my belly had anything left to deposit inside the toilet.

He wrapped his warm arm around me and helped me sit, and honestly, that felt sweet and almost kind, attributes I hadn’t thought Lore possessed. He held the mug to my lips.

“Yes, like that,” he said softly as I took a tentative sip. “I suggest you finish it all.”

It had a surprisingly refreshing taste. You’d think Lore would go out of his way to add something to make it taste bitter, if only to irk me. Instead, it was reminiscent of rain water with a hint of something salty, and smooth, almost silky. It went down easier than I’d expected, and it settled in my belly without making it churn.

He set aside the empty mug and helped me lay back down on the bed, gently tucking the blankets up to my chin. Straightening, he continued to stare at me.

“I won’t explode.” I stifled a yawn. For the first time in forever, I didn’t feel like flinging myself into the bathing area to grovel in front of the toilet.

“I know you won’t. Your resilience . . . captivates me.”

“You don’t say?” Sleepy, I couldn’t drag up enough strength to open my eyes, though his words surprised and even shocked me. “Captivate is a rather odd word choice, don’t you think?”

“Why odd?”

“Coming from you, a snarly man who can’t find a kind word for anyone.”

“You don’t know me.”

“And it’s better that I don’t.”

“Most would agree with your statement.”

“Do you?” Only now could I slice open one eye. He watched me with what looked like bitter tenderness, though how something could be bitter and tender at the same time eluded me.

“I didn’t see this coming.” With that, he pivoted and left the room.

I drifted to sleep, and if I dreamed, I didn’t remember.

But my belly stopped boiling.
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“What’s she like?” I asked Lorant, watching his face, though his expression gave very little away. Perhaps only to me, but I’d quickly learned to read him if only in the nuance of his words and the way he took care to think before he spoke.

Reyla was not only in the suite across from mine, but we were also married. A whirlwind of emotions twisted inside me, excitement tangling together with apprehension, leaving me more unsettled than I’d been in years. I felt vulnerable, exposed, yet intensely alive, my body perched on the edge of something immense. My life could topple either way at the whim of this one person.

Lorant’s lips twitched, but his eyes . . . What I saw there made the world shift inside me.

“She’s gorgeous,” he finally said.

Jealousy I had no right to feel gouged through me. He got to meet her first, and that burned.

“Did you kiss her?” I blurted out.

“I’ll remind you that she has spent most of her time on the ship vomiting.”

“Before that. To seal the marriage.”

He huffed. “I completed it as was expected.”

“That’s not an answer.”

His gaze dropped from mine, telling me I wouldn’t get one no matter how hard I pressed.

“You wanted to.” Look up. Let me read your thoughts.

He did not glance my way. “You’ll meet her soon enough and if kisses are needed, you can deliver them. I’m sure she’s feeling like her old self again. As for what she’s like, she’s relentless. Determined and fiercely protective. I doubt anything can break that woman’s will.”

My smile rose. “You like her.”

Eyebrows lifting, his sardonic gaze met mine. “I didn’t say that.”

He didn’t need to.

“She’s maddeningly impressive,” he said. “I doubt she backs down from anything or anyone. I can't stand how she . . .”

“How she what?”

His shoulders dropped but only for a second before his ramrod strength tightened his spine once more. “Alright, she unnerves me.”

“Good.”

“Not good.” The jerk of his head told me he hated admitting even this much to me. “She’s frustrating and captivating. Hard to ignore.”

I stifled the oddly possessive feelings surging through me. We weren’t in competition. But we were vastly different people, and he got to meet her first. How would she see me compared to him?

Where I could control how I spoke and what I said, and intelligence wasn’t the issue, those around me didn’t fear me like they did Lorant. I’d always ached for his sharp wit, for the way he could make people jump when he stepped into the room. I didn’t want my people to fear me—not too much—but I did need to command respect.

I’d had to earn it.

Lorant used precision in everything he said or did. He could slice through someone with his words alone. I could barely touch the sly way he manipulated those around him without them realizing it was happening.

“Describe her for me,” I said. Why hadn’t I asked for this information when Lydel Court replied that they would send me a willing royal fae bride? Because Reyla’s appearance hadn’t mattered. This was one step among many along a steep cliff with an even more treacherous path. Who she was could make or break me, and that was what I’d focused on back then. “Paint me a picture of her.”

“I’m no artist.”

“Don’t deny it. And you know what I mean,” I said. “Show me in words. You can do it if you dig deeply enough.”

“Her reddish blonde hair is long, beautiful.” His husky laugh rang out as he stared inward, picturing her like I longed to do. “It’s as wild and untamed as her.”

I’d bet anything he ached to tame her.

“What else?” I asked.

“Her hair caught the moonlight as it stroked across her shoulders.”

How would it appear in sunlight? I couldn’t wait to see, to touch it to discover if the strands were coarse or fine.

“It fits the rebellious gleam in her brown eyes,” he said.

Brown, eh?

“Those strands are a rebellion all on their own. They danced like flames. She’ll be a daring queen.”

My queen. “There must be more to her than gorgeous hair and brown eyes.”

“So much more . . .” He frowned, staring down at the floor before one corner of his mouth cricked up. “Would you believe she showed up on the ship wearing black leathers and not a gown? Pants that showed off her curves and a snug tunic that did nothing to hide her full breasts.”

“You looked at her breasts?”

His eyes lifted, darker than night. “Couldn’t miss them.”

Each word he spoke jabbed at my ribs, and a hollow ache expanded inside me. I wanted this. I needed it, but that didn't make it any easier to hear.

“It annoyed me how I found something appealing in her rebellion.” His brow drew together, and the skin around his scar pulled taut, emphasizing its tortuous path across his face. “Reyla is anything but weak.”

“Is she strong enough for what’s coming?”

He shrugged. “She’ll have to be, won’t she?”

“Not again.”

“We may have no say in it.”

“We always do.”

Lorant grunted, though it wasn’t agreement or denial. “She’s a fierce spark that will burn out fast if she isn’t careful. Her breasts irritated me.”

My laugh erupted from my chest. “Why?”

“They’re a distraction I neither want nor care to indulge.”

She unsettled him, and I wasn’t sure if I should be glad for that or snarl and tell him to avoid her for the rest of the journey.

“When she arrived, everyone on board stared at her,” he added. “No one could look away. Her pale skin almost glowed against the black leathers. She’s primal strength and femininity in one tiny bundle. The way she moves disrupted everything. There’s a gracefulness to her stride that counters her fierce demeanor. She’s perfectly in tune with the ground beneath her feet yet she gives the impression she’s a wild creature ready to bolt.”

“You wanted to pursue her.” I struggled to maintain a neutral expression, though inside, admiration for her churned with resentment for him. This strange possessiveness I felt, this blurred line between irritation and want, only added to my annoyance. I found it a challenge to breathe.

“You’re the king, her husband. You’ll do the pursuing,” he snarled, grunting out a breath. “Her lips, full and pink, curled into a smile that didn’t come across completely innocent. You want to kiss her or avoid her at all costs. Either track could lead to your destruction.”

A fist snapped around my heart that beat too fast, my guts simmering in a way I couldn't control. He appeared oblivious to the irritation roaring through me, savoring the memory of her image while I stood in the periphery, a shadow who was unable to see.

“Those leathers . . .” He shook his head, his chest rumbling. “I taunted her about being pure fluff, but it didn’t take me long to see that she hasn’t been sitting in a pretty parlor all day, drinking tea and gossiping with high ladies. Life and hard work have carved her into . . .”

“Into what?” An electric current ran from my fingertips to my feet planted solidly on the wooden floor. I wanted to lash out—to make him stop talking. But I made myself remain in place, listening, craving her already based only on his description.

“She’s used her body as a weapon,” he said.

“You sensed this or—”

“She tried to poke me with her sword.”

“What?” I snapped.

“Stab me. Whatever. I took it from her, naturally.” A sly smile lifted his lips before they thinned again. “I’m curious to see if she knows how to use it, though I bet you anything she does.”

“The most recent missive told me she’s a high lord’s beloved younger sister,” I said. “A lady born and bred. Not a warrior.”

His steely gaze met mine. “She’s a warrior through and through, though she’s also got a haughty, queen-like demeanor you’re going to enjoy. The fates know I savored making her spark and snap.”

“Enough,” I growled.

His mocking gaze met mine.

“What’s she like inside?” I asked.

“She’s prissy, and she’s . . . No, that’s not right. I thought she was prissy, but she isn’t. I haven’t figured out what she’s like inside, actually.”

“Snarled at her too much, did you, in addition to stealing her sword?”

His snort echoed around us. “I couldn’t help but snarl. It’s me. You know that.”

“That it is.” I was his complete opposite, yet we’d been friends for what felt like forever. “I’m glad she’s feeling better. Thank you for helping her.” Pure longing came through in my voice. “If only I could’ve met her first, done this for her myself.”

“With what’s going on, this was the only way. You two are married, and the course is set.”

“Can she . . .”

“We’ll soon see, won’t we?”

He was right about that as well. “Tell me more. She came on board and—”

“I followed her from the moment she left the manor house the Lydel High Lady and her husband, High Lord of Weldsbane, own near the harbor.”

“You didn’t introduce yourself to them?”

“Would you?” he asked.

“Naturally. I’d love to meet the High Lady.”

“And the High Lord?”

“His reputation precedes him.”

“Earned, from what I discovered. Perhaps that’s where Reyla gets it. It’s bred into her. Many say the Lydel High Lady has tamed the Beast.”

“A good thing,” I said. “It never pays to place too much power in half the courts of a vast kingdom and now two of them are allied by marriage. If she can control him, it’ll provide balance.”

“Better two allied kingdoms than one divided into three warring forces, like ours.”

“I’m not giving up.”

“We may have to.”

“I’m surprised to hear you say that.” I watched the twitch of his jaw and the way his scar pulled tight. “You’re much too fierce, too driven, to allow this to happen.”

“We should’ve acted sooner.”

“No one would agree.”

Lorant’s grumble rang out.

“We have enough time.” The fates knew I’d done all I could to avoid what was coming. Like those who’d traveled this route before me, I’d fight it to the end. I’d never succumb, not until I was dragged off the edge of the world and swallowed. “Perhaps my queen will soften you.”

“No chance of that,” he said dryly.

We’d see.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“She’s befriended a nyxin. Brought it on board with her.”

“Interesting. It may mean nothing.”

“And everything.” He filled me in on the few, court-related things, catching me up on what I’d missed, though it hadn’t been long since we’d last spoken.

“I wish you all the best,” he finally said. “It’s done and there’s no turning back.”

“We’ll both do our parts.”

“We have no choice. In fact—”
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Iwoke to sunlight, feeling almost myself. Even the rough rock of the ship didn’t unsettle my belly.

Farris rose to his feet and stretched his front legs out, his bushy tail flopping around while he yawned.

From the slant of the muted light, I gauged dawn must still be scraping away at the night.

My new husband must be wondering if I’d died. When I met him later, would he be understanding or irritated that I wasn’t available to attend to his needs? A quiver rippled through me. I didn’t know this man, and the thought of being chained to someone I’d hate made me nervous. Yet I’d soon meet him. Be with him for the rest of my days.

A walk would clear the cloud of worry from my mind.

Rising, I made my way into the bathroom and took care of my needs. After cleansing my teeth, I bathed and sat at the vanity to arrange my hair, doing my best to make it look decent. Dressed in a tunic and pants and with Farris by my side, I left the suite and took the stairs to the deck, bursting out into blooming sunshine. Sailors bustled about, taking care of the sails and using magic to spin a mop around, washing the deck. One man stood near the windrams, tossing them big fish from an enormous tub. The windrams caught the fish in their mouths and swallowed them down, chortling, eager for more.

The captain stood at the wheel, swaying to the motion of the ship, and the calm morning settled into my bones like a warm caress.

Lore’s spell had worked. I felt normal—great, in fact. I almost felt ready to meet King Merrick.

I strolled around the side of the cabin and up to the front of the ship where I leaned against the rail. The high drop sucked away my wind, but this had nothing on flying on the back of a dragon, let alone the exhilarating feeling I got when the dragon spiraled toward the ground. The wind would whip through my hair and steal the tears from my eyes and only then did I truly feel free.

I was going to miss working with dragons, flying on them. While Tempest was the true beast master, I did alright myself. I’d learned a lot from her. If I ever worked with dragons again, I’d treat them differently. Perhaps that was why I’d befriended Farris. He had a heart as big as my own, and he’d deserved a second chance like me. He had the same right to live a joyous existence.

Did I?

Each plunge of the ship through the deep blue and green water sent vibrations into my feet. White foam sprayed up in bursts. The sun hit the waves, making them sparkle like shattered glass, and the sight mesmerized me. I grinned and tipped my head back. Closing my eyes, I drank in the warmth of the sun and sucked in deep breaths of the briny air before leaning over the rail to watch the water again.

Sails flapped in sync with the wind while wooden beams groaned softly, singing along with the splashes of the sea. The endless stretch of blue and green capped with white fascinated me. If only I could paint, though I wasn’t sure anyone could capture the sea’s raw power on canvas.

“There you are.” Lord Briscalar hustled over to join me. “Are you feeling better, my lady?”

“Much.”

“Delightful.”

“Thank you for sending Lord Lorant to me.”

He tilted his head, his brows wedging together. “I did no such thing. You specifically asked me not to speak with him, and I didn’t.”

How had Lore known I was sick? It probably didn’t matter.

“Oh, my,” the lord said as his gaze raked my form. The raised-eyebrow look he gave my outfit would’ve made a lesser woman cringe. “I thought we discussed—”

“How much I love wearing tunics and pants? We did.” I smiled and turned back to the sea.

His breathing stuttered for a moment, but he regained control, slipping back into the kind, yet slightly stern, attendant. “I brought your breakfast to your suite, but you weren’t there.”

“I had to come up on deck.” I swept my arm out. “Look at it. Isn’t it amazing?”

He frowned at the water. “It’s blue. Wet. Dangerous.”

“Sure, but it’s also wonderful. It’s a wild dragon who hasn’t been brought to leash.”

“Equally dangerous.” He fluffed his arms at his sides. “I should escort you to your suite, my lady.” The ongoing, subtle disapproval in his gaze pierced my confidence, leaving me feeling small. Defiance tangled with an aching need to please this person whose opinion mattered more than it should. “We have much to take care of before the king emerges from his suite to meet you for the very first time.”

Nervousness shot through me.

I took in my outfit. “I imagine you’d rather I didn’t meet him dressed like this.”

“You imagine correctly.” He smoothed his ruffly clothing, and the small glimpse of his smile made some headway in settling my nerves. “He’s an early riser. I’m surprised he isn’t on deck already.”

I sucked in a breath and peered around, expecting to see either a portly man wearing a bejeweled robe and a crown or a snide, vicious creature like my father striding toward me.

Instead, sailors whistled beneath their breath as they worked on this or that, keeping the ship running smoothly.

“How did he arrive?” I asked.

“The usual way.”

“Did he flit?”

“Please, come eat. You’ll need your strength.”

To take on the Evergorne dragon?

“We’ll also change your clothing,” he added.

“About that.” I cringed, remembering how I’d looked when I appeared on the deck for the wedding.

“You’re not going to insist that you can take care of this yourself, are you?” His voice sparkled with kind humor.

“I didn’t look that bad.”

He blinked.

“Alright, I did. I’m sorry. I know it made you look horrible as well. Lord Lorant shouldn’t have been angry with you, though. It was all on me.”

“Of course he should’ve been angry with me. He’s here to protect you.”

“A relief, I suppose.”

A shadow clouded his features, his lips turning down on the corners. “Why a relief?”

“I’ve heard he’s not only the king’s bodyguard, but an assassin. Nice to hear he’s not on the ship to carry out this latter duty with me.”

“If he wanted to kill you, it would already be over.”

Despite the warmth of the sun on my back, my spine quivered. I hugged my arms around my waist. “I don’t need a bodyguard.”

“On the ship, perhaps not. On land, I’m afraid you will.”

“Why?”

“I’ve said too much already.” He dipped forward in a bow. “If you’ll come with me, my lady, I’ll help you dress.”

“I’m not comfortable with anyone helping me change my clothing, especially a man I only recently met.”

“I would never . . . look.”

“Which would make it difficult to help me dress.”

His gaze shot to the captain standing at the wheel, whistling a jaunty tune as he gently guided the ship, and his eyes softened.

“Like that, is it?” I asked.

His long sigh bled out. “Yes, unfortunately.”

“You never know where true love will lead someone.”

“Sadly, true love will not lead him in my direction. His doting wife and five children wait for him at Evergorne.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No worries.” His sly smile rose. “Life’s orchard always has other fruitful trees to pick from.”

“Then I hope the right apple soon falls into your lap.”

“From your mouth to the fate’s ears, my lady.” He flashed me a true smile. “Regarding your change of clothing. We could compromise. I’ll lay out your gowns, and you can dress in them yourself, only asking for my help if you have need.”

“Alright.”

He startled.

I laughed, though it came out a touch high-pitched. “Did you think I’d refuse?”

He wisely didn’t answer.

“About my gowns.” And lack thereof.

His bright smile swept through me. “It’s already been taken care of. I crafted some delightful creations you’ll be able to don by yourself.”

“You’re the best, Lord Briscalar.”

He blinked before his smile widened. “While I live only to serve, I . . .” He dipped forward in a bow. “Thank you.” His gushing made me wonder if anyone in Evergorne thanked someone else after they did something kind. “Though I must point out that this was an oversight on my part I should’ve corrected immediately, you can thank King Merrick for your new wardrobe.”

I couldn’t hold back my cringe. Had Lore told him I’d brought next to nothing?

“Never fear, my lady.” The lord patted my arm. “This was something he thought of himself. He was quite distressed that you were ill, and he gave me a list of things I could do that might help you feel better.”

“New gowns?” Surely he didn’t think I was fluffy, like Lore.

“Among other things. A jeweled collar and fine leash for Farris. New scents for your bath. And he crafted a special tea I’ve brought to your room that will ensure your belly remains settled.”

“That’s nice of him.”

“King Merrick is . . .” He frowned. “How shall I say this? He’s strong. Respected, as he should be.”

“Respect needs to be earned.”

“With this king, it has been.”

“And with others?”

His gaze flicked away from mine. “It would be wrong of me to speak of those who’ve passed.” He cleared his throat. “King Merrick is also kind.”

All good attributes, but I’d still make my own decision after I’d met him.

Farris whined and licked my hand, and I stooped down and ruffled his fur. “Aren’t you a good boy?”

“He used the wood chips,” Lord Briscalar proudly announced. “He is a good boy.”

“Better there than on my bed.” I left the rail and started toward the stairwell with the lord and Farris trotting beside me.

“Yes, getting that out of the bedding would prove to be quite the task.”

We went to my suite, and he shut the door behind us, striding into the bedroom and opening the closet doors, revealing gowns of every color imaginable. I didn’t have enough days left at sea to wear them all, but I could take them to shore and wear them at court.

The moonlight gown shimmered from where it had been tucked off to the side.

“I think this one for such a special day?” Lord Briscalar emerged from the closet, holding up a gorgeous cream-colored gown made in a simple design. But the way the fabric shimmered . . . The capped sleeves would accentuate my shoulders. And the cut. The bodice was low enough to tease without making me feel uncomfortable. Whoever had crafted it understood how to dress a lady.

Merrick, actually.

“It’s lovely,” I said, and he laid it on the bed.

“My lady . . .” His gaze slid to the floor. “Were you accosted on the way to the port? You should have trunks full of gowns. At least three lady’s maids in attendance. I’m more than delighted to serve you, but this oversight is egregious. What was your family thinking?”

“I’m rather independent about things like that. And I’m new to ladyship.” I undid Farris’s improvised collar and tossed it and the belt onto a chair.

His new collar, dark blue speckled with red stones I prayed weren’t real in case they fell out, plus a delicate chain leash lay on the table.

Another beautiful gift from Merrick. If presents equated with character, he was doing well in that regard so far.

Farris hopped up onto the bed, circling around before settling, placing his snout on his front paws with a sigh. He watched us, his nose twitching and his ears darting this way and that.

“New to ladyship?” the lord asked. “I’m not sure I know what you speak of. From what King Merrick shared, you’re the sister of the High Lord of Weldsbane. Your father was—”

“The king and High Lord of Bledmire. Yes. He’s dead, thankfully.”

His breathing stuttered. “I’m sorry?”

“He wasn’t . . .” Perhaps a bit of discretion was advised. “He was a challenging father.”

“I, of course, heard rumors about King Ivenrail. That’s why we’re here now, is it not?”

To solidify the truce between Lydel and Evergorne Court and give us extra forces for the battle, the Evergorne king had been promised a bride. I’d volunteered, and I still wasn’t sure I’d made the right decision.

“His death was fortuitous; I suppose you could say.” I wasn’t telling him anything more than that.

Lord Briscalar’s shoulders relaxed, and his face smoothed. “Such an unfortunate situation, my lady. He must’ve been out of his mind.”

For his entire life, but sure.

“Yes, yes, it was quite tragic,” I said. “I wasn’t raised by my parents. There were issues when I was a child and instead, I grew up in a border fortress, believing I was an orphan. I trained dragons, and we rode them against creatures attacking the villages in the valley below.”

“My goodness!” His fingers flapped at his throat. Like the days before, he wore a tunic with ruffles around the collar and his wrists, though he’d worn green today instead of red. “How truly horrifying.”

“It was.” Stark, cold sadness made my shoulders droop. “I had wonderful friends. Someone I . . .” Discretion was advised here as well. If I told anyone about Kinart, it would be the king and only if I felt he needed to hear that information. I wouldn’t hand anyone a weapon they might use against me. “It was a decent life. I’ve lived with my brother, the high lord, only recently, and he’s amazing.”

“The one they call the Beast.” If his eyebrows kept lifting, they’d slice through his hair.

“He’s not beastly to me or his wife, Tempest.”

“You speak of the High Lady of Lydel,” he said with complete reverence. “She saved everyone.”

“And restored the much-needed balance.”

“Perhaps you can do such a thing for Evergorne.”

Please tell me I wouldn’t be dealing with a tyrant like Ivenrail in my new home. “Are there issues at Evergorne?”

“Secrets. Always secrets. But that’s the way of every high court, isn’t it?”

“I suppose. Would you share some of the secrets?”

He paused, his eyes going . . . blank. There was no other way to describe it. Once his swallow had worked its torturous way down his throat, his gaze jerked back to mine, and he clapped his hands. “We’re dallying.”

“Why did you pause like that after I asked you to share some of Evergorne’s secrets?”

“Every court has them. I don’t imagine ours are terribly exciting.”

“Then why mention them?”

His gaze blanked again before he shook his head and focused on me, sweeping across my frame with a polite, determined glance. “If I’m not too presumptuous to say so, we should make haste. You need considerable work.”

“Thanks.”

Color rose in his face that had continued to soften. “I didn’t mean that, not exactly. You have delightful features and a lovely figure. All you need is the right pampering to bring everything out, and I’m the perfect one to help. Then, you’ll be the jewel of Evergorne Court. The ladies are going to love you, and the men will be jealous of the king.”

I’d never been the kind of person who enjoyed attracting attention, something I should’ve thought of before I volunteered to marry a king.

“I’d love to hear all your suggestions for fitting in,” I said diplomatically.

Color rising into his sharp cheeks, he pressed his palms together in front of his chest. “I will cherish this role in your life, my lady. It’s a daunting task, but I believe I’m up for the challenge.” His hint of a smile told me he was teasing. When his pale blue eyes sparkled and he laughed, so did I.

It felt good to make a new friend.
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Icouldn’t wait to meet my bride. Where should I speak with her for the first time? I straightened my too-formal tunic and studied myself in the mirror to make sure I didn’t have lint clinging to my dark pants or shirt. None that I could see. My tunic had just the right number of adornments, enough to show the world who I was but not so many that I came across foppish.

I didn’t have Lorant’s sharpness, his cutting wit, or his dangerous appeal, but I could offer kindness, caring, and, if my new bride wanted, love.

Please, love.

My parents had hated each other, though I’d heard that hadn’t always been the case. It was only after she’d settled into Evergorne Court with all its secrets that hatred for him sprouted in her heart.

I’d do my best to make sure my bride didn’t hate me. And if . . .

I took in my appearance as she might see me. Nearly black hair some would say was a touch too long, but I preferred it that way. A sharp jawline. In that, Lorant and I were much alike, though he bore the scars from when he was young, while my skin remained smooth. We had the same deep green eyes, but that was expected. Some things bred true.

The broadness of my shoulders and chest reflected my almost constant training, as did my narrow waist and hips. I had my father’s height, and I towered above most of the lords in my kingdom. I wasn’t sure what personality traits I’d received from my mother. Hatred for my father had burned whatever kindness she might’ve had when she was young away.

I smoothed my hair. Should I pull it back at my nape?

My gold diadem might add to my appearance or make me look pretentious, so I left it on the bureau.

It was time. Past time. Not enough time. My future rushed toward me in a blur, and there was nothing I could do but stretch out my arms and accept it.

With that, I left my suite and took the stairs two at a time to the deck, bursting out into the sunshine and a day full of promise. The crew called out in greeting when they saw me, and Captain Christoff bustled down from the wheelhouse and strode over to meet up with me, his shoes clicking on the oiled wooden surface.

“Good morning.” He bowed deeply. “Another wonderful day, my king.”

“It is.” I glanced around “Where is she?”

“She was here earlier but left. Lord Briscalar should have her on deck again soon. Would you like me to send one of the men down to collect her?”

“That won’t be necessary. I’ll wait for her here.”

“If it’s not presumptuous of me to say, my king, you should not wait for her but the other way around.”

I grinned. There were few I could be myself with. Lorant first. My mother—sometimes and with great care. And the crew of this ship. When I was young, I’d longed to escape. I’d sneak from the castle and rush to the harbor, where I’d board the ship and beg this man to take me away from it all, something I’d needed after my father sat me down and explained all that awaited me. We’d sail along the shore for a day and return before night. Only during those brief escapes had the oppressive weight of my future stopped crushing my soul. When I was really young, I pretended I was a pirate captain looking for a likely town to pillage. When I was older, this was the only place where I could be myself.

“I’ll return to my work, then,” Captain Christoff said with another bow. “If you need me for anything at all, you know where to find me.”

At my nod, he left, returning to take control of the ship.

I walked to the side of the ship and stood there, my hands tight on the wooden rail, and my heart thudding faster than it should.

A sound behind me made me turn, and the world stopped.

I stopped.

My heart thudded once, twice, before racing.

“Reyla,” I breathed.

She wore the cream-colored gown I’d crafted for her. It hugged her slender curves, as it should, since I’d magically enhanced the fabric to fit. It made her fair skin glow. I loved how it dipped down in the front in a way that was both demure yet alluring, hinting at full breasts and perfectly sculpted shoulders.

Her hair . . . I couldn’t drag my eyes away from her hair arranged delicately on her head while leaving a few soft curls dangling. The wind captured those strands and set them free in the color of a ripe sunset. The fresh blush of a new dawn.

She stood watching me as intently as I did her, with Lord Briscalar fluttering behind her, straightening the back of her skirt before he stepped away to leave only her, this wondrous, lovely woman in view.

The world muted, sounds stilling. Even the rush of the wind paused.

How could this stranger feel familiar yet completely new? Unspoken recognition wrapped its fist around my heart and squeezed tight. This wasn’t lightning or the burst of a flame; it was gravity pulling all parts of me toward this perfect woman.

This moment would echo through me until the day I died, and I accepted that this was how it should be. How it was meant to be.

Leaving the rail, I strode toward her, the warmth in her eyes a tangible thing as she took in my appearance that perhaps just might be enough. I stopped in front of her, gazing down at her, admiring how petite she was.

“Reyla,” I rasped, wishing I could borrow some of Lorant’s cutting edges and smooth style. But that was him, not me, and what I was would have to be enough or everything would be lost.

A pretty smile curled her pink lips, and I could stare at her mouth forever. “You must be my husband, King Merrick.”

Wife. My wife.

This woman was the one I’d been searching for. When the knowledge surged inside me, it wasn’t dramatic or overwhelming, but it filled me with a quiet assurance.

There would be no future for me without her.

I dipped forward in a bow. “Call me Merrick, please.”

“Reyla for me. I’m . . .” I wanted to kiss her pink cheeks. The flush on her chest. Everything. “I don’t have a lot of names like you do.”

“We only need one with each other, right?” My lips curved up on one side, and I drank in the admiration in her eyes. Our first meeting gave me hope.

Her face loosened, making me realize she’d been as tense about this as me. “You’re right.”

I held out my hand to take hers, planning to kiss the back like a king should when he met his bride for the very first time.

When she placed her fingers on my palm, heat seared across my skin, branding me as hers and her as mine. Because a mating mark would ensure her certain death, I covered it with magic, hoping she hadn’t noticed.

Her gaze met mine, and I couldn’t tell her thoughts, but her attention remained on my face, not my hand still clutching hers. As I’d intended, I kissed the back, more reverently than I’d planned.

“Well,” I said, straightening while meshing my fingers with hers. “That was unexpected.”
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“What was unexpected?” I asked, my voice quavering more than I liked.

My heart stuttered in a rhythm that was both familiar and foreign, as if it had forgotten how to beat but suddenly remembered.

He was gorgeous, though he was fae, so it wasn’t unexpected. The lighter strands in his almost-black hair caught the sunlight, but it was his deep green eyes that captured and held me. I wanted to wrench my gaze away, but as much, I wanted to remain where I was, drowning in the warmth I saw there.

“Everything,” he said.

Heat spread through me in a blaze I couldn’t beat back or control, consuming every bit of my body, even reaching to my fingers and toes. It was both terrifying and exhilarating. Warmth curled through my insides like smoke finding every crevice of me that mattered.

The air felt thick, and I couldn’t suck in a breath, but as he linked our hands together, I didn’t care if I ever breathed again. As long as he kept looking at me as if I was his world and his sole reason for existing, I wouldn’t need anything else.

My pulse galloped in my ears, my heart a furious thing trying to find its way past my ribcage—find its way to him.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I’d loved and lost, and Kinart had been enough. Yet in this man’s gaze I felt a promise and a lifeline, one I wasn’t sure I dared take.

What would it be like to experience that heady, overwhelming connection again, to know what it was like to be loved and love as deeply in return? Vulnerability and hope snarled through me, and I wasn’t sure how to deal with my turbulent emotions.

Fortunately, they were driven from my mind by Farris, who bolted up the stairs and flung himself between us. My hand was tugged away from Merrick’s and our connection severed.

I was me again. Changed? I couldn’t be certain, but at least I could think and be the Reyla I was before I met Merrick.

“I’m sorry, my king, my lady,” Lord Briscalar groaned, stomping over to join us, the new collar and leash in his hand. “I could swear I shut the door tight, that he couldn’t get out, but he bolted past me.”

“It’s alright.” Merrick shared a mischievous smile with me that nearly caught me again in his snare. It was said the fae could lull a person. Was that what was happening now? But, no, I was fae, and none of the legends said the spell worked on each other, only those without power. Although, I was Reyla, nearly as powerless as those living near my old fortress.

“He’s yours, right?” Merrick asked, stooped down to stroke Farris. He held out his hand to Lord Briscalar, who gave him the collar and leash and Merrick carefully secured them, rubbing Farris’s ears after. “What a beautiful guy.”

My nyxin squirmed and whimpered, trying to lick the king’s face, my hand, and even Lord Briscalar’s leg.

“Thank you for those.” I plucked at my skirt. “And the lovely dresses.”

Merrick looked up at me, one corner of his mouth curving up. “Anything, Reyla. I’d give you anything.”

Flustered by his comment, I didn’t know how to respond.

“He was caged in the village,” I blurted out instead. “I rescued him, and he followed me to the ship, swimming behind to catch us.”

“Amazing creature,” Merrick said. “I’m glad you were there for him.”

His comment reassured me more than a pretty collar and dress could ever do.

“Farris is not much work, my king,” Lord Briscalar said. “We’ve arranged for some wood chips for his use for . . . Well, you know. And he’s quite content to eat meat and sautéed vegetables. The cook is excited to try new dishes for Lady Reyla’s pet, and I will say, I’m growing quite fond of him myself.” His hand jerked out to pat the top of Farris’s head.

Merrick straightened. “I’m glad you found a friend.” His warm gaze met mine, and I saw only kindness there.

This man was going to be everything I needed and more.

Such a strange thought.

I dragged my gaze from his and scanned the deck, expecting to find Lore standing nearby with scorn twisting that scar on his face. But he wasn’t. Sleeping? That would be expected from a bodyguard on duty last night. I certainly hadn’t needed his services.

My body flushed at the thought, and I shoved the fluttery feeling away. I didn’t need any service from Lore and the quicker that knowledge sunk in, the better.

“Have you had breakfast?” Merrick asked me.

I shook my head. “I only drank the tea. Thank you for that, as well. My belly feels much better.”

“Of course. Let’s eat together, shall we? I’m famished.” His easy smile made all my tension flee. This was going to be alright. It wouldn’t be torture.

And maybe, just maybe, this man could be a new start for me.

“Would you prefer to dine in your suite or here on the deck, Sire?” Lord Briscalar asked.

“Here would be nice, don’t you think?”

I liked that Merrick was asking my opinion. “Yes, it would.”

“The light breeze will cool the sun’s rays, and we can enjoy the view.” His hand swept out to take in the sea.

“Very well, my king.” Lord Briscalar bowed to Merrick and then me. “My lady.” He backed away and spun, scurrying back down the stairs.

“Would you like to wait by the rail?” Merrick asked. “I’d love the chance to get to know you better.”

“Yes, that would be nice.”

The admiration in his gaze tingled across my skin and made a flush fill my face again. I wasn’t sure I liked how my body was so eager to betray me, first with Lore, and now with Merrick.

You’re the queen, I reminded myself. Merrick is the king. Forget about Lore.

If only I could.

He took my hand, linking our fingers again, and under the watchful, hopeful if I was reading them right, gazes of the crew and the captain, he led me over to the rail.

Farris pranced behind us as if he was enjoying his new collar and leash. While he poked his head out a cut-out on the side of the rail, sniffing the wind and huffing, Merrick and I stood side-by-side, leaning against the weathered wood. The ship rocked and water splashed across the hull below us.

“You’re sure you feel better?” he asked.

“Yes, thank you. I’m sorry I was sick yesterday and didn’t get to meet you then.”

“No worries. We have now and forever, don’t we?”

Yes. We did.

“The moment I arrived on board, I felt at home.” Merrick described how he used to sneak away from the castle and take to the sea for short journeys, and how the captain had aided him in his escape. “When I was older, I learned it was all arranged. I was allowed to run away, but I always had someone watching.”

“Lord Lorant?” I asked. “Although, he appears about the same age as you, and I doubt a child would’ve been assigned bodyguard duties.”

“No, not back then. That started when I was an adult. And yes, he’s the same age as me. It makes us better friends, I think, not just a king and one of his staff.”

“Why didn’t we wait to marry until you’d come on board?” I asked.

He stared toward the sea for a very long time before speaking, his throat working with his swallow. “I wish it could’ve been me.”

Not exactly an answer. “Some would suggest you worried I’d flee if you didn’t bind me to you immediately with a proxy wedding.”

He glanced my way, studying my face with an expression that told me nothing. “What do you say?”

“That it would’ve been nice to stand beside you when we spoke our vows.”

The smile he flashed me made my insides quiver. “Perhaps, one day, we will.”

“A second marriage?”

“Only if, and when, you feel ready to bind yourself to me fully. You tell me if that time comes.” He turned back to face the water. “The sea sings softly where the waves meet the sky in a shimmering embrace. Beneath its sparkling surface, it whispers secrets. Do we remain on the familiar shore, or do we dare dive into the water’s depths to hear?”

“So pretty.”

“Most of the time, I’m bound by duty, but here . . . I can be myself, speak whatever’s in my heart.”

I enjoyed his poetic side. “I’m new to the sea. It’s beautiful.” My words felt paltry compared to his statement. “You’re right, though. When I stare at the swirls and ripples, I almost think I can hear the sea trying to tell me something.”

“Close your eyes and listen. What is it saying?”

I did as he suggested and sent out my soul to touch and sink deep.

He slid one of my dangling curls behind my ear, his simple touch drawing a delicious shiver from deep inside me. Distracting me, but . . .

“I hear echoes of laughter and tears, as if the sea remembers every soul that dared to listen.” I frowned. “And . . . When storms rage, only those with courage will find safe passage. Drift at your peril or dance with the wings of your heart.” I opened my eyes and shook my head. “I’m not sure if I really heard that or I’m just making it up.”

“Dance, Reyla,” he said gravely. “If nothing else, please dance.”

We stared at the water for a long time, saying nothing while Farris nosed around us, sniffing everything.

Finally, Merrick turned to lean his hip against the rail. He took my hand, linking our fingers again. “I understand you grew up in a fortress on the western border.”

“Has Lord Briscalar been talking?” I injected a teasing tone into my words. I liked this man, my husband.

Husband. I swallowed but the lump of pain wouldn’t go down. Now wasn’t the time to think of lost dreams. My focus needed to remain forward.

New life.

New chance.

Unexpected friend.

“Lord Briscalar didn’t tell me much,” he said. “You don’t mind that he filled me in, do you?”

“Not at all.” Though I’d keep some of my thoughts to myself in the future. A solid reminder that at this point, I could trust no one.

Not even Merrick?

I suspected I’d soon find out.
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“Tell me more about how a high lady of Weldsbane Court came to be raised in a fortress,” Merrick said. “I imagine there’s quite a story there.”

I tried to ignore how nice it felt to hold hands with him. Actually, it felt more than nice. Heat seared from his fingers, traveling up my arm. I snuffed it out before it could reach my heart. “It might take time to share how that came to be.”

He flashed me a smile that made tingles flick through my body. “What else do we have but time? Depending on how the sea behaves and the wind, it’ll take us four or five more days of travel to reach the shore of Evergorne.”

“How far from there is it to our home?”

“A short distance. The first king of Evergorne built our home on a hillside with a gorgeous view of the sea.”

“I understand your court is at war with the others. I heard this when I was staying at Lydel Court.”

His chest expanded, his muscular frame stretching the soft-appearing material of his dark tunic. “We are at war. We have been for as long as my family has held Evergorne Court.”

“What’s the source of the war?”

“Magic.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I don’t either.” His face tightened. “Discovering the why of it could make a difference, but so far, my research hasn’t yielded much results.”

“I could help look into it if you want.”

“That’s sweet of you, and I’m not too proud to take you up on your offer. The library at Evergorne is vast, with books on many levels. I’m slowly making my way through them, and a second set of eyes is welcome.”

“Maybe we’ll discover what happened together.”

“I’d love that.” His fingers tightened on mine before loosening again.

Farris nudged my leg. When Lord Briscalar returned, I’d have him take my pet to my suite where he could lounge in the shade. For now, I patted his head. He sat, panting, looking up at me with complete adoration.

Wind skipped off the water, bringing with it a light mist that felt wonderful on my overheated skin. The sun beat down, and it looked like the day would only get hotter. Oh, for a loose tunic and pants instead of this lovely but snug and heavy dress. Air couldn’t reach my legs, and I was sweltering already. Did sweat coat my face? It soon would, and who wanted to gaze on a sweaty woman?

I didn’t want to appear attractive to Merrick, did I?

I worried I did. Kinart had been gone for months. At first, I’d wanted to die along with him, but leaving that way would’ve hurt my friends who were grieving as much as me, so I’d held on. I’d done my best to forget the warmth of his hand, his sweet smile, the way he’d tease, and our kisses.

Lord Briscalar arrived on the deck again and with a sweep of his arm, he magically set up a small table with two chairs. A vase with red and silver flowers sat in the center. After looking it over carefully and giving it a nod, he strode over to join us. “Your meal will arrive shortly, Sire. I made specific requests of the cook, and he needed a bit of time.”

“That’s fine,” Merrick said.

“Would you take Farris to my room?” I asked. “He’s hot, and he might like to use the wood chips, have something to eat, then take a nap.”

I fanned my face.

“Of course, my lady.” Lord Briscalar lifted Farris and carried him away, disappearing down the stairs.

“You’re hot,” Merrick said, frowning.

“It’s a warm day.”

He glanced at the table and then at the sea, his frown deepening, taking over his eyes more than anything.

A funnel of water roared up from the ocean, blasting straight at us.

When I yelped, I started to back away, but Merrick’s surprisingly strong arm swept around my lower back, holding me in place.

“No worries, Fawn,” he rasped by my ear. “The water is directed by me.”

It arched up over us and hovered there. I gaped at it spiraling in a whirlpool, expecting it to plunge down on top of us. That would cool me off, but I suspected getting soaked would bring on Lord Briscalar’s scowl.

When the water stayed where it was, blocking the sun without even a droplet falling on us, I loosened my quaking limbs, feeling silly that I’d pawed at my hip to draw a blade that wasn’t there. Lord Briscalar would not allow me to arm myself before I left my suite, insisting no one but guards wore weapons around the king.

“Better?” Merrick asked, his lips twitching up on the corner. He really was gorgeous, and his sweetness couldn’t be denied.

What would it be like to kiss him?

The feeling of betrayal that shot through me at the thought was softer than I’d expected. I was never going to forget my first love but maybe . . . I sighed, not wanting to think of anything like that. I’d just met Merrick. He seemed like a decent man, and that was better than I could’ve hoped for.

When it came to the “willing” part of our relationship, I’d still lay there and let him please himself. I was willing. I’d agreed to this without a hint of reservation. As for sex . . . Well, that was part of a marriage.

I would not allow my heart to enter this relationship.

“Ah, there’s Lord Briscalar with our meal.” Still holding my hand, Merrick urged me over to the table.

The whirlpool of water remained with us, spreading out to cover the area above the table while Merrick slid my chair back and urged me to sit. I wasn’t used to gentlemanly gestures like this, but I liked it.

“Thank you.”

With a nod, he took the other seat.

Lord Briscalar placed napkins on our laps and lifted the silver domes covering platters with a flourish. “Enjoy.” He hurried to the cabin and took the stairs to the bottom.

“He thinks we’re starving,” Merrick said with a sparkle in his eyes that caught my breath and wouldn’t release it. “I hope you’re hungry.”

Not like I would be if I’d spent the morning training, something I’d done almost every day of my life from the time I could heft a wooden sword back at the fortress. I’d do my best with the pastries, coddled eggs, and strips of crispy rusher, however.

Merrick served me some of everything, loading my plate more than I would’ve myself. I hadn’t been trained in ladylike behavior, but I’d seen how Tempest’s aunt took care with her silverware and how delicately she ate, and I emulated her when I could. I hadn’t grown up fancy, but that didn’t mean I wanted to stick out like a rough and tumble former dragon trainer.

After he’d served himself, Merrick lifted his mug of tea my way. “To us.”

I clinked mine against his. “To us.”

For the first time since I’d agreed to this arrangement, a spark of hope trickled through my heart. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad being married to Merrick.

“You asked about growing up in the fortress,” I said after I’d eaten part of one breekberry tart and lowered the rest onto my plate. “I don’t know how much you’re familiar with what happened in my part of the world.”

“More than you’d expect. We all have spies.”

I wasn’t surprised.

“Mine kept me informed of how the king was draining power from those you called the Nullens, how he wanted to use that power to control not only his share of the world but beyond. That’s why I agreed to the truce with Lydel and Riftflame Courts. I couldn’t allow his rampage to continue, and I was glad to help where I could.”

“Your forces made the difference. Thank you.” I sipped my tea, placing my cup carefully back on the table.

“Lydel’s High Lady’s thanks were enough, but I appreciate you saying that. I feel well compensated already.”

After all, he did get something from the deal—me.

“I rode in the battle,” I said. “On a dragon.”

“I’m not surprised.” A smile teased across his lips.

“Why?”

“Dragons are . . .” He frowned and for a moment, his gaze went . . . blank, though I had to be mistaken. “Dragons are quite protective.”

“They can be, though they’re just as apt to bite as breathe fire on someone trying to hurt you. But why weren’t you surprised?”

“I knew you were a warrior the moment I brought up the wave to give shelter from the sun. You reached for a blade at your hip that wasn’t there. Lorant told me you tried to poke him with a sword.”

“One I’ll point out he has not yet returned. He deserved to be poked. He was being an ass. I thought adding a hole might let some of his ass-ness escape.”

Merrick’s laughter burst out, and I gaped at him, stunned by how handsome he was.

To think this guy could be mine.

I chastised myself—again—but my mental slaps didn’t appear to be taking. Would it be horrible to find even a tiny bit of happiness with the man I called husband?

My throat closed off, but I swallowed, making my sadness go down. I’d want Kinart to find a new love if I was the one who’d died.

Applying that belief to myself wasn’t easy. It hurt. Way too much. But the hurt was fading. No, not exactly fading but softening. Memories that used to swim in the center had drifted to the edges of my mind. I worried they’d soon slip over the side and disappear from view.

“You’re sad.” His laughter faded. “I’m sorry for whatever I’ve done or said to make you feel that way.”

“I loved someone else, but he’s dead.” My eyes tightened, but tears didn’t rise. Maybe I’d cried them all out and there were no more left to give.

Something creaked nearby, but the entire ship creaked, and I was too focused on my sorrow to pay attention to much else.

“I’m still sorry.” He nodded slowly. “That’s why you were willing.”

An odd way to put it, but sure. “I needed something new to think about.”

“Someone new, too?”

I shrugged, but I pressed for a smile because my sadness was now mirrored on his face, and that was the last thing that should happen when we’d just gotten married.

I lifted my tea toward him. “To hearts finding new paths.”

“To unions foretold.”

I bumped our cups together and sipped. “My mother hid me from Ivenrail when I was a baby. The parents who adopted me died, and I was raised as an orphan at the fortress with my friends. Tempest too.”

“I’d heard something about that.” His penetrating gaze met mine. “Your lost love lived there also?”

I nodded, not wanting to talk about Kinart. “I didn’t learn who I truly was until recently.” I plucked at the front of my dress. “If you thought you were marrying a lady born to that role, you’re in for a disappointment.”

“I wouldn’t change anything about you, Fawn,” he said almost reverently.

“You called me that before. Why?”

“It suits you. You don’t mind the pet name, do you?”

I shrugged, unable to commit. It made my insides scramble around in a way that was exciting.

“Should I give you a pet name too?” I asked.

“If you wish.” His voice deepened and lowered, and he leaned close. “Take some time to decide what you think best fits.” He leaned back in his chair. “Anything will beat ass, don’t you think?”

My laugh rang out. “I’ll save that for Lord Lorant.”

Shadows flickered through his eyes. “Should I be jealous? Lorant seems to have sparked something inside you, something I want as my own.”

Heat swirled across my bones. This man was dangerous. I’d have to take care.

“I barely met him. He’s an obnoxious, arrogant prick, and much too snide.”

“Don’t hold anything back.”

I could tell by his warm smile that my fury pleased him. I could see where someone might be jealous of Lore. In addition to his negative qualities, and I’d only started on the very long list I was compiling in my head, he had an appealing list. Shorter, but still worth noting.

Electrifying. He was a blaze I suspected no one would ever put out.

Cocky, which in his case was a good thing.

And too sexy.

“You shouldn’t avoid him,” Merrick said softly. “Get to know him. Speak with him. He’s sharp but something soft lurks beneath his cutting exterior. He’s broken, I suppose you could say.”

Another creak echoed around us, but I was too interested in ferreting out why Merrick was urging me to chat with another man to look for the cause. “Since I think he’s an ass, it might be best for me to avoid him.”

“And an arrogant prick. Don’t forget that one.”

I rolled my eyes. “How could I?” I leaned back in my chair, finished with the meal but nowhere near done with this conversation with Merrick. “I’ll talk with him if only to get to know the man who’s protecting my husband.”

He lifted my hand sitting on the table by my plate and brought it up to his mouth to kiss it. The way I blazed inside from his simple touch. The way my heart flipped over from the way he looked up at me while his lips remained on my hand.

And the way he—

Wind gusted our way, and with a snap, the long, sturdy arm extending out from the mast on my left, the one sailors used to move the sail to catch the wind just right, shot toward us.

It slammed through the water awning above us, covering everything.

Merrick leaped.

He latched onto me and flung us onto the wooden decking.

OceanofPDF.com


13


MERRICK
[image: ]


As I carried Reyla below the drive of the long boom and onto the deck, I shot power into my skin, solidifying it. Elemental symbiosis, they called it when I turned water into vapor and played with it like it was a shadow when I was three. I was grateful to have this skill because I could use it to shield my wife from the sun and now keep her from being injured by our fall on the deck.

I rolled and came to a stop with her lying across my chest.

My cock that would probably still rise to the occasion on my deathbed kicked into action, shoving against the front of my pants. I willed it to settle. My bride may have been willing to marry me, but that didn’t mean she was eager to jump into my bed.

She gaped down at me as the boom swung back toward the center of the ship. Sailors cried out and rushed to secure it once more.

His face florid, the captain hurried over to us, wringing his hands. “Are you alright, my king? My queen? I can’t imagine what happened, but I’ll have the head of the sailor who secured that boom.”

I smoothed my skin back to its original form, which made Reyla gape at my exposed chest above the collar of my tunic. Her brow knit, and I knew I’d have some explaining to do soon.

“I’m sure it was an accident,” I said as I sat up, keeping my fawn in my arms. She was anything but timid, but with her slender limbs and the cautious way she looked at the world around her before plunging in, the name fit. I hadn’t yet seen the rebellion she’d hosted against Lorant, but that suited him more than me.

As much as I’d like to sit on the deck with my new bride for the rest of the day, maybe coax a kiss from her luscious mouth, I needed to examine that rope. This wouldn’t be the first time someone had tried to kill me, though I’d relaxed my guard on the ship full of men who’d sworn blood oaths to protect my life with their own. When my mother had demanded it, I’d huffed, but she wouldn’t let me go out on the ship until it had been done.

I brushed the last of the hardening power from my skin, feeling it ripple back into something softer and more vulnerable. Reyla’s eyes, still wide with concern and a touch of fear, remained fixed on me. If she wasn’t already questioning everything about this union, she soon would. What I could do with nature wasn’t unknown in my court, but no one had seen the true depths of what I could manipulate. It was always better to keep certain things to oneself until the right time.

The boom swayed above us, still loose as the sailors secured the lines with frantic hands, and I knew I had to send her away from this chaos. More importantly, away from what this might mean.

Was this a simple accident or an attempt on my life or hers?

With our marriage, we’d set the course and there were many who’d delight in making sure we didn’t finish the journey alive.

I thrust power into the wind and directed it to lift us and place us on our feet, keeping my arms around Reyla. I couldn’t let go. Didn’t want to let go. Already, she meant so much to me and not only for her potential.

“Lord Briscalar.” My voice stretched across the deck, cutting through the grunts and shouted commands. The lord appeared almost instantly at my side, his face pale, his hands twitching at his throat.

“My king?” he asked, giving me a deep bow.

“Take my queen to her suite. Ensure she stays there.” I bit off the words, keeping my gaze steady on his to ensure he understood.

Reyla shrugged away and turned to face me. “I’m not ready to go to my suite.” Her face flushed from more than the sun, and flames licked through her gorgeous brown eyes. “What happened? We need to find out.”

Ah, there was the rebellious nature Lorant had mentioned. While it thrilled me to see it focused on me instead of him, I could not accept her refusal in this.

“Go with Lord Briscalar.” My tone softened, though only a fraction. “Please.” I wouldn’t have added the last word with anyone but this much-too intriguing woman.

Her eyes flashed, the blaze roaring through her. “What if I say no?”

I was tempted to take on her fury and try to tame it. Never beat it back. She was worthy of much more. But in this instance, she must obey me.

“Please do not.” I possessed flames of my own, and she must see them in the sharpness of my face, in the darkening of my eyes.

She hesitated, her every muscle as taut as a bowstring ready to snap, but finally, after what felt like eternity, she gave me a sharp nod. “Fine,” she muttered, her irritation clear.

A step forward with how many taken backward? I’d soon find out.

“This way, my lady.” The lord led her below deck. Her gown fluttered briefly behind her before she was gone, and the space she’d filled with her presence felt empty. I shoved the hollowness aside.

There was work to do.

I strode to the base of the mast where the tension should have held the boom in place. The sailors paused only long enough to glance my way, before returning to their work, redoubling their efforts to make everything right.

Captain Christoff joined me, blowing out an anxious breath as he crouched down beside where the thick rope lay on the decking, half coiled and frayed in one spot.

“Who was supposed to secure this?” He didn’t accuse anyone outright, but no sailor would meet his eyes.

One of them lifted his voice above the salt-heavy wind and shouted, “It was me, Captain.” A young one, no older than twenty by the looks of him, hurried over to join us. He’d survived a few winters but had too much innocence in his eyes, and as he gaped from me to the captain, he looked like he might keel over onto the deck.

My gaze darted back to the rope. I smoothed my hand along the frayed strands. This wasn’t from wear and tear. The ropes would’ve been inspected and replaced prior to the journey if that was the case, and I insisted on daily inspections to avoid a situation like this. The break in the fibers was too clean to be natural, and that sent anger clawing up my spine.

I placed my palm flat against the deck where the rope had fallen and drew in every bit of moisture I could from the wood, pooling it into a thin layer I spread across my fingertips. There was always an element I could pull from my surroundings, even if it was only the sweat off someone’s brow.

Christoff remained beside me, his gaze scanning the area, trying not to look too closely at what I was doing. He’d buried his curiosity under worry.

The water pooled and shifted under my will, weaving into the cut end of the rope and slipping between individual fibers, seeking traces of anything that might point to what had happened. It only took a moment to confirm my worst thoughts.

“The fibers were magically severed, though partially,” I said, more to myself. “Set to give way when whoever did this knew I and my bride would be within reach.”

“Sabotage, then,” the captain said in an equally quiet voice. “No one would’ve noticed the lag in tension until it was too late.”

I flexed my fingers over the rope still slick with water. Rage surged inside me, though only Lorant would’ve seen it.

“To anyone else, it would look like an accident,” I said, my voice full of gravel. I met the captain’s gaze. “Someone wanted me or my queen dead.” Both of us, I’d bet.

Christoff’s face darkened, but his professionalism overrode all other emotions. “This is no regular occurrence, neither on my ship, nor anywhere I command.” His jaw tightened as he glared at the rope. “It’s unheard of, especially on this ship that your—”

“Not since the last attempt, Captain?” I cut in, not out of disrespect, but because I wasn’t looking for excuses, just the identity of whoever was involved. “I want them, and I want them now.” At my urging, my magic hummed. I would scour the ship and unearth the perpetrator. “Who’s new on board? Was anyone taken on last minute for this voyage?”

He thought for a moment, the lines of his weathered face deepening, his gaze flicking over the men he commanded. “Two new deckhands, but vetted and vouched for by trusted sources.”

“Bloodsworn?”

“Not yet. There was no one who could do the deed.” He paused. “One of them is a capable sailor yet reserved. He signed up at the docks before we departed for Lydel, but he didn’t seem overly enthusiastic about the pay.”

I narrowed my eyes, chewing on the information, tasting it for gaps but finding nothing yet. “What about the other?”

“He’s barely twenty—the one who bound this knot.” The captain’s voice came out hesitant. “He’s nervous. Eager to please. Not one to question orders.”

New recruits, however innocent they looked, could be anything but, especially when they’d been sprinkled throughout my kingdom and beyond, waiting to be told it was time to act.

“Gather the crew,” I said.

I stepped over to the wheelhouse wait, leaning against it while the captain obeyed my command. Soon, they’d all lined up, from the cook to the cabin boy, the first mate to the regular sailors. Even Lord Briscalar.

Some stared forward stoically while a few twitched and fidgeted, looking anywhere but at me. The cabin boy stood as tall as his skinny frame could, his eyes shimmering with tears, but his mouth and posture firm.

I joined the captain standing at attention in front of them. “I’ll inspect them myself.”

Christoff nodded, suppressing the shiver that raced behind his eyes. He held fear for his crew, but he wasn’t afraid of enforcing justice, harsh when necessary, the same as me.

“Thank you all for gathering,” I said in a booming voice.

A few of the crew jumped while others remained solidly in place. The latter had been with us long enough to know what was coming, and while they might fear it, that terror would show nowhere but in their eyes.

My lungs expanded with a deep, steadying breath. Control was key. If I gave in to the fury roiling through me, it would turn into an inferno no one could withstand. Rage had a place and a time, but right now, clarity was what I needed most. The fates help anyone who allowed magic to control them rather than the other way around.

Ignoring the movement of the crew, I forced my mind to focus on the fragments in the air. I called power and sent it outward, coaxing the mist still caught in the cool salt-tinged breeze to gather in a near-invisible cloud that swirled and condensed in front of me. Then I infused the break in the rope, enveloping that area.

The world and the people around me each had their own distinct scents. Wood, salt, sweat. But those were irrelevant. With precision that took me years to perfect, I used my mist magic to sift across the rope, stripping away the familiar scents until all that remained was the faint metallic tinge of the magic used to cause harm. Magic used with bad intent left something similar to a stain, an oily residue only someone with my type of skill could detect.

I thickened the mist, weaving it through the space where the rope had been frayed to the point it would give way at the wielder’s command. My senses stretched out, probing, like fingers running along the edge of a poisoned blade. My elemental symbiosis whispered secrets in my ear.

There it was. Subtle but telling. The residue clung to the rope, tainting it, and I imprinted that distinct marking in my mind. I dissolved the mist, returning the elements back to their natural state as I let my gaze drift over the crew who baked in the sunlight like me. The captain stood ramrod straight at my side, and I was grateful I didn’t find the scent on him.

I sauntered past the crew like I might if I was taking a stroll through the lovely castle gardens.

Trembling, the cabin boy stared up at me, wide-eyed and anxious. No hint of taint on him, either.

The young, eager sailor intent on proving his worth clutched his cap in white-knuckled hands, showing a fierce determination not to appear weak. His lungs jutted in and out with an audible wheeze.

Nothing on him.

Partway down the line, I stopped, catching a whiff of something sharp and sour.

The next sailor in line, the other new recruit the captain had pointed out, stared forward, his face stoic.

Found you.

I moved past him, projecting my usual, nonchalant façade, before stopping again.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the sailor. His shoulders twitched, and a bead of sweat jerked down his temple. He swiped at it before smacking his hand back by his side. His focus darted between me and the deck beneath his feet.

Turning, I stalked over to him, coiling my power around him. The pall of his magic coated his skin, its sharpness biting my throat. With seeking magic, I took in the faint pulsing of his contempt, and I used it to fuel my next move.

I clenched my fists, and the air responded to my will. Specks of dust and wood combined with shaved bits from the shells abandoned in a pile near the front of the ship. Collected by the cabin boy on the shores of Lydel, then discarded?

I whipped the particles together, thickening them into one mass, adding whatever else I needed until I could form it into a rope built from elemental magic.

“You,” I stated calmly, barely suppressing my urge to wrap my fingers around his throat and squeeze.

Terror shone in his eyes, but I didn’t give him a moment to react.

With a snap, I coiled my created rope around his wrists and ankles, binding him tight. I whipped back his contempt at him, using it to block any attempt on his part to wield power against me.

With a swift flick of my wrist, the magical restraints constricted, jerking the sailor off his feet and lifting him above us.

I threw him over the crew, releasing him enough to land with a thud on the wooden planks. His muffled yelp spilled out as he skidded across the surface. Every other person on the ship remained in place, though a few eyes widened in alarm.

“Dismissed,” I told the crew blandly, and they scurried in all directions.

I stalked through them, over to the enemy.

“Who sent you?” I hissed in a voice ready to strike.

The man snarled, twisting enough for me to see his eyes narrowed with simmering fury. “You can’t make me tell.”

“Halendor?” I bit out. “Irridain.” There were plenty in either court who’d take pleasure in making sure I didn’t live past my upcoming birthday.

He bared his teeth, and they morphed into fangs. “Try to make me tell. Dare ya.” He spat the words, venom curling around each syllable.

I tightened the cords, squeezing around his limbs until he grunted in pain, but he didn’t flinch. Didn’t beg. This wasn’t the first time I’d encountered someone willing to die for another’s cause, however twisted it might be.

“Give up now,” he said. “We’d hate to hurt your precious.”

Reyla.

My restraint, the careful control I’d maintained despite the storm lashing inside me, snapped. The need to eradicate this threat slammed down hard on my patience. Without another word, I fed more power into the air, lifting him effortlessly even as wild curses spilled from his mouth.

The crew kept their distance, wary and respectful. They attended to their tasks, not turning this way. The cabin boy, new enough that he hadn’t learned all he soon would, gaped at me in stark terror.

I held the man above the deck, whipping wind against his face, turning his curses into garbled nonsense. His eyes widened, panic clawing at his bravery when he realized what I planned to do. His eyes went wild, but there was something else there too, a flicker of resolve that no amount of pain or fear would break. I wanted to grind that resolve into dust. Let him know his sacrifice was pointless, that his every action had no meaning.

Come after me, if you will, but no one touched my wife. There would be no mercy for those who wanted to harm her.

I clenched my fist harder, forcing my air magic to whip out and tighten around his throat enough to turn his sputters into gurgles.

Yes, he understood now.

I flung him toward the sea and pivoted as he fell.

The captain stood not far away, watching with a grim, satisfied smile curling one corner of his mouth. At my nod, he turned and lifted his voice. “Do your jobs well, and you’ll make it to the shores of Evergorne safe and sound.”

Even the cabin boy jerked away, focusing on the bucket and mop by his feet.

I let the wind die down to a whisper and released my magic back into strands of mist. What was left of the shells settled back where the cabin boy might’ve left them.

Tired. I was so very tired already.

A subtle sound to my left caught my attention, and I spun.

Reyla stood at the top of the stairs; her wide gaze fixed on me.
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The moment Merrick told me to leave the deck, Lord Briscalar latched onto my arm. He kept peering back as he hurried me down the stairs. I wanted to look back myself. No, I wanted to be on deck, watching whatever Merrick planned to do.

Would he lash through the crew like Ivenrail, making them pay for what could be a mere accident?

At the bottom of the stairs, I wrenched free from Lord Briscalar. I’d go with him—for now, but I would not be treated in this manner.

With a grunt, the lord steered me toward my suite as if I was a misbehaving child. Not yet, but give me time.

“What’s happening up there?” I asked.

“It’s not my place to say,” he squeaked, his gaze anywhere but on mine as he urged me toward my cabin door. He opened it with magic, and with a thrust, sent me inside. I spun but the door slammed in my face. The lock clicked, and I didn’t bother to test it. If nothing else, Lord Briscalar’s magic was superior to mine.

I stared at the wooden panel with fury simmering in my chest. Farris pressed against the backs of my legs, his whimper breaking through my frustration.

What in all the fates had happened up there?

I couldn’t shake the image of Merrick’s skin tightening beneath his muscles as if it had become something more like armor as he latched onto me and flung us onto the deck. The memory of his touch, the protective way he’d shielded me, warred with my need for answers. Had it been an accident or something more sinister?

Biting down on my fingernail, I knew I couldn’t afford to sit and wait for someone to give me information. Answers wouldn't be served on a silver platter, not here, not among the fae, and I suspected, not from Merrick.

My pretty gown now felt like ropes coiling around my body, a reminder of the queenly role I was supposed to play at Evergorne. If something attacked, did they expect me to hide?

Fuck that.

I obeyed no one but myself.

I tore off the dress, the fabric dragging over my skin. Tossing the gown onto the bed, I raced to the closet and pulled out my favorite leathers, grateful Lord Briscalar had only cleaned them and not thrown them away.

I tugged the tunic over my head and stuffed my feet through each pants’ leg, securing the garment at my waist. Each piece fit perfectly, their weight and flexibility a comfort all their own. The familiar scent of worn leather was like the hand of a best friend, steadying me as I smoothed the hem of the tunic across my hips.

Farris padded around me, looking up, sensing the shift in my mood. His nose nudged my side, his eyes wide with concern.

“Oh, you sweet boy.” I stooped to rub behind his ears. Dropping to a knee, I leveled my gaze with his. “You have to stay here, but I’ll take you up onto the deck later, when Merrick isn’t around to send us away.”

I liked what I’d seen of Merrick so far, but no one penned Reyla.

I stroked Farris’s snout, then scratched beneath his chin, his fur bristling under my touch before smoothing out. “Stay quiet and guard the suite, will you?”

He huffed but gave a small nod as if he understood.

The porthole window on one side of the bed caught my eye. I crossed the room in three quick strides and tugged the latch free. It groaned as I wound it open, and a cool sea breeze whipped in to tease my hair across my face. Leaning out, I glanced down the side of the ship.

Another porthole hovered slightly open farther down the hull.

Lore’s quarters.

I grimaced. He could be inside, and the possibility of waking him nagged at the back of my mind. But the odds of his hallway door being magically locked from the outside were less than mine.

I had no choice but to escape through his room, but how would I get there?

I couldn’t fly, and as far as I knew, no fae could turn themselves into a bird. Maybe they could, but I’d be stupid to experiment with magic like that. Leave it to me to find a way to change only to be unable to reform myself after.

But I could do some magic, and it might work here.

I leaned out farther and scanned the smooth hull. There were no handholds, no convenient ropes hanging down. Just an endless expanse of wind- and sea-polished wood glistening with ocean spray.

No handholds? I’d make my own. It would mar their pretty ship, but I could deal with the ramifications of what I was going to do after.

I channeled power into my finger, feeling the familiar burn as it shot down to the tip. The fiery lightning crackled as it ignited, dancing at the edge of control and begging to scorch more than I intended. But no, I couldn’t let it blaze free.

Carefully and while staying focused, I pointed my finger at the hull to the left of the porthole, about a forearm's reach away. I released the magic in a focused bolt that sizzled against the wood, carving a neat hole into it. The smell of charred wood filled my nose, mixing with the salty air from the sea, but it made almost no sound.

One.

I repeated the process, forming a second handhold, and then another, until I’d created a line of scorched holes that led all the way to Lore’s slightly ajar porthole.

Sweat slicked my forehead despite the breeze, but I blew on my finger, grinning with satisfaction.

So much for locking me up.

Moving quickly, I maneuvered my legs through the porthole, the narrow opening forcing me to shimmy my hips to make it through. My leather pants creaked and strained, gripping my legs tight as I slid down along the side of the ship. My breath caught in my throat as I turned and braced my belly against the cold metal sill.

As soon as my feet dangled, I stretched my arm out, reaching for the first hole I’d created. With my heart pounding and while sending a nervous glance at the churning sea very far below, I tugged in a breath and lowered myself to my hands with my feet spiraling. I stretched my hand out, latching onto the second hole. It was deep enough to grab onto, though already slick from ocean spray. Dread slithered across my skin, but I clamped it down before it could take root.

I let go of the hole and grabbed the third, bracing my body against the hull with my muscles strung with tension.

Ignore the fear. Move.

Sweat beaded on my upper lip, the coolness of it pooling down my spine. The sea thrashed below, spray leaping up to bite at my boots. It dampened my back as I shimmied across the slippery wood, using one hole after another to make my way toward Lore’s porthole. The weight of the rolling ship did nothing for my balance, but I focused only on the next handhold, refusing to give up and head back.

I reached Lore’s porthole and slid my fingers through the small opening. The window creaked as I pushed it wider, and my pulse throbbed in my throat as I pulled myself up through the gap. I expected Lore to grab me by the collar and haul me inside. He’d chide me. Justified, but I’d snarl right back in his face.

As I tumbled inside, the room remained empty.

I lay on the wooden floor, gulping in air, every nerve humming from the thrill of actually making it.

The thick quiet inside Lore’s quarters felt unnatural, but he must be in the bedroom, sound asleep. Let’s hope nothing woke him once he was out. A shame he wasn’t here to greet me. I’d almost welcome his teasing voice tainted with that familiar arrogant sneer.

I got to my feet, slicking my damp hands down my thighs, and tiptoed over to the bedroom door, listening, hearing soft breathing. Damn, he was in the bedroom. With my heart thundering, I moved quickly across his sitting area, stopping every few steps to look for my sword, which wasn’t around. Leave it to him to take it to his bedroom, a place I didn’t dare enter, not even to retrieve my precious weapon.

My breathing raged as I continued forward, and anticipation coursed through me. I didn’t know what I’d find on deck, but I wasn’t done seeking answers, not until I’d seen how Merrick behaved with this threat.

I unlocked the door to the hall and stepped out, tugging it closed behind me. Then I raced up the stairs and onto the upper deck in time to see a man get flung into the sea.

Merrick froze when he saw me, his arm dropping to his side.

He’d . . . killed someone.

Did I see dismay in his eyes or was that anger? I suspected the latter.

His hands clenching, he stormed toward me.
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Iyelped and spun around, scurrying down the stairs.

I didn't make it to the bottom.

Merrick caught me and swept me up into his arms. He flung me over his shoulder on my belly, and his hand landed hard on my ass.

“You just killed someone,” I cried out.

“After they tried to kill us.”

Oh. Acting in self-defense was a different thing than willfully draining someone. I twinged because I’d assumed the worst. I hadn’t given Merrick a chance to come to me and explain. “I didn't mean to—”

“Silence,” he growled.

Where was the sweet, thoughtful man I'd had breakfast with this morning? The one who spoke poetically about the sea? In his place, I found a man who fumed, one who seemed eager to make me pay for my disobedience.

The world lurched as Merrick’s shoulder dug into my belly. Not because he was rough, or my seasickness had returned. His gentle yet forceful way of carrying me made my head whirl. I wasn’t accustomed to being handled like a squirming pet.

The ship’s lanterns flickered as he descended the stairs. The wood creaked beneath his boots, each step sending shivers of dread and some silly feeling I couldn’t name roiling inside me.

By the look on his face, what I’d done hadn’t pleased him one bit.

I clawed at his back, shoving away from the rock-hard muscles bunching there, but it was useless. His grip tightened, making escape impossible.

The air carried his scent, something rich, deep, and tinged with the pine of ancient forests. It filled my lungs and seeped under my skin, throwing my senses into turmoil. My heart pounded against my ribs, each beat heavy with a surging tide of confusion and something else entirely, something I shouldn't be feeling.

Fear? No, not that.

Anticipation? Of what?

Excitement. No, never that.

Merrick’s hand rested possessively on the curve of my ass, the heat of his touch scalding through the leather, burning away the last of my rebellion. Fury sparked within me to take its place, but was it for him or directed at myself, who’d made this happen?

I squirmed, pushing at his back while gritting my teeth. No one carried me around like this. “Put me down.”

“Be quiet.” His voice rumbled through me with the weight of a storm about to break free from the churning clouds on the horizon. It sent a tremor of something wild through my veins. A primal awareness told me this man was no longer the gentle king but someone completely unexpected.

He turned down the hall leading to our quarters. Instead of opening my door and placing me inside, he made a direct line to the room across from mine—his suite.

I stiffened, digging my nails into the back of his tunic. “What are you—”

“Even in this, you disobey,” he growled.

Every muscle in his body hummed with tension, his heartbeat thundering against my palms. He reached his door, and with a flick of his fingers, it flew open with a rush of power.

Now there was a magical skill I’d like to possess.

He strode over the threshold, and the door snapped shut behind us with a thud that echoed through the quiet room, followed by a snick as he magically locked me inside with him.

He continued across his sitting area and thrust open the door to his bedroom.

I barely caught a glimpse of the masculine décor, the sprawling bed with regal bedding in shades of green and silver, a scattering of personal items, and a pile of papers on a desk in the corner, because in the next instant, he flung me onto his bed. He followed me down, trapping my body beneath his, his palms on either side of my shoulders caging me in place.

“You did not do as I asked,” he snarled, his green eyes sharper than cut jewels.

“Told.”

“Excuse me?” Death lurked in his voice.

“You told me. You didn’t ask me to go to my suite.”

“And you disobeyed.”

The world slowed to shadows whispering across the walls as I stared up at him, my heart hammering in my chest, a raging beast I couldn’t control. I should fear the fury churning in his eyes, but instead, the raw intensity I saw there drew me in. I couldn't resist. Every nerve in my body hummed, aware of nothing but this man looming above me, pressing me down into the soft blankets, his heat a force I couldn't deny.

A part of me screamed that this was wrong, that it was a betrayal of everything Kinart and I had shared. But Kinart was gone, and instead of facing my grief, I was here, pinned beneath a man I barely knew yet couldn’t tear my eyes away from.

What was wrong with me?

I wanted to wrench away, to spit out the lump of dismay lodged in my throat, but my body betrayed me, responding to the press of his muscular frame, his heat seeping through my leathers to embed itself deep below my skin.

A rogue and unwelcome flame burst into life inside my belly, spreading down to my toes and up to my cheeks, a pulse of burning awareness. I should shove him away, scream at him, kick and bite until he released me, but all I could do was meet his intense gaze and wait.

Wait for what?

The fury stamped across his features slowly retreated, replaced by something deeper, more carnal. His eyes darkened, the cut green jewels turning obsidian. A spark lurked there I couldn’t decipher. Each controlled breath he took was a battle, his chest heaving with the restraint he struggled to rein in, and knowing that sent a shiver ripping up my spine.

No, this wasn’t anger anymore. It was something else entirely. Something sensual and mesmerizing.

And I was caught.

Trapped.

My own breathing halted, my lungs bringing the air’s escape to a stop. I was too afraid to disturb whatever edge we teetered on. His weight bored down on me, solid and unyielding, locking me into this moment with him. With a start that felt like a punch, I realized that I didn’t want to escape his grasp.

My chest ached from the pressure of him, yet I didn't fight it.

I should’ve been planning my next move, but my thoughts spun away from me, rooted instead in the heavy blanket of tension that wound tighter around us by the second, threatening to strangle me.

My body hummed with each shift of his weight, every brush of his body against mine hardening the iron cage he’d created around us.

I didn’t want to fight him.

Fuck reason. Fuck all of it.

Right now, all I wanted was to feel something beyond what loss and duty had turned me into. That fire in his black gaze promised relief from the endless ache gnawing on my soul.

Time might as well not exist as I lay there, entranced, vulnerable in a way I’d never been before. He controlled this moment, and I let him. For the first time, I didn’t want to be in charge of what happened next. I didn’t want to be Reyla, a queen by duty, or Reyla, the grieving woman lost in endless sorrow.

What if, for this heartbeat, I could be a new Reyla, one who could feel?

Awareness lit inside his eyes like a fire being stoked behind the endless black. He leaned close enough, his breath fanned my lips. Everything inside me screamed for release I sensed only he could give me.

Merrick tilted his head to the side, a fraction of a move, but I saw it, and it sent my heart barreling down a cliff, plunging me into a freefall where the ground was no longer solid beneath me. In an instant, I realized how high the stakes had become. How desperate my longing was to see where this path, this new, dangerous, exhilarating path, might lead.

To see where this man would take me.

His eyes locked on mine, and the storm of emotions there got caught in my throat. Fire, a furious blaze, burned beneath his composure, but there was something else there too, a flicker of vulnerability. Now he was asking, not telling, but what did he want from me?

I’d been the one who agreed to this marriage. I was the one who said I was willing. But all I could think of was how hard he was fighting not to claim what appeared to be well within his grasp.

The gentle warmth of Kinart’s memory brushed through my mind, a familiar comfort I never thought I’d lose. Yet here I was, staring up at Merrick with my body thrumming with an intensity that bordered on pain, caught between the past love that comforted me and the burgeoning, erratic feelings for my new husband.

“You disobeyed me,” he said, more a growl than words.

“I did. You asked for a willing bride, not a prisoner.” The defiance scorching through me edged into my reply.

His head cocked and his gaze drifted to my mouth. “Are you willing, my pretty little bride?”

“Y-yes,” I whispered, my voice barely audible, a confession more than a declaration.

He didn't move right away, but I felt the tension in his frame coiling, as if my words had unlocked part of him, a chained thing that ached to break free. The tender warmth in his eyes flared with need.

My breath caught in my throat as the weight of his stiff cock pressed against my thigh, a reminder of the fact that we were married, that he could take whatever he needed from me whether I wished for it or not.

Till death do us part.

His eyes flickered with that same primal pull I felt deep in my core. His movements slowed as he leaned closer, until only a hair’s breadth separated us, as if he was giving me one last chance to say the word that would stop this madness.

It stuck in my throat, impossibly lodged, because I didn’t want this to end.

I needed what lay in his eyes.

His mouth claimed mine in a searing kiss that rendered all thoughts moot. It wasn’t tender or tentative; it was an unleashed force, sweeping through me like wildfire, claiming every corner of my being with the ease of an unstoppable deluge. The world exploded into brilliant colors, and my body responded with untamed abandon, as if it had been dormant up until I met Merrick.

Shivers raced through me, freezing me in place even his mouth ignited my senses. All thought shrank to something both feral and tender.

This Reyla craved everything this man had to offer.

Instead of being scared of this, I found myself teetering on the edge of something immense, more dangerous than anything I’d faced before. I wrapped my arms and my legs around him, tugging him closer.

The taste of him overwhelmed me, tangling with the salty spice of the sea still lingering in the air around us. He consumed me, made the whole world narrow to the press of his lips, his heat, his ragged breathing mixing with my own. His fingers tangled in my hair, and his grip tightening as his mouth demanded more, demanded everything I hadn’t known was mine to give.

Need, pure and hot, swept through me in a tide, awakening parts of me long buried. A whimper escaped my throat, my shame mixing with something dangerous, something blindingly feral. My hands found their way to his back, and I anchored myself to him in this dizzying storm.

My heart pounded, the very air in my lungs stolen by the claim he had over me. I let it happen because in this devastating clash of our mouths, I found a new truth: There was life within me, beating, bright, and wild, and it begged to be free.

Merrick’s movements softened, his fury easing into fierce control. His touch became focused, until there was nothing left between us but the heavy thud of our hearts and the weight of this undeniable connection we’d suddenly formed.

I hadn’t planned for this.

But the truth was, I didn’t want to stop.
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Iremained in my suite for the rest of the day, eating the meals Lord Briscalar brought me, avoiding his gaze that was too full of questions. He knew I’d escaped my room and made my way to the top of the ship just in time to see Merrick fling someone overboard, though I didn’t believe any of them realized how I’d escaped. Let them think I could wield enough magic to unlock my door.

Pacing allowed me to think, so I stalked back and forth across my suite. Farris followed me at first, but he eventually got bored and climbed onto the sofa to nap.

I slipped into my bedroom, locked the door, and practiced with a stick I pretended was a sword. I’d held my own during raids from the fortress, but I wasn’t the sharpened warrior like Tempest.

But with a blade . . .

I grabbed one from the closet and threw it, over and over, at the back of the door, hitting the ding I’d selected each time. Few could best me in a knife-throwing contest, something we’d done at the fortress bar to make time fly faster. Nothing tasted sweeter than the whistle of the air after I threw my blade, followed by the thwack when I hit my target squarely.

I also practiced with my magic, though I wasn’t making much progress. The only thing I seemed able to do other than light up my finger and shoot fiery bolts at the water outside my porthole window was will the blade scars in the back of the door from showing. Were they gone? I couldn’t tell. At least I could no longer see or feel them. I hoped no one else could, either.

I did everything I could to avoid thinking about Merrick and our kiss.

“Tell me why he did it,” I finally said as Lord Briscalar was collecting my half-eaten dinner tray that evening. How could I be hungry when all I could think about was Merrick’s mouth on mine, the weight of his body pressing me into the blankets?

“Why who did what, my lady?” Lord Briscalar puttered with the tray, placing the silver dome over the plate and collecting my napkin from the small table, nudging the chair back beneath it.

“You know.”

He said nothing, turning toward the door with the tray in his hands.

“Why don’t you call me queen, like Merrick?” I assumed I could refer to my husband by his first name. The lord’s lack of a flinch or a sharp look in my direction confirmed my assumption.

“It’s merely a formality, and I do apologize.” He dipped his head in a quick bow. “Per court protocol, I’m supposed to call you my lady until you’re crowned.”

Crowned? Lovely. “Please tell me it’s a simple ceremony.”

“Never,” he gasped. “An occasion such as that requires pomp and celebration.”

I winced out a smile. “Merrick calls me queen.” I liked that better than fawn. While I felt timid too often on the inside, I projected a solid front. I was more the wildfire Lore had named me.

“That’s his right, of course,” the lord said. “As our king, he can do whatever he pleases.”

“Such as toss sailors over the side of the ship? I didn’t miss that the man was bound.”

“He tried to kill the king. He could’ve harmed you as well.” Lord Briscalar’s eyes widened with fright. “When he discovered who’d tampered with the boom, the king had no choice but to take quick, decisive action.”

Since behavior like that reminded me too much of my father, I huffed. “No trial first?”

“Would you give your attempted murderer a trial if you caught him in action?” he asked with lifted eyebrows.

“Probably not. I can be as ruthless as anyone else.” Especially those in my family. They called my brother the Beast for a good reason. If I’d discovered a sailor had tried to kill me, would I have acted in the same way?

Yes.

“You’ll discover our king is equally ruthless,” the lord said. “This isn’t the first time he’s had to act swiftly, and it will not be the last.”

“How does he feel about it?” I asked, my head tilting as I studied his face.

“You’ll have to ask him. It’s not my place to say, though I assume if he felt a twinge, it swiftly departed.”

Also like my brother. Merrick hadn’t come across as brutal, but I didn’t know him well. I doubted he’d show that side of his personality to a new bride.

“Is there anything else I can get you, my lady?” Lord Briscalar strode toward the door.

“No, thank you.”

“Will you be taking a walk on the deck this evening for a bit of fresh air?” His disapproving gaze slid down my leathers. “I could help you don something . . . more appropriate.”

I looked down at my scuffed, well-loved outfit. “I used to battle beasts in this.”

“And it shows,” he said in a blustery voice. “But may I say that you looked quite delightful earlier. I could tell the king was pleased by your appearance in the gown he created.”

Pleasing the king was this lord’s first duty. I needed to remember that.

“If I go up on deck, I promise to change.” I had no intention of going up on deck where I might run into Merrick. Or Lore, for that matter. When I met him . . . I didn’t want to remember the feelings that had churned through me, that still flipped around inside me when I pictured his face. I needed to focus on Merrick, my husband, not my husband’s bodyguard.

“Very well, my lady.” With that, the lord opened the door.

“Do not lock me inside again.” My voice came out sharper than the blade I’d flung at the back of my bedroom door for over an hour.

“Not unless the king makes that specific request,” he said brightly, carrying the tray into the hall and magically shutting the door behind him.

I gave him a moment before testing the knob, finding it unlocked. Good.

However, someone had tried to kill the king today.

I locked the door on the inside, adding a touch of magic, though I wasn’t sure it would hold for long or keep anyone out.

Farris padded behind me, into the bedroom.

I flopped on the bed and stared at the ceiling. While I didn’t want to delve into what happened with Merrick, I wasn’t the kind of person to ignore things. I’d consider it rationally in my mind, give what happened perspective, and put it aside.

The bed felt soft beneath me, and it was funny how quickly I’d become used to such comfort. This bed, like the one I’d slept in at Lydel Court, felt nothing like the rough wooden cot with its thin mattress I’d slept on at the fortress. My gaze lingered on the ceiling, tracing along the hewn wooden beams supporting the deck overhead, but my thoughts flew far from here.

Merrick's kiss dangled in my mind, a haunting mix of sensation and emotion that refused to let me free. His kiss should’ve been easy to ignore. I should dismiss my reaction as a distraction from the pain, from the loss of the man I’d loved, but it clung to me as well as my leathers.

My lips still tingled as if he’d just now pressed his mouth against mine. They’d seared away any thought of distance, of the propriety I thought I’d find with the kind, somewhat sweet-mannered king.

There’d been something more to our kiss, something dangerous in his touch. He’d kindled a spark inside me that flared to life, telling me my heart hadn’t died along with Kinart. Even as heat pooled low in my belly and a treacherous thrill wound through my veins, his face flashed in my mind, bringing with it a fresh wave of guilt. It buried the desire I’d felt with my new husband.

The betrayal was sharp and clarifying. How could I feel like this, want like this when I was still in love with someone else? What kind of woman ached for a man she’d just met?

Farris hopped up onto the bed. He circled a few times before curling into a ball beside me, tucking his snout beneath his bushy gray tail. His eyes lagged before closing, and even when I stroked his soft fur, he didn’t stir.

Tugging my hand back, I rested it on my chest. I squeezed my eyes shut, reaching for the thread of a memory to pull me back to what I’d lost. The warmth, the laughter, everything that had been pure and good in my life. It had been much more than physical with him; Kinart had been my best friend, my first love, the man who’d made me believe in a future where we could be happy. A future that was stolen from us both.

How could I let that slip away as if it was nothing?

As I lay there, letting my guilt churn through me, the grief began to slide from my grasp like fabric fraying, threads loosening one by one. Unraveling like the image of his face I could barely hold onto.

The memories, once so vivid, were beginning to fade rather than remain bright. Pain had become my constant companion but somewhere between holding him in my arms as he died, to scattering his ashes, and to running from the fortress to start a new life, the pain of my loss had started to drift away.

This terrified me more than anything.

I pushed up from the bed, unwilling to lie here any longer. I needed something tangible to hold onto, and I knew where I could find it. Slipping from the bed, I slowly approached the closet. Too much pain waited there for me. I hadn’t dared face it yet.

For the first time, I felt nearly ready to look.

Time did heal, there was no doubt about that. But time also stole. A few memories here and there. A wisp of the pain. It slowly tugged more and more away until you woke up one day and realized you could breathe without your chest cracking, think of that person without breaking down in sobs.

I didn’t like it. I wanted to cling to Kinart, feel the pain of his loss forever.

“Why did he have to die?” I asked, my voice one big croak.

Farris looked up, his tail flopping on the bed, before he tucked his nose down again and slipped back into slumber.

I creaked open the closet door and stared at my pack. I’d carried only a few precious items away from the fortress, ones I couldn’t bear to leave behind. I hadn’t looked at them since.

I set the pack on the bed and crawled back onto the surface, crossing my legs and gnawing on my thumbnail while studying the simple canvas sack. Was I ready?

I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready, but I felt I needed to look now.

After opening the flap with trembling hands, I dug deep to the bottom, past the odds and ends I’d brought with me from Lydel. At the bottom, my fingers reached the small leather pouch I’d hidden there months ago. I tugged it out and laid it on my lap, brushing my fingertip across the scuffed, soft leather surface. Undoing the simple knot, I slowly removed one item after another, placing them on the blanket beside me.

A necklace with a blue stone pendant that caught the light in a way that made it dance, a delicate chain that had never tangled, no matter where I stuffed it or how much I wore it. Fae-made, I’d bet. He’d bought it for me at a village fair during one of the times we’d snuck out from the fortress in our finest to walk through the market and dance until the stars faded from the sky. I could still picture him presenting it to me with a flourish, the laughter in his warm eyes as he’d teased me about my pink-stained cheeks. I hadn’t cared then. Those playful moments were more precious than anything, even more than the pendant I’d always worn after he’d secured it around my neck.

I removed it as his funeral pyre burned and stuffed it inside my pocket, then added it to the things he’d given me, packing them away forever.

Looking at it now reminded me of him blushing like a fool when he told me how it gleamed against my skin. How he’d traced his fingertip across it. How sweet his kiss had tasted as he’d slipped his hand around to the back of my waist and tugged me near. He’d kissed the tip of my nose and made me dance with him along with the villagers.

It hurt to see the pendant, but not as much as when I’d stuffed it in with the other things, hiding it from view.

And that was yet another betrayal.

I carefully picked up the worn book of poems, its edges softened from all the times he’d opened it. Kinart had adored these poems. Whenever we had a moment of peace, he’d gather me close, his breath warm against my cheek as I sat on his lap with my back to his chest. He’d read them aloud, his voice full of gentle inflections and quiet passion.

I’d enjoyed his enthusiasm more than the words themselves, though I’d pretended otherwise for his sake, letting him believe that I was as captivated by the lines as him.

Yet another betrayal, one I’d stabbed out with while he was still alive.

I traced my fingers across the cover, the worn fabric feeling like an old friend. Opening the front, I swallowed hard when the lavender flower I’d pressed between the pages as a memory of the first time we were together slipped out, falling on my lap. Lifting it by the stem, I spun it while letting my mind fall back.

I could still feel the warmth of the sun on my face, the soft rustling of the meadow grass as we’d laid together after, talking about everything and nothing, before he’d threaded this flower into my hair with a smile that reached deep into my heart and anchored itself there forever.

We were sixteen and maybe too young for what we did, but it had been wonderful. Virgins, we'd bumbled around, finding a way to do it. It wasn't anywhere close to perfect, but that time had meant everything to me.

Kinart had warmed me from the inside out, but he'd never ignited my fire in the way one simple kiss from Merrick had. And thinking that, realizing that, was an even worse betrayal than allowing it to happen.

There was only one more thing inside the sack, but I couldn’t bear to touch it. Not yet. Maybe never.

Kinart used to hide little notes where he knew I'd find them. Then he'd watch me with that silly, sappy smile on his face I'd adored, waiting for me to find them in the most unlikely places. Under my pillow. Inside the front pocket of my favorite leathers. And one time, he’d somehow gotten the kitchen staff to put one beneath my breakfast plate on my tray. He’d sat beside me at the table, laughing and smirking before finally suggesting I peek.

Whenever I’d read one of his notes, he'd swoop me up after and reinforce his sweet words with kisses.

After he was killed, I found his last note in the aerie, tucked among my grooming gear.

Waiting. Forever waiting.

I hadn't dared read it. I’d hidden it away in this pouch and tried to forget it existed.

I should open it.

Read it.

But then I suspected I'd have to say a final goodbye.

I still wasn't ready.

I didn’t go up on deck. I packed up my precious things and stuffed the pack back into the closet. Then I stood by my open porthole and sucked in deep breaths of air with tears etching paths down my face.

Finally, when the moon started sliding toward the horizon, I dropped onto my bed and slept, my body curled around Farris.
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Iwoke the next morning to Lord Briscalar’s call at the door. “My lady. My lady? It’s past seven, and I’ve brought your breakfast tray. Would you unlock the door, or do you want me to do it for you?”

I didn’t like that magic could let almost anyone inside my room, especially after what happened on deck.

“My lady? Are you there?” he cried. “I’ve come with your breakfast, but I can bring it back later if you’d rather sleep.”

I sat up, blinking away the haze clinging to my mind. Pale light filtered through the porthole window, staining the floor wherever it touched. My eyes burned, the last of the night's emotional storm pinching the corners.

Farris groaned but lifted his head from where he lay curled up beside me, his eyes fixing on mine as if he was trying to figure out why we were getting up early. I pressed a kiss on the top of his head and slipped out of the bed. After running my fingers through my tangled hair, I approached the sitting room door and unlocked it, stepping back as I swung it inward.

Lord Briscalar bustled inside carrying a tray, his eyes snagging on my leather-clad form the moment he crossed the threshold. A practiced mask of diplomacy settled across his face, the twitch of his lips telling me he wasn’t thrilled with my bedwear choices.

“My lady.” He placed the tray on the table and turned. “Still in yesterday’s attire, I see.”

“I like this outfit.”

“And I would like to cleanse it.”

“I’ll take it off later.”

“Delightful.” He waved to the tray. “Sit, please, and we can discuss your activities for the day.”

Such as sitting in the bedroom? Staring out at the sea? Strolling on the deck in a lovely gown?

Oh, I know. Grinning ferally as I created new scars on the back of my bedroom door. I had a feeling that wasn’t one of the activities Lord Briscalar had in mind.

I dropped down into the chair and contemplated the fancy tray. “What are your thoughts?”

He let out a brief, satisfied gust of air. “I believe a gown will suit the occasion.”

“What occasion?”

“Visiting with the king, of course.” He sounded affronted that the thought wasn’t in the forefront of my mind. “The king has been . . . How shall we say? Eager to be with you again. I couldn’t help noticing how well you two appeared to be getting along. I’m sure he’d like to further your relationship during our journey. Then, when we arrive at Evergorne, you can settle into your new role by his side with complete confidence.”

I wasn’t sure my confidence would ever be complete, let alone boosted by chatting with the king, but Lord Briscalar had a point. Merrick might be my only ally at Evergorne, if the other courts I’d visited, excluding Lydel, were anything to go by.

The lord tilted his head in that gentle, questioning way, waiting for me to respond.

“That sounds . . . intriguing,” I said, unsure when I wanted to face Merrick again.

“Delightful.” The word came out with a whoosh, and as my reward, he lifted the cover off the tray, revealing the food I’d requested when I first boarded the ship.

While I ate, he puttered around the room, straightening this and that, though most things were bolted down to keep them from becoming lethal objects if we traveled through a storm.

“Shall I draw you a bath, my lady?” he asked, and at my nod, he scurried to the bathroom. The gush of water soon rang out.

Farris sat patiently beside me, watching me take each bite.

I fed him a piece of rusher, and he gobbled it up as Lord Briscalar returned to the room.

“Oh, my.” He frowned at the nyxin. “And here I’ve magicked a delightful meal for your pet in the bathing area. Perhaps he’d prefer that?”

If he was like me, he’d rather eat rusher, but I urged Farris to go with the lord, and he did so after sending one longing glance at my plate.

Finished, I sat back to sip my tea, staring out the porthole beside me, though there wasn’t much to see but water, more water, and still more water. At least the sun shone, and it didn’t appear windy.

“I’ve selected another of the gowns the king crafted for you,” he said, returning to the sitting area. “It’s hanging in the bathing area, and if I do say so myself, it’s quite delightful. You’ll be dressed in the height of fashion, and I know the king will be unable to drag his eyes away.”

“Thank you.” I placed my empty tea cup on the table.

A pleased smile touched Lord Briscalar’s lips as he scanned the tray. “Finished?”

“I’m stuffed. Thank you for the . . . delightful meal.”

His cheeks darkened. “It’s always a pleasure to serve you, my lady. I’ll give you time to bathe, and then, if you’ll allow me after you’ve donned the vision of a gown, I’d love to arrange your hair.”

“Sure.” It was getting harder to pretend enthusiasm about this. Was this the life stretching in front of me, bathing, wearing pretty but constraining gowns, with the only thing to look forward to was someone arranging my hair?

I hoped not.

“Do you have dragons at Evergorne Court?” I asked as I rose from the chair.

“We did in the past.” He paused, blinking fast. “They were a vital part of . . .”

“Of what?”

He shook his head. “There are only a few, aged dragons left in the aerie now, I’m afraid. Most died.”

My heart seized. “How?”

“Halendor Court cast a nasty spell on our eggs and none of them hatched. Then our adult dragons started to die.”

“That’s horrible.”

He followed me into the bathing area and shut off the water, the tub brimming with bubbles and a floral scent drifting through the air. “It is indeed. Without them, we’re . . .” He glanced around. “Is there anything else you need for your bath, my lady?”

“Without dragons, you’re . . . what? You didn’t finish the thought.”

“What thought?” His face remained clear.

Odd, but he wouldn’t be the first to start something only to forget what he’d been about to say.

“I won’t need anything else, thank you. I can take care of things from here.”

He bowed. “Please call out if you need help dressing.”

The time I called out for help putting on a dress might as well be the day I died. I nodded and gave him a pleasant smile as he backed from the room, shutting the door behind him.

Farris finished his meal and scampered over as I stripped and stepped into the water, sinking down and leaning back against the smooth side. While he hopped up onto a stool and watched me with grave concern, I washed my hair and body. I lounged after, letting the warmth soak into my bones and wash away my lingering sadness.

This was my future, and I might as well adjust to that fact. Once I arrived at Evergorne, I’d find something worthy to do because I refused to sit around all day in pretty dresses, doing nothing.

After I dried off and while the tub drained, I held up the gown Merrick had created for me to wear. Elegant. One might even call it regal, but it had been made in a design softer than what I’d worn the day before, with subtle embroidery along the edges of the dark green fabric.

When I started to tug the gown over my head, the skirt wouldn’t fully part.

Ahhh . . .

My first true grin of the day split my face. The skirt had a subtle split and had been sewn up to the waist, creating “pants”.

“This is amazing,” I called out through the door.

“Ah, yes, you’ve discovered the king’s surprise. Delightful, isn’t it? When I mentioned your favorite outfit, though I will say that ladies rarely wear leather tunics and pants at court, he laughed.”

“Mocking me?”

“Oh, no, not at all. The admiration in his eyes . . . He said he’d craft something special for you and that I was to suggest you wear it today.”

I stepped into it and tugged the lovely bodice up, settling the sleeves across my shoulders before spinning around to make the full skirt bloom around me. It may look like a regular old—though gorgeous—gown, but this was something a warrior could wear.

King Merrick was . . . a surprise, and I didn’t know what to think about that.

Pleased with how light the gown felt compared to others I’d worn, plus the ease with which I could move around, I strode into the bedroom and dutifully took my place at the vanity. As Lord Briscalar’s fingers worked through the tangles in my hair with an adeptness I had to admire, I set my sights on a new line of questioning.

“Tell me more about Merrick.” I kept my voice casual. “Was he always like he is now?”

His brush paused before continuing with a steady rhythm. “The king has always been destined for greatness.” He kept his tone measured. “Even as a child, it was evident he had a strong sense of duty and responsibility.” His lips quirked as if he was recalling a distant memory. “But he was not without his moments of warmth and kindness, nor his rebellious streaks, such as they were. That, of course, smoothed out once he turned seventeen.”

I wasn’t sure what age had to do with it, but sure.

“What about Lord Lorant?” I fidgeted with an earring left on the vanity. The stones appeared real, and they must be. They wouldn’t dress their future queen in fake, now would they? “Are he and Merrick close?”

Lord Briscalar picked up a delicate silver hairpin, staring at it as he twirled it between his fingers, as if contemplating how much to share. “He and the king were born at about the same time.”

“Who’s older?”

He frowned. “Lord Lorant, though I don’t believe by much.” His face smoothed. “His mother served in the royal court, though I never met her. My family has always served the royal family, but I’m only fifteen years older than the king, which means my father served back then. However, I assure you, my father personally took care of my training.”

“It’s impeccable.”

He gave me a sweet smile. “Lord Lorant’s mother passed away when he was young, and the bond between the two boys grew. Despite what happened . . . His scars—”

“Scars?” That slash on his face . . . The network on his hands and what I’d seen of his arms . . .

Lord Briscalar’s gaze met mine in the mirror. “I’m sorry, what did you ask?”

“You mentioned Lord Lorant’s scars, that something happened.”

“Such is the way with injuries, is it not?” He secured the pin in my hair. “They were raised like brothers. Not unlike you and your own brother, though obviously without the, hmm, fearsome reputation, shall we say?”

“Why aren’t you telling me how Lord Lorant received his scars?”

“Such a terrible thing.” He shuddered. “It makes him appear quite fearsome.”

“What happened?”

He blinked, his head tilting and his gaze losing focus. “I’m not quite sure I ever heard the full story.”

“Do scars cover his entire body?”

His posture tightened. “I’m not one who’d know such a thing, and I suggest you avoid getting drawn into court gossip to find an answer to that question.”

I was never one who enjoyed that type of conversation, but my curiosity appeared eager to be fed. It appeared the lord wasn’t going to give me a straight answer, however. “I heard Lord Lorant is called the Viper.”

“Sailor’s gossip.” He huffed, his mouth pinched. “It’s always wise to avoid being drawn into such things, don’t you think?”

I was getting nowhere with this conversation. “Both Merrick and Lord Lorant appear to share a similar magical skill.”

“You speak of the lord’s elemental aegis and King Merrick’s elemental symbiosis? A common enough ability.” His brow furrowed. “It must be since I know of at least two men who command it. In any case, while the two skills may seem similar, they’re anything but.”

“Could you explain them to me?”

“This might provide a stimulating conversation between you and the king, don’t you think?”

What about Lore? Should I ask him about his magic and see if our conversation would be equally stimulating?

“I’ll be sure to ask him, but could you give me some basic details?” I asked.

Briscalar delicately placed another pin in my hair, his focus on the art he was creating on my head. “Both the king and Lord Lorant possess a deep connection to the elemental forces, though each expresses it differently. Merrick’s gift lies in shaping the very essence of nature, while Lord Lorant . . . Well, he has an affinity for things that were once alive and those you might say are brought alive in a different way.”

Curiosity still banged on my mind. “Interesting, but not what I would expect from a mere bodyguard.”

His eyes snapped up to meet mine in the mirror again. “Lord Lorant may serve as a protector, but he’s far more than only that to the king. Their bond is one of deep trust, forged through trials and shared burdens. I would venture to say he’s an extension of Merrick’s will, and the fates help anyone who dares challenge that.”

A shiver tracked through me. I’d already seen the king’s more deadly side, though I’d expected that more from Lore than the king.

But how well did I know either of them?

Lord Briscalar shifted the topic. “The king asked about you not long ago.” He tweaked a curl into place beside my face. “He suggested you might enjoy a stroll on the deck this morning. Some fresh air, perhaps.”

Tension flickered through me at the thought of seeing Merrick again after what happened. I clenched my hands in my lap, reining in the whirlpool of memories and sensations Merrick had stirred.

“I’m afraid I’m not ready to venture out of my suite yet.” I curved my lips into a faint smile. Remaining indoors and locked away with Farris wouldn’t solve anything, but at least it would keep me from falling for Merrick’s considerable charms. “I’d like to catch up on some reading this morning.”

His brow arched, but his face remained smooth. “Of course, my lady. The king will understand.” He finished the last touches on my hair. After stepping back to admire his work, he nodded. “There. You look every bit the queen you’re destined to be.”

I glanced in the mirror. The elegant gown flowed around me like a soft cloud, the intricate hairpiece he’d secured at the top of my head twinkling in the light.

An odd emptiness tugged at me, but I chose not to examine it closely.

“Thank you.” I offered him a weak smile.

He returned it before making his way to the door. “Please don’t hesitate to call me should you need anything throughout the day, my lady.” With that, he left, closing the door behind him.

I paced the length of the suite, back and forth, the soft slap of my shoes against the polished floor providing no calm. I nibbled on my nail until I realized—again—that I was doing it and made myself stop. A bad habit I couldn’t seem to kick. My gaze caught on the worn spine of Ember's Shadow peeking from beneath one of the pillows on the bed. Lord Briscalar had made it up neatly while I bathed. I’d tucked it beneath the mattress, but he must’ve seen the subtle lump and investigated.

Although, this book had a habit of turning up where it needed to be—and for being mostly unreadable. It dealt out hints and teases in equal measure, but it had shared vital information in the past. When it wasn’t in the mood to reveal anything, it remained as blank and useless as the walls around me.

I tugged it out from beneath the pillow and settled on the bed, the mattress creaking underneath me. Farris trotted over and jumped, landing beside me with a soft yip. He curled up, his fluffy tail waving as he nuzzled my leg.

“Alright, book. Show me what you’ve got.” I flipped through the first blank pages. “Come on. Tell me something. Don’t be an ache in the ass.”

When I turned another page, the faint, ghostly outline of the table of contents materialized, the ink unfurling across the page in cursive script. My pulse leaped, and I ran my fingertip down the page. “Table of Contents. Hmm. On the Origins of Fae Animagery. That’s more Tempest’s thing than mine.” My friend could coax almost any creature into licking her face. “The Intricacies of Gown Magic, a topic only Lord Briscalar would find appealing. Twilit Realm: Trade Customs and Laws of Silent Courts. What in the fates is a silent court? From what I’ve seen, they’re all equally demanding and loud.” Although, the people of Lydel had been silent when I first arrived on the island. Frowning, I returned to the page. “Chapter Fourteen: Evergorne Court.”

I gasped. Farris looked up at me before sighing.

I feverishly thumbed through the book, flipping past blank pages to the chapter, Evergorne Court. And there, nestled in the middle of the page, I found . . . something. It appeared sparse and written simply, but I knew this book well. Every word it shared would be more weighted than the last. The ink shimmered like it held more than just words embedded deep in the fabric page.

Seek ye the mystery hidden

behind Evergorne’s gilded walls,

Where whispers fall and secrets have forevermore crawled.

Upon joy’s path or at sorrow’s gate

lies a choice ye must make.

Will ye step close or back away and seal fate?

Be wary, lest the jaws of magic ensnare ye as well,

And steal the hearts thou didst not know ye craved.

I grunted. “What in the fates does that mean?”

My heart fluttering, I reread the poem. Was this a warning or a dare? Cool air hissed through the cracked-open porthole, a briny scent clinging to the breeze.

A chill settled over me.

Palming the edges of the worn pages, I closed my eyes. I needed to memorize this, because unlike other books, Ember’s Shadow had a nasty habit of playing games. The next time I opened it, this particular page would most likely be blank. Like the wicked fae and their tricks, this book followed its own rules, and they were not only elusive, but they were also unpredictable.

I repeated the lines silently, searing them into my mind. “. . . secrets have forevermore crawled . . . jaws of magic ensnare . . .” A mystery meant to either give joy or destroy. This referred to me. I knew it in my heart.

What in the world did “seal fate” mean? What mystery waited for me at Evergorne Court?

Since I would step into the viper pit within days, “jaws” and all, I’d soon find out.

Farris shifted beside me, lifting his head to rest it on my thigh, a light snore escaping his parted lips. I stroked the fur behind his ears. “A choice is often a fork in the path.” I’d read enough riddles in mystery novels to sense when one held more beneath its surface than it revealed. Either way, I had to be a step ahead of this or risk falling prey to whatever lay in wait. Secrets, no matter how deeply buried, were always waiting to spring their traps. And from Lord Briscalar’s vague hints, Evergorne was a court full of secrets.

The book slid closed with a soft thump, and I let it rest on my lap, my pulse still jumping around in my throat. I refused to step into Evergorne Court blind. I’d keep the lines in my mind and think about them every now and then to see if they held new meaning.

I’d lost myself in thought, my fingers twisting through Farris’s fur, when a firm knock echoed at the door, snapping me back into the room. My spine tightened.

“Reyla,” Merrick’s teasing rumble came from the hall. “Do I need to storm in, my fawn bride, or will you open the door and pretend you’re happy to see me?”

Great. Just great.

Heat burst in my chest, a slow burn that seemed determined to become a full flame. Muttering under my breath, I scrambled to hide the book underneath the mattress again.

Farris lifted his head, his ears twitching, and I gave him a quick pat.

“Stay here, little fella.” In the sitting area, I pressed my forehead against the door. “Pretend you’re good at courtly games, Reyla.”

Yeah, sure.

I wasn’t ready for Merrick. I suspected I’d never be ready for Merrick.

When I opened the door, I found him standing in the hall, tall and imposing, but with an air of nonchalance that somehow lit my guarded walls on fire. His green eyes met mine, amusement with something deeper simmering below.

“Have you been avoiding me?” he asked with a smile curling the corner of his mouth.

I swallowed, unsure how best to handle him. “I’ve been reading.”

Not a lie.

That damned smile grew bolder, a spark of laughter lighting his gaze. “Reading after all we’ve been through, huh? And here I was thinking you’d be eagerly awaiting my company. Pining for me, actually.”

The playful teasing, the easy way he spoke, sent warmth and irritation through me at the same time.

“Are all kings this arrogant?” I thought of stepping to the side to let him in but there was a bed in my suite, and if I did nothing else, I would avoid lying beneath him again on a soft surface. “Let’s stroll on the deck, shall we?”

Maybe the wind and distractions would keep him from fraying the edges of my composure.

“I’d love to.” He stepped back and offered his arm to me as I closed my door.

With a sigh, I slid my hand along his forearm, trying my best to ignore the thick flex of his muscles beneath my fingers.

With a calm, commanding stride, he led me along the hall and up the stairs. We burst through the top door and out into the sunshine.

“I wouldn’t call it arrogance,” he said in a low voice. As we paused to adjust to the bright light, his gaze flicked to my lips before returning to lock on my eyes. “Call it confidence earned, tempered with the knowledge that you’re not running to see me yet.”

His words sent a shiver through me, kindling feelings I wasn’t ready to name.

This was Merrick, dangerously charming, smug in his kingship, and a deeper person than I wanted him to be. I couldn’t say he shied from hardness, not after what he’d done with the sailor. Other than carrying me down the stairs and dumping me onto his bed, he’d been kind and gentle with me. Teasing me instead of making demands like any other king would. His duality confused me. I hadn’t quite figured what sort of man I’d chained myself to yet.

“Careful, Merrick.” I stepped away from him and his too-overwhelming appeal. “You might find me less willing if you keep talking like that.”

He caught my challenge easily, tilting his head with a grin that bore the right amount of roguishness to scatter my will to resist. “I have no doubts about that, Reyla. But,” his tone shifted, quieting for my ears alone, “there are worlds in you that need unlocking, and I believe I’m the perfect man to do so.”

The words didn’t settle—they sank deep inside me. He couldn’t know what I was thinking or feeling, though I’d told him about losing Kinart. He must’ve seen the devastation on my face and heard it coming from my heart. His words reached me in a way no one else’s ever had. I wasn’t sure if that scared or stunned me. Both.

I could run from him now. Let’s face it, I’d essentially run already, hiding in my cabin for so long.

Or I could lift my head and do what I’d told myself I would do when I agreed to be his willing bride.

I stepped forward with my eyes—and my heart—open, determined to see what this man brought next.
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By letting this man in, I stroked the line between daring and caution. It was a small, almost imperceptible shift, the way I tilted my body toward his.

I didn’t miss the flicker of happiness in his gaze. His eyes lightened, softening at the edges, and the tension in his frame loosened enough for me to notice, as if he subtly released a breath.

He’d been worried I’d pull away. That I’d avoid him again, bolt when things got too close, too tangled. Like I’d done yesterday. Like I'd done this morning when Lord Briscalar suggested I visit with him here on the deck.

The thought that I mattered enough for him to feel that flicker of vulnerability, even if he hid it behind a confident exterior, made me pause. There was something honest and sweet in the way he couldn’t mask that hesitance, as if he worried one wrong move would scare me off like the timid fawn he’d named me. His readiness to protect, combined with the gentleness I saw now, impressed me more than I wanted to admit.

And maybe, just maybe, it softened something in me as well.

Heat prickled along the back of my neck, but I shrugged it off and gave him a smaller smile than I should. “Alright. I think I’m ready now.”

“Ready for what?” His voice dropped, followed by a half grin that stopped my thoughts much too easily.

“For that walk we talked about.” The pulse of tension tightened around us before his lips curled wider, a genuine, almost relieved warmth spreading across his features.

He nodded. “Well then, Fawn, lead the way.”

I rolled my eyes at the nickname but didn’t argue about it either, then stepped forward with him at my side. We strolled around the deck a few times before stopping at the rail. I watched him from the corner of my eye before looking out at the sea. Waves sloshed across the surface, rippling with sunlight that bounced up at us. It was peaceful here, deceptively so, and it was hard to grasp that a short time ago, someone had tried to kill him, an attack he'd ended with frightening ease.

“You handled it well,” I said, giving myself time to appreciate the way the sun teased my face and arms exposed by my cap-sleeved gown.

His gaze shifted from the water to me, and curiosity softened the intensity in his eyes. “Handled what?”

I darted a glance his way, enjoying the way his dark hair gleamed. He really was pretty. Prettier than Lore.

Don't think about Lore.

“The incident on deck,” I said. “You handled it calmly, like it wasn’t your first time.” He’d handled it grimly, actually. In that brief time I'd stared at him, my belly had churned. Despite what I'd been through fighting for Lydel, let alone with my father, I'd noted that while Merrick hadn't enjoyed the need to take care of the problem, he must’ve long since accepted that he had to. What kind of life had this man led that he’d resigned himself to doing things like that?

He did have a bodyguard, and Lore didn't watch over the king because he was pretty.

Disgust flickered across Merrick's face. “It wasn’t the first time, and it won't be the last, though I'm fairly confident I eliminated any current threats.”

“It was one of the crew?”

He nodded. “A new recruit. I trust the rest—mostly.”

Was there anyone he trusted other than Lore? Maybe not, and I found that sad.

“How often does someone try to kill you?” My voice came out lighter than my thoughts, but I couldn’t hide the concern in my tone. I hadn't known him long, but I already considered him a friend. And there was no denying I'd enjoyed his kiss. For better or worse, we were married. My future rested in his hands and my life by his side. A threat to him was a threat to me.

I protected those I cared for . . . And I was beginning to care about Merrick.

His gaze remained on the horizon, only flicking to me before focusing again on the water. “More often than I’d like.” His eyes met mine. “At Evergorne Court, ambition runs deep. Loyalty runs shallow.”

His words echoed in the air. My eyes narrowed on the railing as I replayed them, my instincts prickling. “I'll keep that in mind.”

“Do.” His lips didn’t curve into a smile this time, and sharpness gleamed behind his façade of calm. “You'll live longer that way. Better to trust no one fully.”

I tilted my head, arching a brow at him. “Not even you?”

His silence lasted too long. “Not even me.”

A knot formed in my chest, apprehension and curiosity churning through me. His jaw remained set, his green eyes calculating, while his face remained neutral.

Smoke curled beneath his words.

“But enough of that.” His posture loosened, and he offered me his arm again. “We'll deal with what we must when it happens. Why ruin a gorgeous day like this with talk of murder and trust?”

I linked our arms, and we strolled around the deck again, passing sailors tugging on ropes and adjusting the enormous, billowing sails, all while sending us polite nods. A wiry man climbed up the rigging, fastening ties with deft hands. Another sailor coiled ropes around metal posts mounted on the deck, pausing long enough to give us each a soft smile. Respect shone in their eyes when they looked at Merrick, along with a touch of wariness, as if they knew better than to disturb us.

Our pace took us toward the bow, and we stopped there with the wind whipping across the ship, making my lips tingle with the taste of salt.

When the tension between us began to leave on the sea breeze, I spoke again, keeping it lighter this time. “Describe Evergorne for me. What should I expect once we arrive?”

He waited before speaking, as though he wanted to choose his words carefully. “The castle, our home, is nestled into the side of a big mountain that's part of a long range stretching across the horizon. It was built high for the view but also for defense. It's impenetrable, strong, and the stone is warded with protective magic.” His lips twisted as he gazed out at the water. “It and the entire city are surrounded by a high wall that protects every member of our court.”

Curiosity sliced through the unease swirling inside me. “Walls for protection? From what?”

“Predators.” He said it much too casually.

I arched a brow, attempting to hide the ripple of uncertainty he stirred. “Care to elaborate?”

His gaze locked on mine, and a shadow drifted behind his green eyes. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

A shiver ran through me despite the warmth of the sun. “I need to know now.” Predators, threats from within and possibly beyond. I'd married into a kingdom with layers upon layers of secrets, but wasn’t that the norm in the fae world?

I’d brave the jaws of Evergorne Court, predators and all. I was sure I’d even set some fires along the way. The trick was to avoid being scorched while I did it.

He didn’t answer my question, suggesting instead that we continue walking. And despite further prying on my part, sometimes without much delicacy, he evaded answering, telling me only that I’d soon see, but that I’d love Evergorne and the castle, that he’d make sure I was safe.

When the sun slipped lower to hover above the horizon, he took me to my cabin door.

“I’m sorry, but I have things to take care of now, though I wish they didn’t call me away from you, Fawn,” he said, his intent gaze on my mouth.

He wanted another kiss—and so did I, interestingly enough.

“I understand.” Not really, but if he needed time by himself, who was I to deny that? I wouldn’t mind being with Farris. “Do you want to share a late dinner? We can eat by moonlight on the deck.”

“I’m afraid I can’t.” He flashed me a heady smile. “Soon, though. When we reach Evergorne, I’m sure you’ll share so many meals with me, you’ll get tired of seeing my face.”

I wasn’t sure that time would come, and not only because he was gorgeous. I liked him more than I’d expected and more than I’d wanted, but there it was.

It appeared I was embracing whatever might come next.

Merrick leaned in, and I had no urge to draw back. My breath caught in my throat, hesitating, as if the air between us was about to collapse.

I wanted it to.

He hovered, his face near enough I could see the faint flecks of gold in his eyes. My pulse flickered in response.

Strangely, this wasn’t like the times I’d shared with Kinart, moments bathed in a comfortable warmth that made sense, that eased into me like sunlight breaking through a chilly morning. This felt different. When I was with Merrick, wildfire blazed through me, untamed and dangerous, more consuming than I’d ever thought possible.

When I looked into his eyes, I saw the promise of something deeper than simple affection. One day soon, he’d take what he wanted from me, and truthfully, I wanted him to do it. The thought both frightened and thrilled me.

I’d never felt this way with Kinart. Guilt pricked at my soul, but not with the sharp, bitter sting I might’ve expected. This felt softer, gentler and filled with sadness. Had I ever known passion like this before or let myself feel this way? Kinart's love had been pure and steady, but what Merrick offered?

This man’s kiss could unravel me. His touch could fuse our souls.

Despite the whirlwind inside me, I stayed where I was. I needed whatever Merrick was about to give, like it was a delicacy I hadn’t realized I’d starved for all my life. A hunger burned inside me where grief had once thrived.

His hand slid around my waist, his fingers brushing against my gown before he pulled me toward him, firm but not forceful. Heat rolled off him, and where his body met mine, it was a molten wave, flooding through the barrier of the material between us. His chest pressed against me, strong and solid, his steady breathing contrasting with the erratic pace of my own.

His focus shifted, his gaze sliding down to my mouth. My lips parted, an invitation I couldn’t hold back. My heart pounded, hard enough to drown out the sounds of the ship, the wind slapping the sails, and the sea splashing against the hull.

And when he kissed me, the world ceased to exist.

His mouth found mine, slow and with purpose, as if he was savoring each touch. As if he wanted to ensure I was completely aware of every sensation he generated inside me. His lips were soft but hungry, their pressure insistent. He gave, then took, searing me with need. I shattered beneath the weight of his claim.

I hadn’t expected his mouth to taste of warmth, strength, and a heady promise. It was intoxicating, as rich as the finest wine I couldn’t stop drinking. His tongue traced the seam of my lips before slipping inside, teasing past the barrier with slow, deliberate strokes, leaving me breathless.

I responded without thought, my mouth demanding against his, feeding the blaze building between us. My tongue found his, and the moment they touched, it was like striking flint to steel. Sparks ignited, making every nerve in my body curl tight. He drew me deeper into the inferno I suspected I'd only ever find in his arms. The way his tongue stroked mine, sure and confident, made my knees tremble, my resolve flickering before it disappeared.

His hand moved from my waist, sliding up my side in a slow burn, his fingers grazing across my ribs before they found the curve of my breast. He cupped it gently, but I arched my body into his touch, gasping into his mouth at the shocking ache he dragged from deep inside me. The feel of his hand sent shivers ripping through me, my chest tightening in response as everything began centering around the spot where his palm pressed.

I moaned into his mouth; a sound I wished I could bury but couldn’t hold back.

Merrick’s grip tightened, his fingertip tracing across my breast to my nipple. It hardened and heat swirled through me, diving between my legs to make me throb. Stars exploded behind my eyelids as his fingers brushed the peak, over and over before he grasped it and rolled. I crested the brink of something too wild to contain. My muscles tensed with the effort to keep the torrent of emotions from breaking me.

His kiss deepened, the strokes of his tongue more commanding, drawing out every bit of pleasure left in me as the world spun. While he tugged and rolled my nipple, his other hand moved up to cradle the back of my neck. He angled my head, and his mouth grew more demanding, his kiss fiercer. It wasn’t a simple kiss anymore. It was a storm, a tempest of want and need colliding, with no hope of calming.

I was lost in it. Thrilled by it.

Every breath I took, I took for him. His touch set something free inside me that I thought had died—perhaps before it had ever lived. Kinart had known the softer me, the part of me that dared to dream of forever, but Merrick? He spoke to the wildness I’d buried deep. Whatever he'd released inside me threatened to sweep me into the depths of oblivion.

I ached to be devoured by it.

I clung to his tunic, desperate for stability as the world tilted. He grounded and unraveled me all at once. Each stroke of his tongue, each lingering graze of his lips pulled me under. His mouth commanded mine with a skill unlike anything I'd experienced before. I'd only been with Kinart, and we learned together, grew together.

We'd barely scratched the surface.

Whimpering, I arched against Merrick, the hardness of his arousal nudging my belly. My pulse quickened even more, and instinctively, I bowed my back, pressing into him, needing to be closer. Naked and writhing beneath him.

Merrick didn’t just ask for my body; he commanded that I hand it over. He pulled at the very core of me, shoving aside my grief and showing me there was something more, something burning beneath the surface of this marriage I'd never expected to find.

My hands slid up his chest, and I relished the hard planes of muscle beneath his tunic. I needed to memorize the feel of him. My thoughts fought to fuse together but scattered again as his hand slid across my belly and between my legs. He cupped me, his palm rubbing. Fuck but it felt too good.

Then he lifted his head, and his hand stilled between my thighs.

I sucked in a breath and pressed myself against his palm, begging for him to finish what he'd started.

He watched my face, his unguarded for only a second before he removed his hand, placing it behind his back. His mouth curved into a wry smile. “You really are tempting, aren't you, my pretty little bride?”

I wanted him to call me that instead of fawn each time we touched. But I sensed that later, when I was alone in my room and could think rationally, I'd rail at myself for opening up this easily, this willingly, to a man I barely knew.

I wanted Merrick like I hadn’t wanted anything in a very long time, if ever. And it terrified me. Because Merrick had the power to tear me down to my very bones, to destroy everything I was.

And I would gladly let him do it if it meant feeling like this all the time.

A whisper of something darker, something dangerous lurked beneath this heat. That flame drew me to him now, but it could consume us both or it could burn bright and fierce until there was nothing left of me but ash.

I couldn’t pull back. I didn’t want to.

Deep down, I knew I’d never be the same after this.

He released me and after stroking his knuckles across my cheek and down my neck to the swell of my breasts above my gown, he turned and strode toward his suite. He waited, not facing me, until I’d entered my own cabin.

I peeked through the crack in the door, watching him step inside his own room. The lock rang out.

Shutting my door, I pivoted to lean against the panel. I pressed my back against the hard wood, still breathless and reeling. Blood pounded in my ears, making it impossible to think. My traitorous heart hammered against my ribcage, demanding I let it out.

I couldn’t believe how quickly I’d let myself get caught up by Merrick’s charms.

The taste of his kiss still clung to my lips. Inside me, everything churned, ripped apart by the tangles surrounding my heart. One kiss, one enthralling touch, and I was ready to throw away everything I’d once lived for.

If he’d pushed it further, I would've begged. And that disgusted me. I controlled myself at all times. If I didn't, if I let loose, who knows what might happen.

What had I done?

Kinart wouldn’t have been shocked. He also wouldn't have been devastated by my actions. He'd want this for me. He'd smile sweetly and tell me to live, to love, to let myself savor the passion I was due. His death still clung to me but in loose threads, not bound to me as tightly as they had been before. They’d turned into tiny barbs gouging my skin every time I tried to take a deep breath.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, as if that could wash away my betrayal.

My body didn’t care.

It’s been months, Reyla. He’s gone. You can’t change that.

I wanted to cling to the pieces of the past we’d built together. They were real. They’d meant something. Yet they were slipping away. Why did everything in me respond to Merrick like my soul had been awakened for the first time? Kinart had been soft, kind, and gentle. All the attributes I’d craved as an orphan who’d essentially raised herself. Merrick appeared kind and gentle, but he wasn’t soft. He was every bit as fierce as the wild ocean beyond the ship. That thrill, his reckless allure, made me feel alive in a way I wasn’t ready to handle.

Stepping away from the door, I scrubbed my hands over my face. I had to pull myself together. I paced, and paced some more, my thoughts churning into a storm that would lash this world and every other one beyond.

A light knock thrummed through the door.

“My lady?” Lord Briscalar asked. When I cracked the panel open, his jovial face greeted me, his eyes bright as he balanced a tray in his hands. “Ah, there you are.” He ushered himself inside. “I brought you your evening meal. Nothing too heavy, of course. I’m sure you’ll find the dish delightful.” He placed the tray on the small table and turned to face me with concern creasing his face. “You look flushed.” He rubbed his chin, his gaze taking in all of me. “Are you feeling alright? Perhaps your sea sickness has returned?”

Heat surged up my neck, my cheeks burning from the lash. “No, I feel fine. Lord Lorant’s cure and the tea Merrick sent worked well.” I crossed my arms on my chest where my traitorous nipple still ached for more of Merrick's touch. “I'm warm, that’s all.”

His brows narrowed, but he didn’t press. “Of course, my lady. If you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to call.”

“Thank you.”

He gave me a polite nod before slipping out of the room, the door closing softly behind him. I breathed a sigh of relief and walked over to the meal, sitting. Hunger? What was that? Lifting the silver cover, I scowled at the stew, biscuits, and a berry tart. It looked good, and I really should at least taste it.

I made myself eat, feeding some of it to Farris, who sat on the floor beside me, begging with soulful eyes. Finished, I covered the plate and left it for the lord to collect in the morning.

Rising, I walked over to the sofa, settling on it, slouching really. I refused to let my mind run through what happened with Merrick again. I’d spent enough time delving into my feelings for one day, and I was done with recriminations. I’d told myself I’d step forward into a future with Merrick, and I needed to continue down that path.

I was no fool. Willing applied not only to me saying I do, but to what came after.

A king needed heirs.

As much as I didn’t want to see my role at Evergorne Court as solely the mother of the king’s children, that may be the only path open to me.

I didn’t know what to think of that.

But there was no denying I’d enjoy the effort it would take to produce those heirs.
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Ispent the next day hiding in my cabin. Merrick knocked and called out in a teasing voice, but I didn’t reply. He’d rightly named me a trembling fawn, because I was a coward.

Truly, a coward. Finally, after I heard Merrick enter his suite across from mine and the lock click into place, I took Farris for a walk on the deck. As I exited the cabin, the sun winked out of the sky. I strode to the right, following the rail until I reached the windrams puffing softly, pushing the ship toward Evergorne.

“My lady,” the captain said from his perch at the wheel, his head dipping forward in respect. “A lovely evening, isn’t it?”

“Yes. It is.”

He returned his attention to the horizon ahead.

I led Farris to the left of the windrams to avoid the warm, gusty, fishy smell, though the ocean breeze sweeping across the ship carried much of it away. Stopping at the rail, I leaned against it, staring at the amazing world around me.

The sea sparkled as if it was performing a dance for the moon that was a big old circle of opalescent white hovering above us, nearly the same color as my wedding gown. Each wave jutting away from the ship’s passage caught and reflected the moonlight, turning ripples into strands of shimmering silk. The inky depths contrasted with the glittering white crests in an almost ethereal way. Salty brine hung in the air, and the whoosh of the sails combined with the creak of the huge wooden vessel lulled me.

I could stand here forever, watching the water move in its hypnotic way, but Farris fidgeted beside me. He’d spent too much time cooped up in my cabin to sit on the deck while I let my mind wander.

And I really didn’t want to let my mind drift, because it kept skating toward the memory of Merrick’s kisses and the way he’d slid his hand between my legs.

Tightening my grip on his leash, I led Farris along the side of the rail, aiming toward the front. We could make a few loops, and the exercise would be as good for him as me. Already, the fresh air and activity was clearing my head.

We passed the cabin, but I came to a stop, my gaze locked on the cloaked man standing at the front of the ship, his back to me. I’d believe he didn’t know I was there if his spine didn’t twitch, if he didn’t subtly turn his head to glance my way. He didn’t face me, however, but stiffened and focused on the sea.

I should join him, talk to him. Then I could put the sudden turmoil ripping through me aside forever. Merrick was here on the ship, we were married, and my future belonged only to him. Not to a mysterious, snarly man whose taunts and teasing made my chest hurt.

I took a few steps forward but stopped again. Farris sat dutifully on the deck, his tail swirling and thumping on the oiled wooden surface.

“Can't decide if you're amused or intrigued, Wildfire?” Lore drawled, the wind capturing his words and carrying them to me as if I stood by his side. Or maybe he’d done it using his elemental magic.

The snarky tone in his voice should make me want to scurry back to my suite and hide, but instead, it made me take one step forward before stopping again.

“Come over and find out which it might be,” he purred. “I promise I'm more interesting up close.”

He truly was an ass.

“Maybe I don’t want to get close to you.”

“If you were wise, you wouldn’t.”

“I’m smart enough.”

“I won’t argue with that fact.”

The hint of praise in his tone made my ire slide off my skin, leaving me with feelings I didn’t want—and couldn’t—name.

“Playing it safe must be exhausting,” he said.

“I was recently sick. If I’m tired, it’s from that, not from being in your exalted presence.”

His low laugh rippled down my spine like a caress.

I took one more step toward him.

“Nice to think you find me exalted,” he said, clearly amused. But his voice sharpened. “Don’t. I’m dangerous, and you need to watch out. I’ll ruin you if you let me.”

By the fates, I sometimes ached to be thoroughly ruined.

“You don’t scare me,” I said.

“Maybe you’re not as wise as I’d thought.” His low, mocking tone made my skin prickle with fury.

“And maybe you’re equally unwise. You’re the king’s bodyguard.” I threw the words out there, hoping they’d hit true like my blade against the back of the door. “You’re supposed to be guarding him while he sleeps. Yet here you are on deck instead, bothering me.”

“I bother you?” he asked.

“No reply needed.”

“And yet you spoke.”

I struggled to grab some control of this conversation. “Shouldn’t you be watching over him now?”

“I imagine he’ll be awake soon. You must see that the king is well able to protect himself.”

After what I saw on deck? Yes.

Farris gazed up at me, releasing a whimper, and I moved forward, not stopping until I stood a few paces behind Lore. Why did I find it hard to stay away from this wretched man? He was much too arrogant, too cruel, and he’d stolen my precious sword from me the moment we’d met.

The mark on my wrist flared, the gleam from beneath Merrick’s bracelet suggesting why.

Lore was not my fated mate. I wouldn’t accept it.

“I can hear your heart pounding from here, Wildfire.” His voice coasted across my skin, unsettling me. “I'm sure you'd like to see the ocean from this angle, not from where you stand now. You want to talk with me. Why deny yourself the pleasure?”

“I don't believe any of our interactions have contained pleasure,” I huffed, but my heart beat in a furious way, betraying my words. Was I drawn to him because he was forbidden or was there something more, some tantalizing thing I'd die before admitting?

“That's because you bring out my worst.” He chuckled softly, the sound both alluring and infuriating. “You say you don't find pleasure in our interactions, yet you remain close behind me. Why not scamper back to your cabin and the safety of your husband’s arms?” His words remained sharp, but his husky tone hinted at more than mockery. Did he also feel the strange pull between us?

"It's not like that between Merrick and I." Not yet. After our kiss, though, I'd be stupid to think that wasn't coming.

"I have a hard time believing you'll obey the king's commands, and he will make demands, sooner than you might like."

"Maybe he won't have to command me." There, let Lore chew on that for a moment.

His chest rumbled with a growl. "Then you betray him by standing here with me."

"I'm on the deck for a walk. Farris needed fresh air."

Farris strained toward Lore, as drawn to this man as me.

"Tell yourself that a few more times, Wildfire, and you might even start to believe it." Turning, he held his hand toward me. "Come stand with me. See what the night has to offer."

My emotions churned, and it was all I could do not to take his hand. Would he wrap me in his arms? Try to erase Merrick's kiss with his own?

Fuck him. Fuck this turbulent situation. And fuck the damn mark on my wrist.

With a swift pivot, I hurried back toward the cabin, Farris trotting at my heels.

Lore’s mocking laugh dragged its way down my spine.
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Merrick's gaze shifted; a subtle change that made my chest tighten with dread. The sly smile tugging at the corners of his mouth was the kind that spoke of secrets and satisfaction.

“How are things with you and Reyla?” he asked, his tone light, but his eyes sharp and assessing.

“As to be expected.”

His low laugh rang out. “Have you spoken with her at all since you brought her the cure for her seasickness?”

I'd done my best to avoid her. “She sought me out last night; not the other way around.”

“Oh, she did?” I couldn’t read anything in his words, but his jaw tightened.

My teeth clenched to match, and I had to force the words out. ”Yes. She did.”

“Then you have spoken. Good. You're my bodyguard. It’s important that you two get along.” Smiling, he shook his head as if he remembered something wonderful. A conversation with Reyla that didn’t involve mocking and snarls, most likely. Courtly chatter that allowed him to know her better and her him. Sweet moments where he could steal a kiss.

Who could blame him if he was starting to fall for her? She was perfect. Unlike anyone I'd met before in my life.

“You’ve spoken with her,” I bit out.

“Of course. I can’t stay away. She's . . . hesitant, and I understand why. She was hurt in the past. She needs to heal, though she's stronger than she realizes. So much untapped power. And she's fiercely independent, which you already saw for yourself.” His gaze grew distant. “I think she could be the one, Lorant.”

Would she love him?

He rubbed his wrist, but I didn’t look. Couldn’t drag my gaze that way.

Jealousy, raw and ugly, coiled in my stomach, a serpent ready to strike. I wanted to lash out, but I couldn't. Merrick deserved happiness, and if Reyla could give him that, I supported them both.

“She's a force,” I said, my voice betraying none of the turmoil raging inside me. “A wildfire ready to scorch the world and remake it.”

“Exactly.” His pleased smile rose. “Do you call her that—Wildfire?”

“I do.” In my mind. To her face. In my heart.

“She earned it.” I could not mask the possessiveness in my voice.

Merrick's eyes glinted with amusement. “I can see why. She avoided me yesterday. I didn’t push it. I’m giving her the time I can. She's fierce, isn't she?”

I nodded, my throat tightening. “She'll need that fire at Evergorne.”

“That she will.” Merrick's expression turned serious. “I worry about her. The court can be ruthless. I need to know she'll be protected when I'm not around.”

“I'll make sure of it.”

“I knew you would.”

“Have you . . .” I couldn't name it.

“Not yet. I think soon, though. It’s . . . I can’t express how it’ll be.” Because he had too much honor to talk about her like that. But he could dream.

Like me.

A savage beast reared its head inside me, its claws tearing through my chest with a fury that left me breathless. It was relentless, shattering the walls of my self-control with enough force to pulverize stone. I was trapped in the storm of my own making, my mind a battleground of reason and emotion with no way to grab onto either.

She consumed my thoughts and haunted my dreams.

Merrick speaking of her with affection was the same as someone taking a dagger to my heart and gouging it deep.
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The next morning, I remained in my cabin past breakfast, eating from the tray Lord Briscalar brought me. It was only when Merrick came knocking on my door, asking if I was alright, that I realized how silly I was behaving.

Move forward, right?

I joined him, and we went up onto the deck. We walked around the perimeter of the ship, making three loops before we stopped in, eerily, the same spot where Lore had stood at the railing last night.

Merrick leaned against the wooden support, tugging me over to stand with him.

“Tell more about training dragons,” he said. “It must be amazing.”

“My friend, Tempest—”

“Lydel’s High Lady.”

“She’s the true dragon master, not me. She . . . bonded with one.”

“Truly?” He sounded skeptical.

“I know it sounds strange, but it was true. It was an ancient spell. I don’t think anyone knows it any longer. She said she found it in a book but when she went back to look again, it wasn’t there.”

“The book?”

“The spell. She found it in a book that tends to . . . hide things, I guess you’d say.”

“Magical, then.”

“Yes. I worked with dragons, but she had a skill unlike anyone I’ve met before. I could make them do what I asked, but they seemed to leap over themselves to please her before she gave a command.” I faced the sea, letting the salty spray wash over my face and the wind latch onto my hair, streaming it out behind me. “I miss it more than I thought I would. Dragons are huge. Fierce. They’re as eager to burn you as take you for the ride of your life, but they’re incredibly special.”

“I haven’t interacted with many myself. Too busy with court life.”

“I imagine there are plenty of things that keep you from visiting with dragons.”

“Always.” His warm gaze fell on my face, but I felt rather than saw it. “Tell me more about you. What’s your favorite creature?”

I lifted my eyebrows. “Creature?”

“You know. Is it dragons?”

“I’ve always loved dragonflies,” I said.

“Tell me why?”

“For many reasons. Their swift way of flying, how they zip close before darting away. Their shimmering wings sparkle like jewels of every color, and they’re incredibly graceful. Free.”

“Free?” Funny how he latched onto that one word.

“They soar wherever they please. I used to tell myself they were tiny dragons and that fairies would climb onto their backs. They’d go on a magical adventure.”

“Do you hope to embark on a magical adventure?”

The way his lips curved up on one side stunned me into silence. I’d already noted how gorgeous he was, but his beauty sunk beyond the surface. And when he spoke in this teasing tone?

It stunned me.

“Maybe one day,” I said softly.

“I hope you get that chance.”

Once I was crowned queen, I’d be too busy, too tied to rules and duties to go on adventures.

“And your favorite color?” he asked.

“Blood red. Is that nasty?” I released an awkward laugh. He was going to think I was brutal.

“Not one bit. It’s a deep, intense shade that speaks of life and danger. It's the color of passion, rich like ripe berries but with an undertone that hints at power. Yet it also shows vulnerability. It commands attention. It’s impossible to ignore.” His voice dropped to a bare whisper. “Like you, Reyla.”

“You see more in me than I do in myself.”

“I can understand not feeling confident, especially in your current situation. But only a brave, strong woman agrees to marry a man she’s never met and travel with him to a world that could offer beauty or cruelty.”

“Which will Evergorne give?”

“Both.” A touch of sadness came through in his words, and it tugged on my nerves, jarring them.

“What’s your favorite color?” I asked him.

His lips curled before smoothing. “Sunrise, like your hair.” He caught and teased a strand. “I also adore brown, like the earth and the wonder of one particular woman’s eyes.”

This man had mastered the art of seduction.

“Why did you insist I be willing?” I asked.

“Would you want an unwilling husband?”

“I guess not.” Though if he was unwilling, he’d leave me alone.

Yet . . . I didn’t want Merrick to leave me alone. Even simply standing beside him on the deck sent a thrill through me. The walls I’d erected after Kinart died wavered. The pull of my growing affection for Merrick was intense. Beautiful. But fear rode along with it. I wasn’t sure I could bear to feel that vulnerable, pure wasteland of despair again. Losing someone had gutted me. It left a wound on my soul. I’d seep the blood red I adored until my dying day.

I could almost taste the sweetness of possible love but a bitter taint rode along with it. Merrick might see me as brave and strong, but I wasn’t sure I had the strength to welcome what he seemed to be offering.

“What’s your favorite flower?” he asked.

The ones Kinart used to give me. The lavender one pressed between the pages of the book of poems in my room.

“I don’t have one,” I said.

“A pity.”

“Why?”

“Because then I’d know what I could give you.”

“You don’t have to give me anything.”

He ran his fingertip across the bracelet he’d sent me, the heat of his touch sinking into my skin. It swirled through me like smoke on the breeze, compelling and sweet. “I want to fill your room with flowers.”

“That would make walking through my room a challenge.”

“Imagine how gorgeous they’d smell. How they’d be jealous of your beauty.”

He really was good at this. Why would he bother to seduce me when he could have me with one crook of his hand? When I said I was willing, I meant it. Perhaps he wanted more from me than that, something I still wasn’t yet willing to give.

“What do you love to do most?” I asked him.

“Dream.” He turned his gaze to the water. “Of a future full of hope and promise.”

“That’s worthy.”

“And seemingly out of touch.”

“You’re the king. You must have more say in this than anyone else.”

“I wish I could hold that thought in my hands and never let go.”

I nodded, staring toward the horizon along with him.

We had lunch and dinner together on the deck with him creating a water umbrella over our heads again to shield me from the sun’s rays. We talked about almost everything, and in each careful expression of a thought, he showed me how deep he was, how kind and insightful.

And I began to dream of a future of hope and promise myself.
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As the sun began to set, he walked me to my suite.

“We could stroll around on the deck,” I said, wanting to spend more time with him. I suspected once we reached Evergorne Court, duties and court life would take up much of our time. “The moonlight is gorgeous on the water.”

“I’d love to but papers are waiting for me to read in my room.” The longing in his voice soothed my sadness that I wouldn’t see him again until tomorrow.

Lore would be patrolling soon, though, and I should hide in my suite if I wanted to avoid him. Which I did. Always.

Merrick's gaze held mine, intense and unyielding. I should say goodnight and step inside. He had papers to attend to.

I needed to think. Again.

But my feet refused to move. His fingers found their way to my hair, gently stroking, as if he wanted to memorize the feel of each strand. My breath hitched as he glided his knuckles softly across my face, tracing a path down my neck, along the vein pulsing with need. When his fingertips skimmed the top of my dress’s bodice, dragging lightly across the swell of my breasts, a low moan escaped my lips. A need I couldn't understand came through in the sound.

He cupped my face, his thumbs caressing my cheeks as he looked down at me. Time stretched, each second a throbbing eternity as I drowned in his eyes. Anticipation coiled inside me, a relentless, aching knot that begged for release.

Slowly, he backed me against the wall, pressing his strong body against mine. His heartbeat thrummed a furious rhythm that matched my own. His mouth came close to mine. The world narrowed down to us, to this moment, to the space between our lips.

When he finally kissed me, it was a spark igniting a wildfire. His lips were soft yet demanding, coaxing mine to part. A shiver rippled across my skin as his tongue swept in, exploring and tasting. Heat coursed through my veins, a molten desire pooling low in my belly. I clung to him, gripping his shoulders, anchoring myself to him as I was swept away by the force of being close to this man.

His hands slid down to my waist, pulling me closer, molding my body to his. Every hard plane of his chest, every ripple of muscle pressed against me. I arched into him, yearning for more. His kiss deepened, becoming more urgent, taking everything I had to offer while demanding even more.

I tangled my fingers in his hair, tugging him close. His lips left mine, trailing along my jaw and down my neck to the tops of my breasts. He blazed a trail with the tip of his tongue, and the cool rush of air made everything inside me tingle.

His mouth found mine again, his kiss hungry, consuming. He was trying to claim me, to brand me as his own, and I wanted nothing more than to be his. To belong to him completely.

He lifted his head. “From the moment I saw you, Fawn, I wanted you. I hope one day you’ll feel the same.” The cool air whipping through the hall brought me to my senses. He must’ve seen me wake up, because he backed away. “Goodnight, Reyla. I can’t wait until morning, when I can be with you again.” He opened my door behind me and urged me inside. “Lock it and stay safe for me, would you?”

With one final stroke on my cheek, he turned and strode to his own door, stepping inside.

I shut and locked my door and drooped against it, running my fingertip across my mouth, over and over, as if that would erase the feel of his kiss.

Then I started pacing with Farris trotting behind me.

Night fell, and I continued moving, soon transitioning to my bedroom where I dressed in a tunic and pants and threw my knives at the back of the door. Over and over. Hitting the gouges I’d created in the center each time settled me.

When I felt I’d done enough damage and brought some perspective to my mind, though I wasn’t confident the feeling would hold, I went out into the sitting room and poured a glass of wine. I sat with Farris on the sofa and sipped it, staring at nothing. I tried not to think about Merrick’s kisses and how much I still craved him, even now.

What kind of woman willingly leaped into another man’s bed after losing the love of her life?

One like me.

At this rate, sleep would not claim me tonight. My thoughts had become a rat’s nest in my head, a trap trying to lure me close enough to snap.

Farris remained on the sofa, watching me while I grumbled and huffed.

I stroked his cute little head. “Let’s do some exploring.” A glance at the porthole showed the moon hung like a ripe melon in the sky. It must be past midnight. Did I have to worry about running into Lore?

I’d be careful.

Farris yipped and hopped off the sofa, rushing over to grab the leash and bring it to me. I secured it, and he trotted to the door, stopping to look back at me.

I tugged my hair off my face and secured it with a strip of stretchy fabric at my nape.

Stepping out into the hall, I tightened my grip on Farris’s leash. I was more than happy to let him roam free, but I worried one of the crew might take offense if he bothered them. Although, the captain said we’d reach Evergorne tomorrow. Once we’d made it to the castle, my new life would begin. I couldn’t imagine what I’d find there, but I was eager to see all it had to offer. As for the crowning and me becoming queen, I’d deal with whatever that entailed as it presented itself.

Farris trotted beside me down the hall and up the stairs to the top level. We stepped out into a night full of moonlit potential. Shutting the door, I moved to the side and leaned against the wall to take it all in, because the ocean was lovely at night. Unknown, yet familiar in a way I couldn’t describe.

A tapestry of stars gleamed in the inky-black sky that seemed to stretch forever in all directions, the darkness broken by a few floating lanterns. Powered by magic, they’d been posted at regular intervals along the rail of the ship. Salt-encrusted wind whipped the ends of my hair around, tangling it as I inhaled that unique, briny scent I now loved. I’d grown up in the mountains, and it was only recently that I’d come to Lydel and could walk on the shore, collect shells, and take in the wonder of living close to such a vast, glorious body of water.

As the ship skimmed across the waves, it shifted this way and that, and the wooden deck released subtle groans. Ropes creaked, adding another line to the ship’s melody.

Farris sat beside me, peering around, his snout twitching.

Regular puffs of air from the windrams kept the sails billowing, and they flapped, whispering secrets I swore I’d hear if I listened hard enough.

I led the nyxin around the cabin but paused on the other side.

The front of the ship stretched ahead of me; the smooth wooden surface broken only by boxes strapped down that could contain almost anything. Ropes coiled in neat piles.

And a solitary, cloaked man sitting at the top of the rail at the bow’s tip.

I should return to my suite. Lock the door. Lay in bed and contemplate how I was going to get through the future roaring toward me at such a furious pace it made my head spin.

Instead, I sucked in a breath and strode toward Lore.
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As I sat on the rail, the moonlight spiked down on me, but I barely felt its touch.

Because I knew wildfire was coming the moment she left her suite. Not from the soft sounds of her shoes on the deck below, though that came later when she climbed the steps. No, this went deeper than sound, like a tether pulling at my awareness of her presence.

I welcomed it, not with the calm stillness, no, the harshness I used with the world, but with a crackling intensity that heightened all my senses. My pulse flailed; a beast gone wild.

It was worse this time. The tightness in my chest flared hot, and my grip on the rail hardened until the wood creaked beneath my fingers. I could feel her approach, her energy radiating outward to seep into me.

She paused at the top of the stairs.

Turn away. Go back to your suite. Avoid me and let yourself fall into Merrick’s arms. He craves you already.

But she didn’t go back to her suite to wait for the king. Her determined footsteps sounded across the wooden deck, each one yanking on the thread of feeling I’d rather burn than admit was there.

I clenched my jaw, but the gesture did nothing to release the need growing inside me. How ironic. I could master the elements, manipulate air, turn water solid, and yet, here I was, easily torn apart by one insignificant woman.

Not an insignificant woman. Her.

Reyla stopped beside me, resting her hands on the rail. She stared toward the open sea, saying nothing. I didn't speak either, because what could I say? What did I want to say? There was . . . too much.

And not nearly enough.

Farris sat beside her, his small body a gray shadow in the moonlight, his ears twitching as he took in the night through the gap in the rail.

The soft rush of waves against the hull was the only sound between us for a long time, yet it didn’t make the quiet more bearable. If anything, it grated on my nerves, sliding beneath my skin. Poking me.

From the way Merrick gushed and the high color in his face, I knew things were going well for them. I was glad for him. How could I be anything less? I wanted this for him. Even for her.

But the need churning inside me . . .

I should hate her.

No. Not hate, but I should keep her at arm’s length like I did everyone else. Building walls was what allowed me to survive, to live for the moment I was destined for from the time I drew in my first breath.

I slid off the rail to stand beside her, trying not to look at her, but my will to resist shredded much too easily. Moonlight glinted off her fiery hair. By the fates, why did the light have to catch it in ways that made it shimmer like flames dancing in the darkness?

I couldn’t stop my gaze from traveling over her frame. Why bother pretending I could? I memorized every line and curve of her, the way her simple tunic and pants barely contained her lithe body. And those damn eyes, wide rings of warmth mixed with a cool determination that made my insides clench whenever our gazes met.

Earlier, Merrick's voice had brimmed with an excitement that clawed at my guts. My possessiveness grew stronger with each of his words. It roared to the surface as she stood beside me now, and I welcomed the jealousy and let it simmer, because this feeling was better than drowning in weakness.

“Why are you here, Reyla?” The words came out sharper than I’d intended. Honestly, I’d aimed for the sting. But the silence between us gnawed at me, grating at the jagged edges of whatever I wasn’t willing to name, not even to myself.

She shrugged, not meeting my gaze, keeping hers fixed on the dark water, the moonlight casting slivers of silver across the surface. “I needed fresh air. It's stuffy inside my cabin.”

“It's pure opulence,” I sneered. “Were you expecting something fancier?”

“I was a dragon trainer. I thought I was an orphan, nothing else,” she said with a matching fury. “In case you're not aware, fortress life isn’t one of luxury. We had clothing. Enough food to keep starvation at bay. Each other. But we trained ferocious beasts and let me tell you, they're not sweet little nyxin like Farris.”

“I'm well aware of how dragons behave.” After all, they were once . . .

I lost the thought as soon as it swam through my mind.

Reyla huffed. “And when we weren't training them, we rode them, swooping down on the villages below to battle with fierce creatures attacking the vulnerable. We died, Lore, and too often.” Her voice cracked. “So many died.” Her chin lifted, and her jaw turned rock solid. “We loved each other too much to lose even one. So, no, I didn't expect anything fancy, though it would be odd to stuff the future queen of your court into a tiny cabin. I told you. I wanted fresh air.”

To dispel the kiss I knew—knew—she'd shared with Merrick?

“Fresh air. Is that all this is?” I chuckled coldly, the sound bitter even to my own ears. I leaned forward, bracing my forearms on the rail. “Well, you’ve got it now. Take a deep breath. Fill those pretty lungs of yours with it. Then you can scurry back to your suite like a good girl.” Like she’d done last night.

There was no missing the stiffening of her spine, the tension in her grip on the rail. I liked seeing it more than I should. The spark of fire I’d sensed in her from the moment she stepped aboard this ship, the one that had drawn me to her whether I liked it or not, flickered in her now, barely contained.

And the fates help me, but I couldn't resist fanning it. As long as she remained beside me . . . As long as she didn't run . . .

When we’d stood on the deck in front of that frilly, flower-beleaguered arch in front of the captain, she'd said I do to me.

Me.

Even if I'd signed Merrick's name on the papers.

“Good girl? Is that what you think I am?” she said.

I hoped so because a good girl would soon flee from me.

She glanced my way, her gaze a quick stab. “You’re an ass. We've established that already.” Her voice held an edge that hinted at both frustration and . . . something darker running beneath the surface. “I came up here to get away for a bit. If that bothers you, feel free to let me know. Or better yet, shut your mouth and keep scowling at the sea. Or leave. You don’t own this spot on the deck.”

I smirked at her, shifting my weight to fully face her. “What is it between us, Reyla? Why do you keep coming to me?” Perfectly honed arrogance flowed through my voice, keeping it steady despite the twisting feeling settling deep in my gut.

“Friendship?”

I snorted. “We'll never be friends, Wildfire.”

“Don't call me that,” she said with a gouge of her fingertip on my exposed forearm.

Even that simple touch lit me aflame.

“Face the truth,” I drawled. “You’re not running away from me because you don’t want to. Just like I’m not letting you go because I can’t.”

A muscle tightened in her jaw, and a flash of something unreadable flitted across her features before she quickly shuttered them with that wall she was quite good at building between us. Her mouth curved into a taunt, but her tone lacked what she intended. “I’m married to Merrick. You need to accept that. Whatever this is between us . . . Realize like I do that it’s nothing.”

It took effort, but I laughed, keeping it as cold and distant as the wind whipping across the sails. “You’re right. It's nothing. Who’s going to care either way when we reach the shore tomorrow? We'll travel to Evergorne, and there, you'll belong to him.” My voice softened even as the bite of jealousy clawed harder this time, adding a brittleness to my words. “Go back to your cabin and forget about me. I'm sure you'll find a way.”

She turned toward me with her chin tipped and her eyes flashing embers. “I don’t need another storm in my life, Lore, especially not with you. You leave. I'm your queen.” Oh, so haughty. “I command you to go below deck this instant.”

Beneath her words, doubt whispered. Regret, maybe, as well. A small crack that carried more weight than anything else.

I wanted to drag my nail along that line to see how far I could rip it open.

“So prissy,” I said. “Perfect for Evergorne.”

“What does that mean?”

“That tone you’ve perfected already. It’s queenly. It tells me you’re ready for what awaits you at court.”

“What should I expect, exactly?”

“When we arrive, you’ll be the queen consort, but it won’t matter. Yes, you'll be crowned. Yes, the entire court will bow deeply. But you're new. Vulnerable.” Much too vulnerable. This woman felt everything, and they'd pounce on that and use it against her. “They'll tease their elaborate games like always, only now, you’ll be the centerpiece of each play. They’ll bite at you from every angle, looking for ragged areas in your resolve, weaknesses they can sink their claws into and exploit.” I paused, watching the slight shift in her posture. “It’s a court born of secrets, Reyla, and those secrets are hungry.”

“Then teach me how to fight them.”

A challenge right there.

“Tonight?” I asked with a sneer. “I won’t live long enough to teach you all you need to know.”

“Will you disappear once we reach the castle?”

“My duty, my purpose, remains strong.” In that, if nothing else.

“We could find time for the lessons I need.”

“I believe those . . . lessons need to come from your husband, my queen.”

“He’s a wonderful man. I see that already.”

Jealousy lashed through me, but I did my best to stifle it before it took control. She needed to care for him. Love him, actually.

As for me?

I didn’t know what I needed from this woman, but I was on a track with no way off, and perhaps, like Merrick, I needed to hold on and let it happen.

Fuck it.

Fuck her.

We said nothing for too long a time before the words climbed up my throat. “You didn't come here solely for fresh air.” My eyes stayed on the sea, but my lungs refused to move air.

“No,” she said simply.

Her voice, soft and low, hit me with the same force as a blade, slicing away at the control I clung to. It wasn’t in the words, but in the way her voice trembled, how it betrayed something I understood too well. Yearning paired with regret.

“I should remain in my cabin,” she said starkly. “I’ve kissed him. More than once! And . . .”

I still couldn’t breathe.

“I liked it.” Her voice hollowed out. “I guess I should like it since that’s my role, right?”

In many ways, yes.

Reyla wasn’t pretending. She wasn’t wearing the mask too many others did. And maybe that was what made this all the more dangerous. She was real, and it was that realness that was threatening to tear down my walls.

She was right in front of me. Not leaving like she knew she should. Not scurrying back to her cabin to lie in bed and dream about Merrick.

Maybe . . .

I shouldn’t take advantage.

Fuck it all. For the rest of this wretched night, I wanted her to dream about me.

“What do you really want from me, Lore?” So much emotion in her voice. And she still didn’t leave. “Tell me.”

I wanted peace in a world consumed with hunger for power. I wanted to see the king live past his thirtieth birthday.

But more than anything else, I wanted her.

That realization, that sick, deep-rooted truth, stabbed through me.

A glance around showed we were alone except for the nyxin who sniffed at the ropes, seeking mice.

I took her hand and tugged her into the shadows at the back of the cabin wall, where I lifted her off her feet and pressed her against that rough surface. Then I leaned in close enough to suck in her heady scent. Drown myself in its wonder.

“Tell me to stop,” I rasped across her neck. “Tell me.”

She shook her head.

“Eyes on me, Wildfire,” I growled, too far gone now to pull back. “Use your words and use them now. Or else.”

Her breathing hitched as I brushed my thumb across her lower lip, soft and trembling beneath my touch. I felt the crack in her resolve widen, exposing the same vulnerability floundering within me. Fates curse us both, but any semblance of control I had shattered.

I closed the sliver of distance separating us and growled when her legs went around me.

My lips found hers in a rough, desperate kiss that only heightened the howling storm in my chest.

I'd fought in more battles than I wanted to count. I’d navigated courts ripe with treachery. I’d seen men damn themselves for less than what I stole from this woman. But I was willing, eager even, to face oblivion if it meant tasting her this one time.

Her mouth met mine with the same fever, fiery and unyielding. Not hesitant. Not one bit. She didn’t just accept what I was giving. No, she claimed it. She wanted this as much as I did. The depth of that realization hit me harder than any punch, and I kissed her with more heat, slanting my mouth across hers, making her give me everything she’d buried deep inside.

Her lips softened, yet her kiss was anything but gentle. It was a tidal wave, surging toward shore, as if she was determined to drown herself in me as much as I was in her.

A groan escaped my throat as her hands found my chest, her fingers curling around the fabric of my tunic. She tugged me closer, and I tightened my grip on her ass, pulling her hard against me until there was no space between us.

Let her feel how much I craved her. Let her realize what we were doing and pull away.

Her fingers latched onto my shoulders, and she clung.

I threaded my fingers into her hair and fisted it at the nape of her neck, holding her to me as if I could keep her there forever. It was selfish, but it was vulnerable and true, and I didn’t care anymore.

Her taste . . . fates, it was intoxicating. Her tongue slipped between my lips, and I met it with my own. Each slow, deliberate stroke of our tongues sent heat coursing through me. I had to fight to keep whatever semblance of restraint I had left from crumbling entirely.

My hand slid from her waist, down the curve of her side, my palm running over her hip. I reached back up to cup her breast, feeling her gasp against my mouth before she pressed harder into my touch. I ran my thumb over her nipple, drawing a moan from her that sent fire blasting through my veins.

We were lost, both of us. In that moment, nothing else mattered. Not Merrick. Not whatever sense of duty I clung to. Not the rising chaos that was waiting for us at Evergorne.

Just her.

Just this.
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Where was my shame? That should be the first thing I think of, not how amazing it felt to kiss Lore. I was lost in the storm of sensations his mouth dragged from deep inside me. Just hours ago, I'd fallen into Merrick's arms, whimpering as he claimed my mouth, as his hand roamed my body.

Something deep and powerful stirred in my core, a connection that both thrilled and terrified me.

As Lore pressed me against the wall of the ship, I wrapped my legs around his waist, fisting his hair, knowing I’d drown if I let go. His ravaging kiss demanded everything, and I answered his need in the same feral way and with the same desperation.

My guilt lay buried beneath the roar of desire bolting through my chest, hot and relentless. I couldn't think, couldn't process the whirlwind of emotions that raged inside me. All I knew was that I craved this, craved this man with an intensity that left me breathless.

His hand moved to my thigh, spreading me wider. He stepped closer and held my ass tight, as if he worried I’d slip away the moment he blinked. He rocked against me. The feel of his erection, even through the fabric of our clothes, gave exquisite torture. Each deliberate thrust sent shivers spiraling through me, building a fire that threatened to consume me whole.

It had been too long since I'd felt anything other than grief and duty. I'd locked up my needs along with my memories of Kinart. Now those walls were crumbling, and I was helpless to hold them back.

Tension built within me, a coiled spring about to snap. His mouth left mine, and he trailed heated kisses along my jawline and down the sensitive skin of my neck. I arched against him, my breath coming in short, furious gasps as he continued his relentless assault on my body.

His hand slid beneath my tunic, his fingers blazing a path up my side until they found my breast. He cupped it, his thumb gliding over my nipple, each stroke sending jolts of electricity to my core. Heat pooled between my legs, and an aching need for release grew stronger with each passing second.

His movements became more insistent, his groin thrusting hard against mine in a rhythm that was both familiar and maddeningly new. His length butted against my clit each time, the friction driving me wild. My body moved in sync with his, chasing the bliss beyond my reach.

“Lore,” I gasped, my voice barely recognizable to my own ears. It was a plea, a whisper of need I couldn't contain.

He responded by capturing my mouth again, swallowing my cries as he continued to drive me toward the edge. His fingers pinched my nipple, rolling it between his thumb and forefinger, and the sharp spark of pain only heightened the pleasure blazing a path across my soul.

I was lost in a sea of sensation, my world narrowing on the man who held me captive against the wall. His scent filled my lungs, a heady mix of sea air and everything uniquely him. His touch set my skin alight, each caress stoking the fire that raged within me.

Without warning, the dam broke. Wave after wave of ecstasy crashed over me, my body convulsing against his as I rode out the storm. Stars exploded behind my eyes, and I cried out, the sound carried away by the wind.

Lore's arms tightened around me, holding me close as the aftershocks rippled through my body. He rocked harder. More demanding as he drove me through my bliss while seeking his own with a guttural cry.

His pace slowed, softened, lightening to tease across my body as he brought me back down.

We stayed like that forever, the gusts of our lungs combining with the cool night air. His heart pounded against mine, a furious rhythm matching my own.

Guilt and confusion tried to claw their way to the surface of my mind, but I shoved them back down. His possession had been full and unyielding, as if he’d staked a claim on my soul. It should’ve alarmed me, yet I found myself clinging to him, my legs tightening around his waist, refusing to let him go. This was beyond reason, and the intensity of our shared climax left us both gaping.

When Lore lifted his head, I saw no shame on his face, only a look of pure satisfaction that mirrored the afterglow still floating through my body. But as my haze of passion began to clear, guilt slithered its way across my mind.

I was married to Merrick.

I respected him.

I was beginning to care for him in a way that both surprised and frightened me. This should never have happened.

My body throbbed with the echoes of pleasure, leaving me exposed.

When I squirmed in his arms, he lowered me carefully to my feet. My knees wobbled, the aftermath of what we’d done leaving me unsteady, but he kept a firm grip on my waist until I found my balance.

He took a step back, breaking our connection, and a chill stole the place his warmth had claimed. My eyes dropped to the front of his pants, where a wet patch told the story of his own release. Guilt twisted in my stomach, a stark reminder that this encounter wasn't only about my desires. It was a shared thing; one we could never take back.

Lore recovered with a speed that left me reeling. His features hardened into that familiar mask of disdain, the tenderness of what we’d shared vanishing as if it had never been there. The transformation was startling, and it cut deeper than I wanted to admit.

“Now you know what it feels like to be claimed by a viper, Wildfire,” he said, his voice a low growl that sent an unwelcome shiver across my skin.

The nickname now held the weight of our secret. I wanted to snap back at him, to say something equally mean, but the words lodged in my throat, refusing to come out. Instead, I turned away from him, my cheeks burning.

Farris trotted over to me and pressed against my side. With my hand on his head, I made my shaky legs take me away from Lore.

I didn't look back. I couldn't. I was afraid of what I might see, or worse, what I might feel.

My legs carried me away from the scene of our crime, my strides eating up the distance to my suite. I stumbled inside, closing the door behind me with a soft click. Farris started exploring the sitting area with his usual curiosity while I leaned against the frame, my heart still flipping around from the encounter.

The room appeared the same as when I left it, with moonlight streaming in through the porthole. The silver tray with the remnants of my dinner sat untouched, a reminder of how drastically things had changed in such a short time.

I pushed off from the frame and moved toward my bed, my legs heavy with remorse. Collapsing onto the plush mattress, I buried my face in my hands, the reality of what I’d done slamming through me.

I’d betrayed Merrick.

The thought of his kind eyes and sweet smile made my chest ache. I’d allowed myself to be seduced by his bodyguard, for fate’s sake, and I should burn for what I’d done.

I was weak, allowing myself to give in to a desire I had no right feeling. I’d let my guard down, and in doing so, I’d jeopardized not only my marriage but the fragile alliance between our courts.

As I lay there, the ship settling for the night around me, I knew I had to put an end to whatever this was between Lore and me. It was a mistake, a fleeting moment of madness that would not be repeated.

From now on, I’d focus on my duty, on the role I was destined to play as the queen of Evergorne Court. I had to be strong. I had to be the woman that Merrick believed me to be.

With a deep, shuddering breath, I pushed myself up from the bed and began to undress.

Each piece of clothing I removed and tossed aside became a symbolic shedding of what I’d done with Lore.
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Iwoke to knocking, the rhythmic tapping on the hallway door pulling me from a restless sleep. Memories of the night before flooded me, but I pushed the thoughts away. I couldn't change what happened with Lore, but I could control my actions from here on out.

“My lady?” Lord Briscalar's voice filtered through the door, followed by a soft clearing of his throat. “We'll be making port soon. Would you care to eat something before we disembark? I've taken the liberty of bringing a tray.”

Farris, who’d curled up at the foot of my bed during the night, lifted his head. His ears perked up, and he released a throaty yawn before settling back down with a sigh.

Sitting, I stroked his soft fur.

“You can enter. I'll be out in a moment,” I called, my voice steady despite the turmoil inside me.

Rising from the bed, I padded into the bathing area, where I splashed cold water on my face, the chill helping to clear the fog of sleep. I met my gaze in the mirror, my eyes reflecting a mix of determination and regret.

“Let it go. He won't bring it up, that's for sure, and neither will you,” I told myself, adding a pert nod to solidify it.

He'd better not bring it up.

I bathed, the scent of lavender and rosemary filling the air while I washed away what was left of the previous night. Lord Briscalar moved around in the adjoining room, humming a tune under his breath.

“I've laid out a gown for you on the bed, my lady,” he said near the door. “Once you've dressed, please let me know, and I'll assist you with your hair. I'll be in the sitting area, waiting.”

“I won't be long.”

After drying off and slipping into a soft robe, I stepped into the bedroom. The gown he'd chosen for me was a vision of deep emerald green, the color of Merrick's eyes. Fortuitous? I was going to think so. Elegant, yet practical, it had capped sleeves and a daring, low neckline that suggested regal grace without being too sexy.

I slipped the dress over my head, the fabric cascading down my body and pooling at my feet.

“I'm ready,” I announced, my voice echoing through the suite.

The door to the adjoining room opened, and Lord Briscalar bustled in. He fastened the gown at my back and urged me over to the vanity, where he arranged my hair on the top of my head, leaving tendrils to trail across my shoulders.

“These were sent for you to wear.” He pulled a case from his pocket and opened it, revealing a sparkling green necklace and matching earrings.

“Are they real?” I asked with a gasp.

He cocked his fist on his hip, pretending to scowl. “Would our queen wear something fake?”

“Probably not.” Though I had. All the time.

He secured the gorgeous necklace in the back while I put on the earrings. Standing to the side, he admired my image in the mirror.

“Delightful,” he breathed. “Simply delightful.”

“Thank you. For helping me look pretty for my introduction to Evergorne Court and for being a friend.”

“I couldn't do anything less, my lady.”

Of course he could, but I turned and patted his arm.

He beamed and swept his hand toward the sitting room. “Your repast awaits. I took the liberty of selecting things you can eat without worry.”

To avoid me spilling down the front of my gown, no doubt. I didn’t huff about it; the fates knew I’d made a mess of my clothing more than once.

Today, I’d be introduced to Evergorne Court. The thought of what was coming barreled over me, knocking me flat. I picked at the food, my appetite nonexistent. Farris sat beside me, begging for treats, and I couldn't resist. He caught each bit I tossed him and munched with satisfaction. At least the cook's efforts hadn't gone to waste.

Then he started gagging, coughing and spinning around.

“Oh, my.” Lord Briscalar rushed over to us, his hands fretting at his sides. He looked from the nyxin to my plate, his eyes widening. “What did you feed him?”

“This.” I held up the rest of the strip of rusher I hadn't touched yet myself.

Lord Briscalar snatched it from my fingers and sniffed it, his nose scrunching and anger flashing through his eyes. “No more, if you please.” A flick of his finger and the tray disappeared. Another wave Farris's way, and the nyxin immediately stilled, gazing up at me with mournful eyes.

A feeling of foreboding shot through me. “Is he alright?”

“I've taken care of it.”

“Of what?” I dropped to my knees and wrapped my arms around Farris, who licked my face.

“You don’t need to be concerned.”

“Was . . .” I swallowed hard, and the little bit of food I'd eaten threatened to come back up. “Was something wrong with the rusher?”

“Very wrong.” His solemn gaze met mine. “Fortunately, things like this often take time to act. Good thinking on your part to use a taster.”

A taster . . .? I sucked in a startled breath. “It was poisoned?”

“A nasty spell that will not come your way again.” He peered at my tea cup sitting where I'd left it on the table. “Are you finished?”

More than finished. “How am I going to eat?”

“As everyone does. I'll make sure this is handled at Evergorne. We have better . . . magical control there.”

Someone had tried to poison me?

Nothing could make me take another sip of that tea.

A flick of his finger, and the cup disappeared. “No need to worry any longer, my lady.” He hurried around the suite, gathering my belongings and tucking them into a new, more ornate bag. I watched him, still gasping at the thought of how close I’d come to death and bemused by the transformation of my worn pack into something fit for a queen.

“We can't have you arriving at the castle with the other.” He caught my eye. “This is much more suitable.”

“My pack has been with me forever.”

“Yes, it appears as if that’s so.”

“Don't throw it away.” I wasn't ready to let go of anything inside.

“I would never do such a thing with one of your possessions.”

“Thank you. Again. For everything.”

“Of course, my lady. It's a delight.”

The distance between the life I'd known and the one I was stepping into seemed to grow with each passing second, and it was a cavern about to swallow me whole.

“Once we've reached shore,” he said, securing the top of the new bag, “your things will be delivered to your suite.”

“Will Merrick and I share a bedroom?” The question slipped out before I could stop it. I hadn't dared to ask the king himself, though I'd wondered.

Lord Briscalar looked at me with surprise, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “As with all Evergorne queens, you'll have your own quarters on the same floor. They are quite grand, I assure you.”

All queens? None chose to stay inside the king’s suite with him?

“Are the suites adjoining?”

“They're separate. You'll appreciate having your own space.”

“What about Lord Lorant?” I was grateful Lord Briscalar was busy with my possessions and not looking at me. “Where is his suite?”

“Oh, he has rooms . . . I believe on the next level.”

Not near mine then. Good.

I followed Lord Briscalar up the narrow staircase to the deck, my heart pounding with a mixture of anticipation and dread. The emerald gown swished around my ankles, the fabric cool against my skin. Farris trotted behind me, his silver fur glistening in the early morning light streaming in through the open portholes on the landing.

As we stepped out onto the deck, the briny tang of the sea air hit my nose.

Someone had tried to kill me, and Lord Briscalar appeared to have brushed it aside as easily as a speck of lint on my dress. How often did someone try to murder a member of the royal family?

“Please stop worrying,” he whispered. “Smile. Wave to whoever looks your way. This is your first chance to shine as the court’s new queen, and you want to make a good impression.”

Yeah, being taken off the ship in a casket might give the wrong impression.

But I did as he asked, lifting my arm whenever someone standing on the pier or on shore glanced this way.

The ship had docked, and the crew hurried about, securing ropes. The windrams were released, their duty complete, and they flung themselves over the side of the ship, creating big splashes, and disappearing into the water.

I peered around, my gaze wandering over the busy port town. Buildings constructed of stone and wood marched along neat streets on the gentle slope leading away from the shore, their steeply pitched roofs gleaming with morning dew. People strode here and there, their voices a distant buzz that mingled with the cries of small lavender birds circling overhead.

A hand on my shoulder startled me, and I turned to find Merrick there. His eyes held excitement, and a smile teased across his mouth. He leaned in and placed a kiss on the nape of my neck, his arms sliding around my waist to pull me against his chest.

A simple gesture, yet it sent a jolt of desire through me. As if trained, my body responded to his touch. I leaned into him, closing my eyes. A twinge of guilt gnawed on the edge of my soul. How could I stand here, savoring his embrace, when last night, I'd ground myself against Lore?

My eyes snapped open.

“My king, if you will. I need a moment of your time.” Lord Briscalar urged Merrick to leave me, walking a short distance away. They spoke in voices too low for me to overhear, though I knew what the lord must be telling my husband.

A growl rumbled through Merrick's chest, and his eyes darkened. He scanned the deck, his gaze sharp, as if he could single out the would-be culprit among the crew. “Bring them all to the castle.” His voice didn't rise above a whisper, yet it carried a weight of command that left no room for argument. “Even the kitchen staff. I'll discover who's behind it.”

Lord Briscalar bowed deeply. “Of course, my king. Or, if it’s alright with you, I'll attend to this personally.”

“Do what you must,” Merrick said.

The lord strode away, issuing orders to a couple of burly sailors who immediately set off toward the ship's galley.

Merrick returned to my side, his hand finding mine and giving it a squeeze. His smile remained in place, but his eyes held a steely edge that reminded me of the ruthless efficiency he’d used to “handle” the sailor. A predator lurked beneath his kingly demeanor.

His gaze traveled the length of me, taking in the elegant lines of the emerald gown, the way the fabric hugged my curves and shimmered in the morning sun.

“You’re stunning,” he said, his voice lifted with pride. His fingers gently brushing the emeralds encircling my neck, and wherever his fingertips randomly touched my skin, it flamed. “Are they from the estate?”

“No, my king,” Lord Briscalar said, rejoining us. “Remember? You left them in my quarters with a note stating you'd like my lady to wear them today. I will say, as always, you have impeccable taste.”

Merrick's expression cleared, and he chuckled. “Ah, yes, I forgot. They're perfect for you, Reyla. As perfect as you.”

As he led me to the side of the deck, I couldn’t shake the suspicion that Merrick hadn't left them for me at all.

Lore had.
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As the sailors moved around the deck, getting ready for our departure, Merrick urged me to the rail to wait. The morning sun cast a warm glow over everything and gave the view an almost ethereal beauty that stole my breath.

“What do you think of Evergorne, Fawn?” Merrick asked, his voice soft yet filled with a quiet pride that resonated deep inside me.

“Fawn feels . . . tame, don't you think?” I glanced his way before studying the worn rail beneath my fingers. How many journeys had this ship made and how many with Merrick and Lore?

I hated that even in this, I couldn’t focus solely on the man by my side.

“It’s true.” The low, seductive rumble of his voice sunk through my bones, making me shiver. “Are you tame, or do you need taming, my pretty bride?” Leaning close, he nibbled on my ear.

Heat flashed through me, centering between my legs where I throbbed. It was all I could do to think. All I could do to breathe. How could he light me on fire so easily when last night . . . I would not allow myself to think about last night. Merrick was my husband. It was right to respond to his touch.

“What would you prefer I call you instead of fawn?” he asked in a voice that made me want to drop onto a bed and let him devour me.

I shrugged, the only response I could drum up while my brain whirled.

He tugged on one of my strands of hair left dangling. “You're fiery. Passionate. Shall I call you blaze?”

Please, no.

“Firestorm?' Leaning away from me, his eyes lit. “I know what it should be, and I love it. I'll call you wildfire.”

My hands shook, and I darted my gaze to the deck.

“It fits, don't you think?” His light tone told me he'd decided and that was that. I was stuck with the name I adored as much as I hated it.

“Why that name in particular?” What kind of cruel game were the fates playing with me?

“Your hair. Your spirit. You’re fiery.”

“Then call me fiery.”

His smile widened. “No, I think it needs to be wildfire.”

Of course. Of course. Leave it to him to pick the same nickname Lore had branded me with.

I gave him a weak smile. “It's nice.”

“Nice?” He laughed, the sound tickling across my skin.

“You could call me Reyla. It’s my real name.” The one my mother had given me herself.

“I love pet names, don't you? Since we're growing closer, I want to use something that's personal for us alone. If you don't like it, I'll think of something else,” he added with a touch of concern.

I pushed for a smile. “No, it's fine. Thank you. I love it.” No, no, I didn’t, but how could I tell him this was the name Lore used as well?

“Perfect, then.” He kissed the side of my neck before turning to lean against the rail.

Someone wearing a cloak hurried up one of the streets, leaving the pier. Lore running away?

Actually, I was the one who should run.

My gaze swept across the sprawling city that was more compact and populated than the village around Bledmire, my only experience with a fae court. “To answer your question, your city is grand. Majestic.” Cobblestone streets wound between the three-story, slab stone and mortar buildings and even early in the morning, merchants pushed carts or moved them through the air with magic, most making their way to a central area where they must set up a market each day. From what I could see from here, the buildings looked neat and well-maintained. Those living here had wealth. There wasn’t a scrambled-together structure in sight, like in some of the villages I’d defended from the back of a dragon.

Colorful flags and banners fluttered in the sea breeze from the fronts of most of the homes and even from a few rooftops.

A skinny man who’d had too much to drink lurched along the pier, near the wall, his clothing ragged and with a bottle and cup in his hands. When someone came near, he thrust out the cup. People ignored him, scooting past without looking back.

The hills beyond the city rolled gently upward, growing in height with each, and grand manors dotted the tops, their metal roofs sparkling in the sunshine. Enormous, colorful gardens added a touch of whimsy to the landscape. They’d built on the hills for the best view of the shimmering sea below.

But it was the enormous structure looming above them like a bird of prey that caught and held my eye. The stone castle dominated the skyline, its multiple spires reaching toward the stars. A marvel of architecture and magic, its walls gleamed in the sunlight.

“What’s the history of the castle?” I asked.

Farris sat beside me, staring through a gap in the rail, appearing as curious as me about our new home.

“My ancestors built it long ago and after many years of war,” Merrick said. “Finally, they formed a treaty with the other courts and my ancestor, Aricor, took claim to this part of the continent.”

“How long ago was this?”

“So many generations ago, we’ve lost count.”

“Who owned this land before he claimed it?”

“His family had lived here for a long time, though his father owned a modest manor.” He gestured to one on a hill to the right and below the castle. “He was crowned king, and he felt he needed a home that would reflect his stature.”

“Some home.”

“It’s pretentious, isn’t it?”

I loved that he could see that. “Much fancier than I’m used to.”

“You’ll grow to love it as much as me. This land is entrenched in my bones. It’s me, and I protect it from all harm.”

What about the other courts who were trying to make war?

“He constructed it from marleene, a gorgeous silver stone with black veins that sparkle. Marleene’s mined in the mountains beyond. He carefully extracted it—”

“He, meaning he did it himself?”

He lifted one shoulder and dropped it. “More or less. He used magic, though the lesser fae were happy to help.”

“Lesser fae?”

“Few can harness the power of the ruling class.”

“Explain the class systems for me.” I should’ve asked this first instead of flirting with Lore and climbing through portholes to dangle over the side of the ship.

“The ruling class, the lords and ladies, are . . .” He scowled. “I’m not sure how to say it except using the terms they do. Though I’ll state right now that I don’t like this system. I’m slowly trying to change it for the good of all my people. But the ruling class are highborn. They control the most power.”

How did that compare to the power I’d only had a taste of from Merrick and Lore?

“They’re quite strict about maintaining their bloodlines,” he said.

“Hence you asking for a fae bride rather than one of the lessers or powerless.”

“Given the choice, I would’ve let my heart decide, but in all things, my heart must come second.” An odd look crossed his face before he smoothed his features. “Their opinion shouldn’t matter, yet it does. I need to rule my court and these lands without creating too much strife or I’ll never bring about change.”

“Lesser fae are just those with less magic,” I said. “There’s nothing lesser about them at all.”

“I agree.”

“How do your ruling class, the lords and ladies of your court, maintain their pure blood without inbreeding?”

“There are enough of them—”

“You should use us, not them.” I wasn’t sure why I was pushing this except I needed to see his reaction. Despite his assurance that he was trying to make changes, I wanted to know if he, like Ivenrail, still saw himself and his high lords and ladies as above everyone else, as people who could take from the lessers whether they wanted to give or not.

“In their company, perhaps.” He took my hand and squeezed it. “I hope, with you, I can speak from the heart.”

“Please do.”

“Then know I believe we’re all the same people. The ability to wield magic doesn’t make anyone better than someone else. But I am the king, born of the ruling class.”

“Who now has a lovely fae wife from the ruling class herself.”

“I like that you didn’t grow up that way, that you can see what few others can. We are all the same, propriety be damned.”

How common was his belief among those who ruled? I suspected I was going to discover few others held the same view. “Does anyone drain power from another?”

“You speak of Ivenrail.”

“We stopped that trick as fast as we could.” With this man’s help. He’d made the difference at the end, and I needed to remember on whose side he’d fought.

“The answer is no,” he said in a steely tone. “We do not drain anyone.” The sharpness in his eyes faded. “I’d say ten percent of my court make up the ruling class, the lesser fae perhaps forty, and the powerless, the rest.”

“What roles do everyone play?” I asked.

“The ruling class rule.”

“Yes, they make demands and others fill them.” Sarcasm twisted my voice.

“They’re paid. The lesser work alongside the powerless.”

“Making sure the lords and ladies have food on their tables and someone to clean up behind them.”

“Paid, as I said.”

“In coin or . . .”

“Is there any other way?”

“You said the ruling class can wield the most power. Why not do these tasks for themselves?”

“Because using magic can be tiring. We use it when we need it, but most find it easier to do things with our hands or pay others to do it for us.”

“How do you know who’s lesser and who’s powerless?” Back home, I couldn’t tell. But I hadn’t grown up knowing those who were now called lesser actually had power since it was suppressed by a spell. We had our ruling class; however, and they were almost all wicked. Being full “high” fae, I must be wicked myself, though I’d grown up thinking I had no power.

“I see it.”

“I don’t. Why not?”

“That’s a good question,” he said. “Your people aren’t much different from mine. You have your ruling class, your Nullens who are actually lesser fae. And the powerless who were manipulated by the now dead king.”

“We restored the balance.” Tempest did, mostly, but I played a small role myself.

“I hope you can help me do the same with my own court.” He scanned the area. “I protect what’s mine, and that means this land and these people, no matter their class, and you.” The tension on his face smoothed. “Aricor used magic to mine the stone where he could or arranged for others to help him extract and hone it.”

Arranged was a diplomatic way of putting it.

“The huge slabs were moved to that area,” his hand swept toward his home, “and the castle was built. It took ten years to complete. By then, Aricor had died, but his young son took the throne and finished the project.”

“How old was his son?”

His gaze flicked away from mine. “Eleven.”

“That’s young to be crowned king.”

“Like me, he had his mother standing behind him, and she was one of the good ones. So was mine, for that matter.”

“Was? What does that mean?”

He gestured to the gangway and took my hand. “Come. Our carriage has arrived. It’s time to leave the ship. I like to move among my people whenever I can, to be seen.”

A dark, open carriage stood near the gate, hitched to a beast unlike anything I’d seen before. Most of my life, I’d traveled by dragon, but dragons wouldn’t hop along the street while the king waved to his people.

“You like to be seen from a carriage?”

“Is that a problem?”

“No.” The word whooshed out with my breath, stealing my tension along with it. I wasn’t using a blade, but I was poking him with my questions. I was irritated with myself, and I was taking it out on him, something I needed to stop.

We left the gangway and walked along the wooden pier, stepping onto the cobblestone road beyond.

“It looks like a long way to walk,” I said in a breezy tone, tightening my grip on Farris’s leash. Lord Briscalar said when Farris lived inside the castle, he could run free in my suite or when someone took him out to the gardens. I wasn’t sure what my pet was going to think about that, and it stressed me. Maybe I should let him go. Forest coated the sides of the mountains. He’d be relatively safe here.

“It is a long way from the castle to the town,” Merrick said. “Though many times, I’ll walk down the hillside and stroll through the city on foot.”

With Lore pacing behind him, no doubt.

A tall stone wall encircled the city, stretching from the shore in both directions before curving around to encompass the castle, though a gate stood open ahead, on the other side of the pier.

“You said the wall was built to keep out predators,” I said. “You didn't tell me what kind of predator.”

“Most have fled and no longer pose a threat. The true predators of Evergorne are within.”

A shiver tracked through me, but I hadn't expected anything less. I only had vague memories of Bledmire Court, but I sensed that, other than Merrick presiding over Evergorne, the two courts were too much alike.

“A coin, precious?” The lean man dressed in raggedy clothing stumbled over and smacked into my right side, thrusting out a cup. “Surely you have coins.” He slurred his words, and his breath held a sour reek. The wine bottle he carried slipped from his hand, impacting with the cobblestones. It shattered, shooting glass everywhere. One shard sliced through my gown and impaled itself in my right calf.

I yelped and reeled away from him.

Farris growled and flung himself toward the man, his teeth snapping and a snarl ripping up his throat. If I hadn’t had a good grip on his leash, he would’ve leaped. As it was, I could barely hold my pet back. He might be small, but he clearly could be vicious.

“Whoa, whoa,” the man cried, stumbling away. He fell onto his backside, his metal cup clattering on the cobblestones beside him. “I just want coins,” he whined. “No need to be mean.”

Merrick thrust himself between us and with a snap of his fingers, wove a wall of ice that blocked the drunken man from me and Farris. Striding around the wall, he dropped coins into the man’s cup. “Here. Go. Don’t come near her again.”

The man scrambled to stuff the coins into his pocket and crawled away from us, his cup clanking on the stones. He rose to his feet and kept going, making his way along the outer part of the wall.

“I’m sorry.” Merrick let the icy wall go, and it collapsed onto the stone, melting already.

“It’s not your fault.” I tugged up my skirt, exposing the shard of glass impaling my leg. Blood trickled down from the wound.

“You’re hurt.” He dropped to his knees beside me and gently pulled out the glass. A flick of his finger and what was left of the bottle turned to sand. I’d heard sand could be formed into glass with flames.

Elemental aegis. His skill could take one element and turn it into another. Sand to glass and, in this case, glass back into sand. He looked up at me, his face solemn and his eyes full of sympathy. He placed his palm over my wound and closed his eyes, releasing a low hum.

The stinging stopped, and when he opened his eyes and removed his hand, my wound was gone as if it had never been there.

“Are you alright otherwise?” Rising, he took both of my hands, squeezing them while he looked me over.

“I’m fine. It was only a tiny cut.”

“Good.” His sharp gaze swept across the area, but other than sailors moving about, some loading things onto boats, others making stacks on the pier, there was no one else around.

“Thank you.” Rising onto my toes, I kissed his cheek.

Color climbed into his face. “You matter, Reyla. Very much.”

“Enough to let me wear knives at all times?” I asked. After someone trying to poison me, and this incident, I didn’t like to remain unarmed. “Lord Briscalar said no one’s allowed to wear weapons near you.”

“You can wear any weapon you please.”

“Even in your company?”

“Even then. I’ll make sure no one questions your right to wear them.”

“Thank you. I promise not to poke you with them.”

“What if I irk you?” he asked with a soft laugh as he urged me closer to the carriage.

“Behave and you won't find out.”

His laughter burst out again, and a few people stopped and looked our way, a few shaking their heads before returning to what they were doing.

My smile joined with his. He really was an appealing man. I could love him much too easily.

We stopped beside the carriage, and I studied the creature pulling it.

When you regularly worked with dragons who stood as tall as a two- to three-story building, very few creatures could intimidate you. The dregs we’d battled had been vicious, with long claws and fangs. And they were relentless, even crawling across the ground to reach you after they’d been wounded, trailing their spilled guts behind them in thick strands.

This creature . . . I wasn’t sure how to describe it. Its appearance was easy. Four legs and shaped much like a horse, though larger and with a spiked tail rather than one of hair. A long neck, skinnier than a horse’s, and three long claws on its feet in place of hooves.

Tall, its front shoulder reached above the top of my head, and it was at least twice as broad as a horse. Not that I’d had much interaction with horses, but the villagers had used them to pull wagons and till their fields. Some rode them. I’d seen them in passing on the streets, and they’d appeared to be placid things.

Not this beast who looked like it could challenge a youngling dragon and win if the dragon hadn’t yet learned to blast fire.

Even Farris knew to be wary. He leaned against the back of my skirt, peering past me at the creature.

Its scaly hide shimmered like polished bronze, and long, curled horns in a lighter burnished copper jutted up from its forehead, curving around to thrust forward, each ending in a deadly point. Ears at the base of the horns flicked back and forth and its dark brown eyes took in the world around us with surprising intelligence.

Horns like those could end a life with one stab. Then the creature could lift them with its thickly muscled neck and toss them into the air. By the time they landed, the beast would be upon them, slashing at their hide with the forearm long claws. If that didn’t finish off their prey, the long, sinewy whip of a tail with a triangular spike on the tip would do it.

Its horse-like snout and muzzle extended down to lips peeling back in a yawn to reveal finger-long fangs. Wisps of vapor escaped its nostrils.

“Can it breathe fire?” I asked as we stopped beside the carriage, Farris pressing between us to hide.

“Only a hot mist that burns,” Merrick said.

Essentially the same thing if it would blister or singe the skin off its victim.

The beast shifted, its muscles rippling beneath its hide, and it turned its head to look our way, its gaze passing Merrick to lock on me. It studied me with a cunning that told me this beast would be a formidable foe.

“Can you speak with it?” I asked.

He shook his head. “We don’t speak with any creatures here.”

Unlike Tempest, my beast master friend, but I’d save that tidbit of information for another time.

“Who will drive it?” No one stood nearby, ready to climb into the front of the carriage and pick up the reins.

“I’ll send the zephyl directions.”

A zephyl, huh? “You’ll send it directions in your mind?”

“With my hands. It’s been well-trained.”

“Like our dragons.”

“I hope to learn more about dragons from you. We use them for long-distance travel. In the past, our aeries were full of them ready to carry us into battle, though we have so few left, most people have stopped working with them. Now, only a couple of older ones remain.” He lifted Farris into the carriage and then me, and I sank into the plush, pale gray cushion with Farris slumping onto his belly on the polished floor by my feet. The carriage itself appeared simple and unadorned, but maybe Merrick didn’t like drawing too much attention or appearing ostentatious when he rode among his people.

Once Merrick had settled beside me, he made a series of hand gestures, and the beast started walking, its claws clicking on the cobblestones as it pulled the carriage around to head through the gates.

I peered around. “Your city is beautiful.”

“Now your city as well.”

Yes, that was right.

A smile played on his lips, and his eyes sparkled with a mixture of amusement and affection. “I'm glad you think so, Wildfire. I'll do all I can to make you feel welcome here.”

His gaze remained on me while I studied the buildings, his expression softening as he reached out to tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear. The intimate gesture sent a silent promise. Despite the guilt still gnawing at me, I couldn't deny the pull I felt toward Merrick. The spark between us couldn't be denied. It was different from the raw, consuming desire that had flared between Lore and I, yet similar enough to be its mirror image.

The warmth in Merrick's gaze skimmed across the surface of my soul, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I should want my new husband to care for me, but should I want myself to feel more than friendship for him? I'd loved Kinart with a fierce, endless devotion, and his loss gutted me. I’d never expected anyone would fill that hollow place inside me again. Yet here was Merrick, a man of strength and kindness, offering me a future I hadn't dared dream of.

I could easily feel a lot for him. I suspected if he kept speaking with me, teasing me, I’d want him with an intensity that matched my grief, which was both a blessing and a curse. I was torn between the past and the present, between loyalty to my lost love and the teasing promise of a new beginning.

But as I looked up into Merrick's eyes, I knew that I had to move forward. I had to embrace this new life and the responsibilities that came with it. I had to be a queen for Evergorne, a partner for the court’s king, and a leader for the people who would come to depend on me.

As for Lore . . .

I would deal with those feelings when or if I had to.

For now, I would focus on the man sitting beside me.
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As the beast led us down the shore-front streets of Evergorne, a feeling of vulnerability crept through me. As always, the city was a patchwork of vibrant colors and content souls.

Something had changed within me.

As we passed, a few people paused to watch, smiles brightening their faces, especially when their gazes landed on Reyla. My heart raced at their cheers, and both excitement and embarrassment flooded me.

It had never hit me like this before, how odd it was to have people cheering me. The weight of my crown was a constant reminder of the burden I carried to benefit us all. Now Reyla—my wildfire—sat beside me, and everything felt new and different, as if I was seeing it through her eyes and not my own. The way she smiled and returned their gazes with a sweet charm made me realize how much more there was to her new role and the one I'd taken on when I was ten. I saw myself as me, a male determined to do the best he could for those around him, but they saw me as a ruler, one who dispensed law and a smile with equal justice.

For the first time, I didn't feel like one of them but someone standing outside a circle, wishing he could step forward and fit in.

“Still find our city appealing, Wildfire?” I asked her. Using this pet name for her was both a jab at Lorant and a gouge to myself. Swords cut with both edges.

I knew why I did it. I wanted to snatch some of what he’d found with her and claim it as my own. It was natural to feel possessive when I thought of the two of them speaking together, laughing together.

As we got closer to the central marketplace, we passed a few stalls filled with fruits and vegetables of every color imaginable. A woman hawked bunches of fresh flowers, and I stopped and climbed out of the carriage. I gave her a coin, and she offered a gorgeous bouquet to Reyla with a deep curtsy.

“Thank you,” she told the woman, not me, though I liked this about her as well. Yes, I'd purchased the flowers for my bride, but Reyla could see that this woman had used her talent to take simple blossoms of pink, white, and purple and weave them into true art.

As I signaled for the carriage to keep going, she held the flowers to her face and sucked in a breath of their perfume. “You're sweet to get these for me. I'll put them in a vase when we reach the castle.”

Someone would do that for her, plus everything else. They'd vie for the chance to fulfill her every whim in the hope it would help them rise through the ranks and gain more status. Should I tell Reyla to watch out for those who'd curry her favor with their own needs in mind or let her find out on her own? I hated to break the tender, naïve way she approached everything around her. Let her hold that for as long as she could. The fates knew I'd gouged out any tenderness I'd possessed before I turned three.

Children raced through the thickening crowd, either leaving the marketplace or heading toward it. Their shrieks of happiness mixed with the chatter of those bartering for goods. Clothing hung above the stalls on lines draped from one building to another, the fabric fluttering in the breeze like flags.

Ladies strolled, wearing gowns of rich, flowing material, their laughter bursting out as they chatted with friends and family. Others had chosen elegant tunics and pants, the fabrics woven with shimmering threads. Men wore everything from simple tunics and pants to more ornate clothing depending on their status or what they planned to do this day.

Warmth throbbed through me. This was my city, and I was its king. Yet my heart was tugged in two different directions. The pretty façade hid the unrest simmering beneath the surface, a tension coiled like a snake ready to strike.

As the beast carried us through the bustling streets of Evergorne, I took in the brightly painted buildings, the boxes overflowing with flowers below each window, and the flags rippling in the sea air. I was proud of this city that I'd done my best to grow and maintain. My father had done the same, and my grandfather before him. So, too, would my son if the fates granted me one with Reyla.

The scent of flowers drifted through the air, and the smell of freshly baked bread and meat pies made my belly rumble. I hadn't eaten this morning, instead rushing to the deck, hoping to find my wildfire standing on the bow, waiting for me to join her.

Instead, I'd beaten her there and leaned against the side of the ship, soon realizing my presence made the crew uncomfortable. A few kept darting concerned looks my way and one or two scurried to the opposite side of the ship to avoid catching my attention.

They must know I wouldn't harm them unless they tried to hurt me or my own.

Or did they? I'd known some of them from the first time I snuck onto the ship and boldly asked the captain to take me for a sail. Eight at the time, I’d thought my life would never change, that I'd grow up taking to the seas or working with dragons. I’d never dreamed I'd be crowned only a few short years after that. But these men knew me. I didn't wield my magic as a sword unless needed. I only slashed it out when I couldn’t avoid dispensing justice in any other way.

The marketplace sprawled ahead of us, a huge open area I used to love running through when I was small. My mother would bring me here after dark when she needed a break from castle life. She hadn’t been born to be a queen; my father had chosen someone from among our people, though the daughter of a high lord and lady, of course.

As I grew older, she’d changed, though I could never determine why. Perhaps because of my father. While I sensed she’d respected him, I'd never seen adoration on her face when she looked his way. I held my suspicion for who she might’ve cared for instead, and it burned that she'd gotten that close. One gained while another lost, I supposed.

“We'll go around the marketplace,” I told Reyla, taking her hand. “But I'll bring you here one day if you'd like.”

She nodded, gazing around with sweet wonder on her face.

I linked our fingers, wanting to be connected with her at all times. I resisted my aching need to stroke her hair and kiss her here, where everyone could see. I wanted to do so much more with her, though I wouldn't push it. I'd give her the time my father may not have offered my mother, though she'd never alluded to anything like that. But she’d met him on their wedding day, and I believed they were together from the start.

Why hadn't he taken it slower, coaxed what he needed from her? He was dead, and I'd never know now.

My own course was set, and in this, I'd veer onto a different path than him.

Merchants called out from ahead, hawking their wares, their voices shrill and bright and endlessly appealing. Colorful fruits overflowed baskets and bundled spices hung from strings spanning above the tables, their pungent scents sharp in my nose.

In one stall, a vendor skillfully twisted strands of fresh honeyed pastry into all sorts of fancy shapes, and the warm, sweet scent drifted toward us. A woman striding down a street to my right balanced a basket on her head as she wove her way to the market center.

Reyla took it all in, her wide eyes sparkling with excitement. “It feels magical here,” she breathed, and the sincerity in her voice tugged at something deep inside me.

“Like you.” I leaned closer, the warmth of her body brushing against mine. I was acutely aware of the way her breathing hitched and the way our shared space made the air pulse between us.

“You do know I'm not very good with magic,” she said softly.

“I've spoken with Lorant, and he's agreed to work with you. I believe you have a lot of power to command, and I want you to learn how to use it.” She might very well need it.

“You want me to work with Lore?” She yanked her gaze from mine.

“You call him that?” My smile curled up. How ironic.

Her cheeks pinkened. “It seems to fit. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Not at all.” It was all I could do not to laugh.

But I wanted her to like him. He was my bodyguard and friend. But still, my belly tightened as a burning knot seared through my guts. I had no right, no need for this jealous feeling, but there it was, making blood pound in my temples and my jaw clench hard enough to hurt.

“Is there anyone else who could work with me instead?” She leaned into my side and gazed up at me with an expression I'd take for complete adoration if a sharpness didn't linger in her eyes.

Was my pretty little bride trying to use her wiles to manipulate me?

“It should be Lorant,” I said. “His power is nearly unrivaled.”

“Is his stronger than yours?”

“We're equal,” I barked, softening my tone when someone on the street gaped at us before pivoting and scurrying in the opposite direction. “He's no stronger than me.”

“I'm glad to hear that. I suppose I don't mind that he teaches me.” She traced her finger along the swirling pattern etched into the fabric of her gown lying across her lap. “But if you're equally powerful, you should train me.”

“If only I had the time.” Her words and lulling tone stopped my jealousy from gnawing all the way through my spine.

“You'll be busy,” she said with a twist of her lips, pulling away to lean on the side of the carriage opposite me. “I understand. Lord Lorant will do as well as anyone else, I suppose.”

No more nickname for my bodyguard?

As the beast carried us through the heart of Evergorne, the steady pulse of my connection to Reyla grew. She was a wildfire, a force I was falling for much too quickly—or not quickly enough. Had it been like this for my father? I felt bad for him if he'd loved my mother and hoped she'd feel the same, only to leave her to raise me alone.

“Are you ready to experience life as a queen?” I asked, studying Reyla’s profile. I saw a beautiful woman. A strong one. Strong enough for what was coming?

“When will I be crowned?” she asked.

“We need to make the arrangements. My mother will help.”

“She lives nearby?”

“She has a suite inside the castle.”

“Ah.”

I lifted my eyebrows, a smile teasing across my mouth. “What does that sound mean?”

“She lives with us.”

“If living with us inside a building with over three hundred suites and more parlors and sitting areas than I can count means living with us, then yes.”

“You know what I mean.” Why couldn't I read her expression? This woman projected sweetness, but it was time I looked past the surface. She’d been a dragon trainer. She’d ridden a dragon into battle for much of her life. While a sweet woman could handle things like that, this sweet woman also possessed a core of steel.

She'd need it.

“Elaborate,” I said, laying my arm around her shoulders, tugging her closer.

“She's the queen, isn't she?”

“She was, but with our marriage, you'll wear the crown.”

“I don't want to take something from her if she wants it.” She nibbled on her fingernail. “I don’t want her to feel like I'm shoving her out.”

My low laugh rolled through the street. “We won't pack her bags and push her out the front door of the castle, I assure you. She'll remain in the suite she moved into after my father's death, one worthy of her status as the queen mother.” I wanted Reyla to understand, and I didn't want her worrying about something like this, though my mother could be challenging. “She married my father and was crowned queen, but with his death and my coronation, everyone knew she'd move into a role where she'd advise me only until I was grown. She knew she’d have to step aside when I married. But I promise you, she'll help us arrange for your coronation; she won't act spiteful about it.”

“Alright.”

“It needs to take place soon.”

“How soon?”

“A week.”

She gulped. “How can we arrange something like that in such a short time?”

“You won't be cleaning the throne room—”

Her nose twitched. “You have a throne room?”

“Don't all kings? It's a place to meet with visiting dignitaries, dispense justice, and—”

“I know all that. Ivenrail dispensed justice in a unique way.” She tilted her head and watched my face. “Do you keep a dragon in the throne room with you?”

“Why would I?”

“To burn people who displease you.”

My huff of a laugh ended abruptly. “You're not joking.”

“You didn't know Ivenrail well.”

“I heard about him. I wouldn't have allied my court with Lydel and Riftflame if I thought he was a fair, kind king.”

“Anything but.”

“He truly used a dragon to burn people?”

“On occasion.”

“I don't have a dragon in my throne room,” I said.

“That's a good thing.”

Was it? Not to burn anyone. Never that. But to . . .

The thought slipped away.

“I like dragons,” I said. “I wish I had more time to work with them, ride them. They’re ferocious beasts but I admire everything about them.”

“Work with me on my magic, and I’ll help you train a dragon.”

Here we went again. At least she was persistent; she didn’t easily give up. “Lord Lorant will work with you during the evenings.”

“When you’re sleeping.”

“I need to sleep. I get tired.”

She turned to face me fully, her gaze flickering over me. The concern in her eyes made my heart weep. “You’re not sick, are you?”

Not yet, but soon. “I’m not. I promise.”

“Good.”

I grinned. “Good.”

She turned to look around as we passed beneath one of the arches of the inner-city walls, and I was glad when she leaned into me again, because that meant I could wrap my arm around her.

Countryside and hills rolled away beneath the carriage wheels, each hill taking us closer to the castle.

When Farris whined, I lifted my hand, and the zephyl came to a stop. “I think your pet would like to roam beside us.”

She tightened her grip on the nyxin’s leash. “What if he runs away?”

“Would you hold him back if this is what he needs?”

She pinched her eyes shut before opening them and shaking her head. After leaning over to rub Farris’s ears, she undid the collar and dropped it and the leash on the floor. “Go, friend. Please . . . I’m not going to name it. You’re right. He’s a wild creature and if he wants to be free, he should be. I just . . . I told myself I’d never love anyone else, yet here I am already pining for a pet who probably only wants to slip into the woods to poop before he returns to my side.”

“Like me?”

Her laugh rang out. “Do you need to poop?”

“I meant run free.”

“You’re probably one of the freest people I know. You’re a king, ruler of all you see.” Her hand swept out to the world around us. “Nothing and no one binds you.”

“I wish that was true.” Did she hear the wistfulness in my voice?

“I assume duty calls to you much too often.”

“Yes, that’s it.”

Farris bounded from the carriage and raced into the woods. We waited because I also hoped he’d come back. He did, but he sat beside the carriage rather than jump in to rejoin us.

“Want to run along the side?” I asked, and he yipped.

“He did come back,” she said in a plaintive tone. “I’m glad.”

I stroked her back and gave the signal for the zephyl to start moving again, Farris zipping around behind the carriage before racing forward and back again.

Reyla studied everything, taking it all in.

“I saw the manors from the ship, but I didn’t expect them to look like this.” Her low voice revealed her wonder. “They’re huge. Opulent.”

I wanted to let my pride show and tell her that these homes held nothing on the castle, the might and power behind my court, but I'd rather see her reaction when she took it in up close and for the first time.

“I noted inner walls, but I saw the outer one stretching behind the castle.”

“More protection from predators.”

“They could get past the outer wall?”

“Some could back then, but remember, there may be predators within the outer wall.”

“You mentioned that already.” She reeled around to look up at me, her surprise giving way to confusion. “You're not teasing.”

“There was a time when my ancestors were not as kind to the people as they should be.”

“You said the lesser fae and powerless work inside the castle, that you pay them.”

“Payment is a relatively new thing.”

“Ah.”

I tilted my head, watching her face. “Another ah?”

“When did your family start paying them?”

“My father was the first, but I’ve aimed to do more.” He’d done as much as he dared. I’d do better.

“This can’t be true. Only one out of many generations?”

I winced, though I wasn’t responsible for those who’d come before me. “In the past, they were granted the use of land for their home and tilling the soil, and in exchange, they served inside the castle.”

“Do you still maintain control of the land?”

“Much of it, though I'm slowly granting it to those who have worked in the castle the longest.”

“Change takes time,” she said, and I was grateful she understood. Even more grateful to see her admiration for me shining in her gorgeous brown eyes. “I like that you're trying to do the right thing.”

And that was what mattered. It wasn't long ago that I faced what was coming alone. I had my friends, and if anyone was sympathetic, it was Lorant, but my fear of what I couldn't control wasn't something I could talk about to anyone. I'd share what I could with Reyla, and I was sure castle gossip would feed her more questions than answers, but this was how it had to be.

At least I didn't feel quite as alone any longer.

The carriage took us higher, one hill after another with manor houses buried in the woods along either side. Then we reached the winding road that would take us to the castle itself. Dense forest closed in, sending cool air out to drift across our skin.

No one had been offered land here. My ancestors made sure of that.

When a shiver tracked down Reyla’s spine, I turned her to face me. So pretty. So much potential. If only I could bring that potential out and make it work for me.

Of course, I couldn't escape staring at her mouth. I should remain on guard. It wasn't long ago that someone tried to kill her, but I was lost almost from the moment I met her.

I accepted it. I needed it.

If I didn't succumb, all would be lost.

“Reyla,” I rasped as she trembled in my arms. The column of her throat begged for my kisses. But it was her lips that I had to claim.

I could not go one instant more without tasting her.

When I caught the heat rising in her eyes, I gently held her face and staked my claim on her mouth.
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Iwas caught in a storm that threatened to burn through every bit of my reason. Merrick's lips slanted across mine with an urgency that left me breathless, his tongue invading my mouth, making heat pool between my legs. He gripped my arms, holding me in place, as if he feared I’d slip away if he didn't keep me close.

I gasped for air, which he took as an invitation, dipping his tongue in to stroke mine with a rhythm that set my pulse surging.

When I whimpered, his touch gentled, his fingers trailing down my spine, coaxing a shiver from me that had nothing to do with the cool mountain air. His hands roved over my sides, inching ever closer to the aching peaks of my breasts.

In a bold move that surprised even me, I climbed onto his lap, straddling him, my body aligning with his in a way that felt deliciously right. My skirt rode up to my knees, but I couldn't bring myself to care about the impropriety of it all. All I could think about was the way his breath hitched when I ground against him, the way his eyes darkened with need.

“Merrick,” I breathed, my voice a bare whisper. His name was both a plea and a cry of surrender, a recognition of the power he held over me.

His hand cupped my breast, his thumb brushing over the sensitive nub through the fabric of my gown. A moan ripped from my mouth, and I arched my back, begging for more. I was wanton, shameless in my desire for this man—my king, my husband.

With the deft fingers of his other hand, Merrick bunched up the fabric of my skirt, fisting it, his hand skimming across my thigh, moving higher and higher until the cool air kissed my most intimate parts. I should’ve felt exposed and vulnerable, but I was consumed by a desperate need for him to touch me, to fill the aching void inside me.

I was lost to him, a willing captive to the fire he'd ignited in my soul. And as his fingers finally found their way to the slick heat of my core, I knew that there would be no turning back, no stopping this now. I could think about what it might mean later.

The world around us blurred into nothingness as Merrick's mouth continued to move on mine with a ruthlessness that left me clinging to him, helpless against the tide of desire rising within me. The sensation of his fingers playing over the taut peak of my breast drew a needy moan from my throat. I bowed my spine, pleading for more of the exquisite sensations he stirred deep inside.

His lips left mine, and he trailed open-mouthed kisses down the column of my throat. I tipped my head back, granting him full access, my fingers tangling in his hair as he worshiped my body with expertise.

Cool air teased over my exposed thighs as Merrick stroked through my wetness. A jolt of electricity shot through me, and I bucked my hips, seeking the friction only he could provide.

“So responsive,” Merrick said with a lift of his mouth that smoothed to thin satisfaction. “You're everything I dreamed you would be, Wildfire.”

His fingers delved deeper between my thighs, parting me with a gentleness that countered the fierceness of his kisses.

“Wet,” he growled, the sound causing a fresh gush of moisture to coat his fingers. “Wet for me, are you, my pretty little bride? I love it.”

His words sent a shiver through me, and I nodded, though I wasn’t sure if I did in response to his question or the way his fingers glided across my clit.

“You're going to come for me, aren't you, my good girl?” he asked, his voice thick with desire. He slid his other hand underneath my gown, past my belly, and when he rolled my nipple, he drove me closer to the brink.

Before I could form a coherent response, his fingers began to move between my legs, stroking and circling the bundle of nerves at my center with a skill that left me panting and writhing in his lap. Each touch fanned my flames higher, the pressure building within me until I swore I’d shatter into a thousand pieces.

He drove his fingers deep, leaving his thumb to move across my clit. I shamelessly rode him, humping against him while the carriage climbed higher and higher, approaching the castle.

I was too far gone to stop, but I wanted—needed—more. I scrambled my fingers at the fastening to his pants, eager to release him so I could impale myself on his shaft.

He grinned and shook his head. “Not yet. This is for you. Take what I offer. Come for me.”

My body trembled on the edge of release, my every muscle drawn tight as I teetered. I jolted up and down, driving his fingers deeper while he rolled my nipple and flicked his thumb across my clit.

“Let go, Wildfire,” he said, his voice hissing through me like a live wire. “I've got you.”

With those words, the dam inside me broke. Wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me, obliterating all thought, all awareness of anything beyond the mind-numbing bliss consuming me. I cried out, my fingers clutching his shoulders as I rode out the storm he'd unleashed within me.

He nipped my neck. “Yes, like that. I can’t wait to feel you explode around my cock. Like this, Wildfire. It’s going to be like this only better.”

I continued to move against him, but my pace had turned languid, slowing until I came to a stop, my head drooping and my body near collapse. I fell against his chest, limp and sated.

He tugged his fingers from my core and licked them before his arms wrapped around me, holding me close. His soft, soothing kisses peppered along my jawline and up to my temple.

The world seemed to right itself, and I realized with a start that we’d left the woods and were nearing the front of the castle.

Merrick gently disentangled himself from me, tugging my skirt down to give me some achingly silly sense of propriety. His gaze lingered on my flushed face with a warmth that made my heart flutter more than it should.

“Welcome home, my queen.” His voice growled with a quiet pride that tugged at something deep inside me.

I swallowed hard, but nothing was going to take me back to the person I’d been when I boarded the ship at Lydel. I’d come to Evergorne as a willing bride, though only by my need to serve in duty and honor. That woman was gone. Something had shifted inside me, a whirlwind of change that I was only beginning to understand. It centered around this man who leaned forward to shield my body from view with his own.

The carriage came to a stop, and I gaped at the enormous castle.

A group of people left the front entrance and strode down the stairs to the first of many stone platforms leading to the cobblestone driveway where our carriage waited.

“Merrick. Son,” a woman said in a haughty tone as I hastily made sure my nipples weren’t trying to gouge their way through my bodice and that my gown skimmed demurely around my ankles. Farris jumping into the carriage gave me something to do. I secured his leash and collar.

Merrick leaped to the ground and turned, holding his hand out to me. His eyes gleamed with pure satisfaction, and why not? He’d just proven he could make me explode in his arms.

A man dressed in a starched red tunic and matching pants, with a silver braid strumming across his shoulders waited at the base of the steps, his gaze trained on the castle.

The castle loomed in front of us, many stories spreading out in both directions. Windows and towers at the top could pierce the stars at night. Its gleaming silver walls marbled with black streaks caught the sun and made it shimmer like a mirage. Back on the ship, it had appeared beautiful, yes. A touch cute and quaint, but that was while seeing it at a distance. This monstrosity looked more like a monument to power than a home.

Broad steps, hewn from the same marble as the rest of the structure, swept up a few levels to a pair of massive wooden doors that stood open, welcoming us into the heart of Evergorne Court. Or daring me to believe I had any right to claim this place as my own.

At the top of the first landing, a cluster of servants dressed in red tunics with silver trim like the man still discretely standing at the bottom of the steps, hovered around Merrick's mother. She had his same deep brown hair, though gray peppered her temples. Her sharp eyes and bearing shouted her royal status, and her upswept, elaborately arranged hair spoke of a woman who was used to being pampered. Her gown, a rich tapestry of deep blue struck through with silver, flowed around her body, emphasizing her slender figure and commanding presence. This woman may have willingly relinquished her role in the kingdom, but I suspected she still commanded it as if the crown remained on her head.

Merrick cradled Farris in his arms and gently set the nyxin on the ground. Farris sat, taking in the lush, colorful gardens artfully placed on the broad front lawn and lining the drive. With a smile that held more than a hint of masculine satisfaction, Merrick extended his hand to me, his fingers brushing against mine in a promise of what was to come.

Me, most likely.

As he helped me from the carriage, his smoldering gaze remained on me, caressing my skin and igniting the embers he'd skillfully stoked already. Possessiveness came through his casual-appearing touch.

“You will shine here, Reyla,” he said, his voice low and for only me. The pride in his tone was unmistakable, and I couldn't decide if I was dismayed about the fact that we’d almost given everyone a very public display of me coming or by way he was making it frightfully clear that I belonged only to him.

The fabric of my gown bunched beneath my fingers as I attempted to smooth out the wrinkles, but it was a lost cause. I couldn't shake the worry that a damp patch marred the back of the gown, evidence of the passion Merrick had lit inside me in the carriage.

A hint of a smile played on his lips as he continued to study my face and frame. “I'll arrange for staff to care for Farris. They'll take him for walks and see to his needs. There's no need for wood chips in your suite.”

Relief washed over me as I tightened my grip on Farris’s leash. I hadn't been looking forward to explaining to the castle staff why I needed a pile of chips delivered to my room each day.

With a gentle squeeze of my hand, Merrick led me up toward his mother with Farris trotting at my side. His mother had remained at the top of the grand staircase, her stern expression doing little to hide the curiosity sparking in her eyes as she took in the sight of us together. I sensed I was being sized up, judged for my worthiness to stand by her son's side as his queen.

The climb seemed to take an eternity, each step bringing me closer to the woman who’d once held the position that was now mine. As we reached the landing, Merrick's mother offered a curt nod, her gaze flicking briefly to our joined hands before lifting to meet mine.

“Mother,” Merrick said, his voice carrying a note of affection that contrasted sharply with the tension in the air. “This is Reyla, your new queen.” His hand slid around my back. “My mother is Erisandra.”

Erisandra's cool gaze swept over me, from the top of my disheveled hair to the hem of my slightly wrinkled gown. I could almost hear the silent judgment in her appraisal. I forced a polite smile, determined not to let her see how much her scrutiny unnerved me.

“She's supposed to be fae.” Erisandra’s voice held a note of disdain.

“Mother,” Merrick chided, sounding both shocked and dismayed by her behavior.

Erisandra did nothing to hide her sneer. “She looks lesser to me.” One of the women in her entourage tittered, but I didn't seek them with my gaze. That, I kept trained on this woman I must find a way to get along with and soon. Her words stung, but I was no stranger to doubt and underestimation. I’d faced bigger challenges than a mother-in-law's scorn, and I would not let her needle me into snarling.

“I’m a daughter of Weldsbane and Bledmire Court.” I kept my voice steady despite my urge to slink behind Merrick.

Erisandra's eyes widened, and a murmur rippled through the gathered women, their eyes darting between me and the queen mother.

“Bledmire?” she echoed, her hand fluttering to her chest. “I've heard of their king.”

“Dead king, if you please.” While I’d never claim Ivenrail as my own, I'd happily let them fear that I was as ruthless as the former king.

Erisandra’s lips pursed before smoothing, and another, irritating titter erupted from one of her ladies, though it was quickly cut off. “Two courts. Inbreeding?”

No more than this place, from what I’d heard, but I was too polite to mention it.

“Ivenrail enjoyed the ladies.” I wasn't going to tell her anything more than that.

“I see.” Erisandra regarded me for a long, tense moment before giving a noncommittal nod. “We shall see what comes of you, Reyla of Bledmire.”

“I prefer to be claimed by Weldsbane.”

She sniffed, her attention falling on Farris who sat by my side, taking everything in with eager eyes, his tongue lolling. “What is that thing?”

“This is Farris, my pet.” I patted the top of his head. “I love this nyxin very much.” Touch him with ill intent and face my wrath, in other words.

Her mouth thinned. “I see.” With a huff, she stepped forward to embrace Merrick, kissing each of his cheeks. Her tone smoothed, and she gushed. “So wonderful to see you again, dear son. Your journey went well?”

“Everything went very well, Mother.” From his easy smile and the sunshine in his eyes, I could tell he adored her. “As Reyla mentioned, we took care of the Bledmire problem. Evergorne is once more secure, and not only that, but we also made a new ally in Lydel.”

“The cursed court,” she minced out. “The one covered with thorns.”

“The thorns are gone now, and the curse is broken,” I said sweetly. “The High Lady of Lydel handled that.”

I could tell her that Tempest and I were closer than sisters, that if this haughty woman misbehaved, my friend would stab her. Or ask her dragon to loom over the queen mother with smoke coiling from his nostrils. But I needed to make this work. This was my new home, and I would not let her ruin it for me.

There may be no way to please her. Except through Merrick, perhaps. He cared for his mother, and she made it plain she felt the same about him.

I could work with that.

Surely a mother’s love would soon extend to her new daughter?
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Amother’s love did not soon extend to her new daughter.

Erisandra turned her back on me. She linked her arm through Merrick’s and urged him toward the grand entrance to the castle.

He snagged my hand and tugged me along with them, linking our fingers and sending me a reassuring smile I might need but wasn’t sure I dared accept. How far would he let her take her snooty demeanor before he said or did something about it?

He might decide to wait and see if she softened. I already suspected she might not, but I wasn’t giving in now. I’d grown up without a mother, and I couldn’t imagine how nice it might be to have one.

I didn’t want to drive a wedge between them, but if I was going to be his wife, possibly bear his children, and wear his court’s crown on my head, I needed allies. My best one could be her. She could explain my role here as queen. She was the one who could ensure the staff listened and didn’t ignore me. Merrick would do his best, of that I was certain, but I had a feeling he’d often be too busy to tell one person after another to respect me.

I’d have to drive that lesson home myself.

With Farris trotting behind us, we stepped over the threshold, entering an enormous foyer. The sheer grandeur of the castle's interior hit me like a dragon’s foot in the gut. The entry stretched out ahead of us with marble floors polished to a mirror-like shine, reflecting huge, dazzling chandeliers hung far overhead. Their light sparkled off silver filigree swirling gracefully along the upper portions of the walls and painted the room in a warm glow. To my left and right, red and silver tapestries with various scenes of Evergorne's history hung on display, making the big space feel impossibly opulent. Pictures of what I took for Merrick’s ancestors also hung along the walls with statues of various creatures in majestic poses standing between them.

Everything felt big and overwhelming to a woman raised in a mountain fortress with barely any coins to her name.

I swallowed hard but had a feeling my dismay would take a long time to go down. How was I supposed to fit into this place? No wonder his mother came across conceited. She thrived in this life while I was like a poor relation who’d stumbled in through the back door, begging for a handout.

I was too worried I’d break something to move.

A wide staircase rose on the opposite side of the foyer, its steps carpeted in deep red to match the uniforms of the castle staff lined up in two long rows farther into the room. They stood in perfect formation, the silver braid on their tunics and red dresses gleaming, their stances rigid, and their gazes fixed forward. None glanced our way.

Whispers echoed around us as Erisandra's entourage clustered at a respectable distance to her side. Their curious, calculating gazes remained on me, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before they’d start crafting gossip. True or not? I bet it didn’t matter.

Merrick gave my hand a squeeze, and I wished we were back on the ship where life was simpler. I knew him well now, or I thought I did, but this man fit into this life with ease while I . . . didn’t.

Not yet, I told myself, stiffening my spine. I would.

Behind us, tall fae men closed the castle's front doors with a boom, the sound ricochetting through the foyer, silencing the whispers, though only for now.

Above us, the ceiling soared into the upper echelons of the castle, its intricate, painted details showing scenes from a history I suspected I’d soon need to learn. Railings carved from a shimmering silver wood, like twisted vines, coiled along the sides of the stairs.

Everything about Evergorne Castle shouted wealth and power, one that must’ve taken centuries to grab onto and control. A twinge of nervousness sped through me. I was truly out of my depth. I was a dragon trainer in my previous life, living among warriors like me. Dressing in leathers. Strapping on blades with ease and pulling them even easier to brandish them in someone’s face if they got on my nerves. I knew nothing of staff or courtiers or nobility, though I was now one of the latter if in name only.

I likely appeared crude and woefully unprepared for this. What was I thinking when I volunteered to be an unknown fae king’s bride?

Escape, my mind whispered. Memories of Kinart haunted me, chased me. In that, I was succeeding, but now I worried I was shoving him aside much too easily, replacing him with my new husband.

And to some extent, Lore.

Speaking of the irksome fae lord, where was he? I hadn’t expected him to ride in the carriage with us, and the thought of him sitting across from us, his heavy gaze locked on me, made me fidget. No doubt, I’d see him too soon.

“Staff?” Erisandra called out to those standing in long rows. “Please welcome Reyla to the castle.”

Murmuring polite greetings, they finally cocked their heads to gape at me trying not to quiver beside Merrick.

“Mother,” Merrick growled.

“Yes, dear?”

Tightening his hand on mine, he urged me toward the staff, stopping in the middle of the twin lines. He leaned close to speak by my ear. “I don’t understand why she’s acting this way, but I’m sorry.”

I nodded as if it didn’t matter, and tried to believe that myself.

Farris remained with us, obediently sitting when we came to a stop.

Merrick’s gaze swept across the staff standing at attention. “Allow me to introduce my new bride and your future queen, the woman I will adore until my dying day. I present to you Reyla Jarrn Weldsbane, daughter of the deceased High Lady of Weldsbane and the deceased King of Bledmire.”

As warmth stroked across my soul, tears prickled in the corners of my eyes. His words shielded me, cutting through my doubts and fear. My vision blurred, but I fought to keep control of myself. I’d give nothing to them, though I was beginning to believe I’d one day want to give everything to him.

His words made them see me, and in response, something inside me began to bloom. This was more than the spark of hope and more than the gratitude I’d feel for a friend.

“You may have heard of her brother,” he added with a quirk of one eyebrow and a steely gaze shot his mother’s way. “High Lord Vexxion of Weldsbane, formerly and, might I say, affectionately referred to as the Beast.”

Gasps rang out in the room and not only from the lined-up staff.

Affectionately was definitely stretching it, but I appreciated Merrick’s support.

“Her beloved friend, High Lady Tempest of Lydel Court extends her well wishes to us all as well,” he said grandly, his soft gaze on me. I saw so much there. Heat. Affection. And a determination to protect me at all costs. “As does her half-brother, Zayde, nephew of the High Lord of Riftflame Court and the newly crowned King of Bledmire.”

When you laid it all out like that, it made me sound impressive. I still struggled not to shrink against the wall, but a rod of pride spiked through me. With it, I met the gaze of each and every one of the staff. Some gave me quick smiles. Others darted their eyes away and would bear watching. The rest nodded respectfully, telling me that while they may be reserving judgment, they would give me a chance. I noted each face and response and tucked the information away.

“You will welcome her.” A hint of suppressed rage snarled through Merrick’s voice. “You will do as she asks and without question. You will treat her with the same respect you do me or, by the fates, I will handle it personally.”

The fingers of his free hand tightened to a fist, and his lips thinned. I doubted the others noticed how he lightly tapped his foot against the marble tiles beneath him. Instantly, patterns start rippling away from him in waves across the floor's surface, creating dark, endless pits beneath those who’d smirked and slashing blades beneath those who’d snickered. The few who’d given me welcome smiles stared down at the floor beneath their feet blooming with flowers or images of sweet creatures prancing.

This king, this new husband of mine was unlike anyone I’d met before. From our conversations, I knew he wielded a strong, yet kind hand within his court.

But the fates help anyone who disobeyed him.

A glance at his mother’s entourage showed them hopping around while releasing tiny yelps, evading the lunges of vicious, snarling marble creatures erupting from the floor tiles beneath them.

Only his mother remained untouched and unmoved by the display. Her sharp gaze remained on me, and while I no longer found indifference there, I did see sly speculation.

With another tap of his foot and the loosening of his hand, Merrick released his magic, making the tiles smooth once more, returning them to their previous gleaming charm.

“Allow me to introduce you to your personal staff, Wildfire,” Merrick said with a warm smile. All was well here for now, and he was savoring this almost as much as he had watching me ride his fingers until I exploded in pleasure.

He urged me toward a flutter of fae ladies wearing red dresses with silver trim, standing near the end of one of the lines. “Of course, Lord Briscalar will arrange for your staff, but these ladies will be more than pleased to serve you for now,” he added to me as we stopped. “Moira, Calista, and Faelith, from the end of the line to the right.”

“My queen,” Moira said graciously, dipping into a deep curtsy. She’d arranged her blonde hair in a tight bun at her nape, and her blue eyes sparkled with welcome. She appeared to be about my age.

“Calista is Moira’s mother,” Merrick said.

They shared the same hair and eye color, plus a strong chin and slender frames.

I nodded to them both as Calista gave me an equally deep curtsy. Her gaze shot to Erisandra before darting back to the floor. Faelith also bowed, and I took in the woman with large breasts and a soft shape, plus a stern expression that softened as she studied me. A few years older than me, her striking, dark blue eyes contrasted nicely with her pale skin and black hair.

“I’m assigning Faelith, in particular, to Farris.” Merrick’s stern gaze flicked to the woman. “He’ll need to go outside on a regular basis, and he’ll eat in the queen’s suite and stay with her whenever she’s there. He’s to be protected at all costs.”

“Of course, my king.” Her gaze a bit stunned, Faelith dipped a curtsy toward Farris. “Such a . . . fine fellow, isn’t he?”

“He’s quite sweet.” I patted the top of his head while he sat, his fluffy tail swishing every which way and his tongue lolling. “He won’t be a bother.”

“Yes, I . . . Yes.” She gave me a curtsy.

“It’s nice to meet you all,” I told them, injecting my voice with a tone I hoped sounded queenly.

“I’m terribly sorry, my king, my lady.” Lord Briscalar screeched across the marble floor from the open front door and was nearly swept off his feet when he tried to stop fast on the polished surface. His flushed face and disheveled clothing suggested he’d been running. All the way from the pier? He tugged on his formal tunic and smoothed his windblown hair. “I was detained in the city.”

“I was just introducing Reyla to her new staff,” Merrick said.

The lord’s stern gaze swept across the three women. “Excellent choices, my king, if I may say so. I couldn’t have selected anyone finer.”

Moira tittered. Faelith gave the lord a sharp look, but I’d bet nothing ruffled this woman.

Calista curtsied before turning her stern gaze Merrick’s way. “I assume her things will be brought to the queen’s suite?”

Erisandra huffed. Merrick said she’d moved out after his father’s death, but had she hoped to retake the rooms? If so, that could be part of the reason she was miffed. I’d stepped between her and her “dear” son, taking my rightful place as his bride. I could also be worming my way into his heart and shoving her aside. Added to that, I’d sleep in the suite she’d claimed as her own.

I understood how creatures staked out territory, though my experience was mostly with dragons. A spike of a tail when a smaller dragon came near. A gash of claws to mark the other as lower in the hierarchy. Or a flapping of wings and a gouging out with wing tips to make a younger dragon cower. They weren’t above shooting flames at a rival, though their inner eyelids and scales protected them from most of the fire.

Perhaps it was time I learned to wield my own flames.

“My king doesn’t bother himself with such things.” Lord Briscalar sniffed at Calista. “I, naturally, as head of the queen’s household, will supervise those arrangements.”

I wanted to thank him again for tucking my dingy, worn pack and my things into a prettier bag. I could bear how anyone treated me even if I flinched inside, but I would do nothing to shame Merrick in the staff’s eyes.

I didn’t bring much with me, however.

“We’ll get to work right away, then, my lord. If you’ll give us leave.” Calista scowled at the other two, her version of the gouge of a wing spike to establish authority. But she was the eldest. “We’re wasting time, ladies. We have things to do for our new queen.”

“Yes,” Lord Briscalar said, his back ramrod straight. “Unpack her things. Ensure her suite is neat and tidy. I don’t want to find dust or even a hint of disarray. I’ll inspect your work in due time.”

Calista huffed but spun along with the other two. They scurried down the hall to the right of the stairs.

“I, um . . .” I leaned close to Merrick. He must know that it would only take them seconds to hang up my things.

He squeezed my hand and kissed my cheek. But his whispered words warmed me through. “I took the liberty of adding to your wardrobe again, Wildfire. I hope you don’t mind. Dresses, among other things.”

“Tunics and pants?” My face ached from my smile. “A few pairs of leathers, I hope?”

“How could I miss out on seeing leathers hug your amazing ass?” His words feathered across my skin, spoken for my ears alone.

“I’ll find you the next time I wear them.”

“I look forward to that.” He dismissed the rest of the staff. “About what happened on the ship this morning.” The patterns in the floor beneath his feet started shifting again, darting this way and that in agitation.

“Yes.” Lord Briscalar’s face darkened, the somewhat frilly man I’d come to know suddenly infused with steel. “It’s been handled.”

“In your way or mine?” Merrick bit out.

The lord’s gaze met Merrick’s. “In your way, my king. I took care of it personally.”

“Good.” Merrick gripped the lord’s shoulder, and the floor smoothed once more. “I won’t permit anything like that to happen again.”

“Neither will I, my king.” Lord Briscalar cleared his throat. “If you’ll give me leave, I’d like to ensure the arrangements are made for the day, plus start assembling the staff needed for the coronation. Do you have suggestions?”

Merrick glanced down at me as if seeking my approval. “I thought we could hold a grand dinner to follow the afternoon ceremony and top the day off with a masked ball, if that sounds good to you.”

I murmured agreement. He knew more about this sort of thing than me. A masked ball sounded fun.

“I love how long the days last in the summer,” he added. “It’ll still be light out when the masked ball starts. The gardens viewed from the balcony are gorgeous at dusk.”

“When should we hold the combined events, my king?” the lord asked. “I’d like to send the invitations by sprite immediately.”

“I thought in seven days’ time.” Merrick glanced at me. “Does that still sound good to you?”

If he wanted me to organize all this, he should give me a year, but Lord Briscalar would help. I nodded and gave Merrick a smile.

“Very good, then. In seven days’ time, you’ll be crowned my queen. We’ll dine with our friends after, and then we’ll top the evening off with the masked ball.”

Lord Briscalar’s breathing came out a bit jerky, but he covered with aplomb. “A tight schedule.” His sly smile rose. “I look forward to the challenge.” After dipping forward in another bow, he hurried down the same hallway my staff had taken, his voice echoing in the large room. “Isolde! Horestigen. Eldric. Attend to me immediately.” He clapped his hands. “We have much to take care of.”

“Mother,” Merrick said. “I’d love it if you helped Reyla and Lord Briscalar with the arrangements.”

Erisandra strutted over with her entourage oozing behind her. Warmth did not shine in her eyes, but by now, I didn’t expect it. I assumed it might take a very long time before I found the friendship I craved anywhere on this stiff carcass of a mother-in-law, if ever. “No one understands the role of a queen in this court better than me.” Her gaze slid down my frame, and I got the idea she did not see me filling that role anytime soon.

“Which is why you’ll be perfect to help.” Merrick’s arm gave me a squeeze. “Then you can get to know my bride better.”

“Yes, yes, lovely, dear.” Her subtle glare landed on me again. “I trust you find Evergorne Court to your liking?”

I’d barely gotten here, but sure. I forced a smile. “It's beautiful. Truly amazing.” Especially her son, one of the few shining lights in this situation.

“Indeed.” She released a curt nod. “I've spent years ensuring it meets the high standards befitting the royal family of Evergorne, and I’m confident you’ll do your best to continue this tradition.”

I tilted my head; no need to curtsy, though I did wish I had wings spikes I could gouge into her sides. “Of course.”

Merrick cleared his throat, drawing his mother's attention again, and his voice came out strong and firm. “Reyla will make an excellent queen, Mother.”

Erisandra's gaze lingered on his arm securely around my waist before she offered a tight-lipped smile. “Your father would have been proud of you right now.”

The mention of his late father seemed to deflate Merrick, but he quickly composed himself. “Thank you, Mother. I can only hope to live up to his legacy.”

Her lips pursed. “Yes, I’m sure you do.”
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“Ishowed Reyla to her suite,” Merrick said, his eyes meeting mine. “And after that, I took Mother aside to remind her to behave.”

Irritation simmered beneath his skin, though no one but me might notice. Erisandra catered to her son, but she’d best behave or he—and I—would make sure she did.

“How did their meeting go?” I asked.

“As best as could be expected. I was a bit surprised about Mother. She’s always been rather . . . formal.”

“She sneered, did she?”

“More than I liked.”

“I’d imagine she was hoping she could twist your new bride around her pinky finger, that Reyla would do nothing to usurp her role in the kingdom.”

“Her mistake.” He grumbled before his lips twitched upward. “She adored the suite.” His smile grew to full bloom, chasing away his irritation with his mother. “I love what you did with it.”

“I’m no decorator.” Though I’d done my best.

“You’re snarly and surly and—”

“Hold nothing back,” I drawled.

“You know what I mean. You and I are complete opposites, yet we always get along. My point is that you have the flair for something like that while I don’t.”

“Goodness and kindness don’t always come with the ability to pick out which color pillow works best with the sofa, or which drapes blend best with bedding.”

“As long as you didn’t picture her lying in that bed.”

Endlessly. I’d also pictured myself stripping off the sheer nightgowns in her bureau drawers with my teeth before replacing the garments with my mouth, but I would not mention that to Merrick, either.

I’d insisted I’d hold myself back, but there was no stopping this. Never.

I coughed, the best answer I could give.

He huffed. “Don’t tell me. Behave yourself.”

Also never, but what did he expect?

“I finally got word from my contact at Halendor Court.”

I pushed my dream of Reyla aside and focused on Merrick. “And?”

“Signs. Foretelling, I guess you could say, suggest it’s there. Somewhere.”

“Then we’re closer.”

“Nothing yet from Irridain Court, but these things take time. Years, usually.”

“Which we don’t have.”

“No.” Merrick’s word was a sigh. “I thought I had all the time I’d need, but I’m sure everyone else did as well.”

“You’ve done what you could. Me too.”

“Yeah.” His gaze sought mine. “I think I’m closer than anyone else has been before. We can make this happen.”

“We have to make it happen. Now that we’re back at court, I’ll speak with my Irridain contact. I’ll update you if and when I have news.”

“Thank you. I’m grateful I don’t have to deal with this alone.”

“Never. We’re more than friends, more than allies.”

“Always.” The sadness left Merrick’s face, smoothing it, and when one corner of his lips quirked up again, I could almost tell what was coming. “I told her you’ll be training her in magic each evening.”

“What did she say about that?” I could almost feel her fire scorching my skin.

“About what you’d expect. You antagonized her right from the start, though I’m not sure why.”

“As you pointed out, it’s my way. I’m not gentle, like you. Sweet with my kisses, like you.”

“I imagine she finds my kisses more than sweet now.”

“Don’t tell me.”

He shrugged and spoke simply. “She’s my bride. My wife.”

And there it was. I kicked back my urge to shout that I’d stood beside her on the ship, that I’d said I do, that I’d signed my name on the paper.

No, his name.

I was merely borrowed.

Nothing good would come from me snarling that her mouth and everything that made up his queen was mine, because she wasn’t.

“I’ll begin her lessons tonight. She has a lot of power,” I said.

“Untapped from what I can tell. We’ll need it.”

“Which is why she must learn how to wield it.”

“Keep me informed about your progress in that regard.” His scowl would’ve matched my own.

I dipped forward in a deep bow. “Of course, my king.”
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The air bristled with tension as I sat on the stone roof below the pinnacle of the tallest castle tower, the flag signaling that the king himself was in residence smacking against the pole in the wind. If I leaned out over the side of the stone roof by my feet, I'd see the narrow window I'd climbed through below me.

My black leather tunic clung to my torso, matching the black leather pants I'd dragged over my hips not long ago and the sturdy, worn boots I'd stuffed my feet into.

I kept my focus on the sprawling view of the mountains standing tall against the night sky, their tops dusted with crowns of snow. If I turned, the briny sparkle of the sea would gleam beyond the city below.

“I’ll teach her magic,” I hissed to the wind. “But I will not allow myself to crave her.”

I'd taken too many steadying breaths already, hoping to solidify the latter in my heart and in my mind. This wasn’t about me. I couldn't allow my desire for Reyla to cloud my judgment. My duty required whatever kindness I could host and professionalism, though the thought of being close to her, scenting her, kindled an ache in my gut.

Silence wrapped around me as I waited, focusing on the wards I’d etched into the floor and walls of the circular room below. They would stand as invisible barriers to shield us from unwanted eyes and ears or potential magical misfires. It wasn’t just about her safety or mine. I wouldn't allow anyone else to see whatever we might do there.

Her labored breathing reached me, echoing against the stone stairs as she climbed. That light sound made my heart barrage my rib cage, and I could practically feel the pulse of her energy luring me, urging me to drop all pretense and seize what would soon be laid right before me.

“Lore?” The word came out tentatively, barely more than a whisper, but it grumbled with the weight of her uncertainty.

I clamped down on my urge to respond immediately, and I took a moment to savor the sound of her voice threaded through with a touch of vulnerability.

“Where are you?” she snarled, the echo of her footsteps heavy against the stone floor of the room, followed by the pad of her nyxin. She should’ve left him behind, but no matter.

The walls of the tower seemed to amplify her frustration, and an unwilling smile cracked my face. Reyla faced everything with a steely spine and a lifted chin, and now she bristled like a fluffy pet chall upset to find her bowl empty of cream.

She stomped around, grumbling about how cold the room was, how stark and isolated the location. “And why in all the fates do we have to do this in a room that can only be reached after climbing a billion stairs? No,” she mocked. “Why would we use a room on one of the regular castle levels when, instead, we can work together in a cold, dusty, dingy room inside the peak of the castle’s tallest tower? I had to ask five people how to get here. Five!”

Her footsteps continued, her pacing growing louder. Faster.

“Well, fuck you,” she hissed. “You're not here, and I do not care. You hear that?” She lifted her voice. “I'm leaving. I don't give a fuck about this, because you're the last person I want to work with. I'll find another way to—”

She would not leave.

I slid down the roof and twisted as my legs plunged off the edge, latching onto the last tiles and shooting my feet through the open window. Landing squarely on the stone floor, I stalked up behind her, taking in the way her leathers molded her lush frame. Leaning by her ear, I hissed. “I told you never to wear clothing like this again in my presence.”

She jumped, whirling around to face me, her eyes flaring. But when a conniving smile curled her lips, my heart seized. “I wear what I want.” Her hands smoothed across her hips. “Merrick gave these to me. He said he adores how my ass looks in tight leather.”

My pulse thundered, and I barely bit back my jealous howl. Instead, I gave into the only release I knew best. The sky opened up and rain drenched down, blasting the roof hard enough to make her eyes widen even further. Her hands left her hips to clasp over her ears.

I shut down my fury, compressing it, clamping control around it before it took charge, and I did something I’d regret.

“At least you showed up,” I purred, stepping away from her overwhelming allure. She smelled too good, and those leathers . . .

“Merrick asked me to do this,” she said sweetly.

Again, I suppressed my urge to bash my way around the room. It was his right as the king and her husband. “Do you always do what Merrick asks?”

“In all things.” She dimpled me a fake smile.

“What about the other night?”

“We’re not discussing that.” Her prissy tone shredded through my feeble confidence. “I’ve already forgotten it happened.”

Lifting her, I pressed her against the wall. “It happened. You’ll never forget.”

She shoved my chest. “Aren’t you the cocky one? It wasn’t that good.”

I pressed my face against her neck and sucked in a breath of pure Reyla before muttering against her flesh. “You’ll never have better.”

Her hands latched onto my hair, and she gave it a good yank, making me lift my head and meet her gaze.

She floundered in the same feelings as me. I could see them in the heat simmering in her eyes and feel them in the way her fingers stopped hauling on my hair and wove through it as if she was unable to resist.

That cooled my ire, and I lowered her to her feet and stomped away from her, only turning back when there was enough distance between us to think.

“Don’t touch me again,” she said. “Don’t breathe on me again. And do not think you’ll get a repeat of what happened the other night. I’m married to Merrick, and I want him, not you.”

She sure knew how to drag my rage back to the surface.

“Not unless you beg,” I rasped.

“Since that will never happen, we can put it behind us where it belongs.” Her hand thrust forward, her golden bracelet with red stones shifting across her skin. She’d worn it since her first morning on the ship, a gift from her husband. “Give me my sword, please. You took it from me when I boarded the ship in Lydel, and I want it back.”

“Do you know how to use it?”

She rolled her eyes and tapped the hilt of one of the blades secured in sheaths at her waist. “I’ve trained with weapons from the time I turned three.”

“Good. You may need them.”

“Keep testing me, and I’ll make sure you appreciate my demonstration.” Her gaze shot to my groin. “You might find it a sharp but solid lesson.”

“Leave my cock out of this, and we’ll get along fine, Wildfire.”

“I don’t care about your cock.”

“You brought it up.”

“No, you brought it up.”

One touch or one whiff of her scent made it thrust to attention. It—and I—craved her like no other and that wasn’t changing.

“I’ll see that your sword is returned to you, but you can’t wear it with your prissy gowns.”

Her grim smile rose. “Watch me.”

I could do nothing less. But enough of that. “I selected this location for its isolation.”

“Dark and gloomy.” With a twist of her lips, she strode around the perimeter of the room, barely glancing at the table and chair and not pausing to look out the windows. “It suits you, Lore.”

If she only knew.

The nyxin remained where she’d left him, sitting, looking from her to me.

I stooped down and scratched his ears while he whined and licked my chin.

Finally, Reyla came to a stop beside me, and I straightened.

With her booted foot tapping on the floor, she crossed her arms on her chest. This thrusted the peaks of her breasts up and made me ache to slide my fingers across them. My mouth. “Fine, then. You’re here. I'm here. Let’s get it over with. I have a lovely bed I'd like to curl up in.” The twist of her blade came through in her words. “It's so pretty. Merrick had it redone for me, which I appreciate. His mother . . . Let's just say that she and I have some distance to go before we're sharing recipes for horig cakes or weaving flower crowns together in a meadow.”

“Erisandra would never do either,” I said in a cryptic tone, my gaze cutting to the nyxin now lying on the floor by the wall, his head swiveling from her to me and back again. “Activities like that are beneath her.”

“I suspected as much, sadly. She doesn’t come across as a person who likes to have fun.”

“I’m sure she does, though I’m not sure I’ve ever seen joy on her face.”

“Merrick said his father was young when he died.”

“He’d just turned thirty.”

“How tragic. An accident?”

“Nothing like that.”

“Then what—”

“I'll try your horig cakes if you make them.” The words slipped out before I could hold them back.

Her head tilted, and she frowned as she studied my face. “My best friend loves them. I'm a decent cook. Nothing fancy, but I enjoy it.”

“You should have a full kitchen at your command and every ingredient imaginable available to craft whatever you crave.”

“Yeah.” Her frown deepened, but I could almost see the loosening of the irritation in her shoulders.

“I crafted the colors of your canopy drapes to match the dress you wore to your wedding.” What was with me tonight? If I kept this up, I'd spill everything and that would end it now rather than in a few months.

“You crafted the drapes?” Her eyebrows lifted. “I mean . . . Isn't that creepy, you decorating my suite?”

I shrugged. “It's my skill, not his.”

“And you did it knowing I'd one day lay beneath the fluffy covers with him?”

“It's inevitable, isn't it?”

She shrugged.

I wanted to press her to tell me what the gesture meant, because from my earlier conversation with Merrick, I got the idea that things were progressing quite nicely in that direction. I bit my lips instead.

“The sooner we get this training over with,” she huffed, “the quicker I can leave. Maybe I'll see if Merrick wants to join me between the covers you oh, so lovingly selected.”

I bit back my growl. She was saying this to get a rise out of me, and I refused to satisfy my wildfire's need to irk me.

When I smiled, she sucked in a breath.

And when I strode right up to her, not stopping until our tunics brushed together, her body trembled.

The urge to touch her, to do everything she'd allow, roared over me. This was a mistake. We were a mistake.

The fates help us.

“I like it here in this tower,” I finally said. “It'll suit our needs.” The stark isolation of the room felt heavier than it probably should, but it carried a sort of promise, a tension that could pull us closer while the rest of the castle faded into the background. I reminded myself of my purpose here. “Has anyone foretold your skill?”

“When you say skill, you mean like Tempest is a beast master, though honestly, she appears to have multiple skills while I have none.”

“I'm sure you have at least one yourself.”

“I appreciate your confidence.”

Her frank, self-deprecating words cut deeply.

“You must know you have incredible power,” I said. “I can taste it in the air around you.”

Her eyes widened, and she stepped back until her sweetly leather-bound ass hit the table, making it rock on its uneven legs. “Keep tasting and any of your other wayward senses out of this, if you please.”

“I'll try,” I rasped.

“My brother said I have a lot of power. I'm not completely untrained. He worked with me. Tempest's aunt worked with me. But other than this,” she lifted her index finger and lit it like one of the insect lights peppering the roofs of the nearby caverns. “I can’t seem to do much of anything.”

“You used that tiny light to scale the side of the ship—mid-journey on an open sea, I'll add—to reach my room.” Her scent remained after she'd left, and it haunted me whenever I entered the cabin.

“I can sometimes generate a little lightning or flaming lightning, I guess you could call it.”

“My name of wildfire fits, then, doesn't it?”

“Merrick's using it too.”

The bastard. I'd wring his neck. “Is he now?” Death lurked in my voice, and I let it shine.

“I couldn't talk him out of it, so I guess you're both stuck with it.” She looked up at me. “Unless you'd like to choose something different?”

She was my wildfire, not his, but . . . “It hardly matters, now does it?” A snarl always came through in an awkward situation. “As for your skill, you have at least one. Trust me in this.”

Her shrug revealed the crack in her confidence. Her finger light extinguished, and her hand dropped back to her side. “If you say so.”

“What testing have they done?”

“My brother's very good at this.”

I brushed aside the defensive tone in her voice. “He'd have to be to survive growing up at Bledmire.”

“You seem to know a lot about my family and the fae who live on the courts in the land I grew up in.”

“I make it my business to know things like that.”

“You told me you're the king's bodyguard. A sailor told me you're also an assassin.” Her head tilted. “Who have you killed?”

“We can discuss names at another time,” I bit out. I felt no shame for my actions. I was never one to kill indiscriminately, but I didn't like the touch of judgement in her voice. “You'll one day realize you'll do anything to protect those you love.”

“Like Merrick?” Her eyes narrowed with cunning. “How can you love him yet kiss me?”

I wasn't going to discuss this with her. “I asked if anyone identified your skill.”

“No.” Her lips thinned. “Yours is elemental aegis.”

“Astute of you.”

“I'd like to lay claim to that astuteness.” She tapped her temple. “But one of the sailors told me.”

“Someone's been talking.”

“Don't kill him,” she said with pretend dismay. “I kept hounding him for information, and he reluctantly shared a few tidbits.”

Hounding him for information about me? How intriguing.

“I'll keep your wishes in mind.” I cleared my throat and gestured to the items on the table. “Tonight, we're going to determine your skill.”

She glanced that way. “Good luck with that.”

A collection of crystals lay scattered across the table’s surface, and I approached them. “It's common for a wizard to use tools like this to help narrow down a person's abilities.”

“How?” She came over to stand beside me, her hand stretching out but not touching.

The crystals glinted in the moonlight shooting through one of the windows. It gave us enough light to see what we were doing and enough for me to watch her face. While some might suggest she wasn't even near beautiful, all I could see was how she radiated.

I gestured toward the low wooden table where I'd laid them out in order, each one a potential path we could explore together. “These will help us test where your skills might lie.” She stood too close beside me; it was all I could do to keep my voice steady.

“What’s Erisandra’s skill?”

“Glamour crafting.”

“What does that entail?”

“It’s a form of illusion manipulation. She could, theoretically, make a hallway appear like something else entirely. A building, perhaps. She could make someone hear sounds that aren’t there. Or even hide objects by masking them with something else. Honestly, though, she doesn’t use her skill often. She once told me it wasn’t worth developing fully because she couldn’t see where it would be of value.”

“It’s probably a good thing that she hasn’t developed the skill. Imagine the havoc she could wreak if she used it all the time.”

“Exactly.”

She turned her focus to the stones. “There are only five here and you think they're going to do what my brother and others couldn't?” She had every right to be skeptical.

“These belong to a wizard, and they're only a few of the crystals they might use to test someone. I didn’t want to overwhelm you all at once.”

“Kind.”

“Not really.”

Reyla leaned closer; her brow tight as she took in the arrangement. At least she wasn't smirking or snarling any longer, though she only mirrored my behavior. “Are these yours?” Curiosity lit her voice.

“You think I'm a wizard?” I turned to lean my shoulder against the wall beside the narrow table where I could better watch her. And where the light breeze skipping through the room made it easier to avoid catching her scent. “I’m fae. Pure fae. Wizards craft simple spells and light candles.”

My mocking tone made her smirk. She rolled her eyes, resisting the urge to taunt me back. “Not the ones I've heard of. They can be quite deadly. Maybe you haven't yet met your match.”

Oh, but I had—in this woman.

“What wizards have you heard of?” I asked.

“My friend had an encounter with one once.”

“And they lived to tell the tale?”

“Tempest is quite powerful.”

To kill the Bledmire king, she'd have to be. “Avoid wizards,” I said, though I couldn’t tell her why. “None will act in your best interest.”

“Are there wizards at Evergorne Court?”

“No.”

Her lips spread wide in a fake smile before smoothing. “I enjoy living, which means I’ll avoid wizards. Have no fear of that.” Her hand flicked to the crystals. “So, pure fae man, are you saying you're much too sophisticated for pedestrian wizardry?”

I liked the sparkle of mischief in her eyes, how she teased me.

I liked her, and the thought surprised me. I wouldn't trade Reyla’s feistiness for an ocean of perfect, compliant maidens. She was a firestorm trapped inside the skin of a woman, and I only felt alive when I was with her.

There was no denying I craved this woman, but this was much more than sexual. I wanted to share all her smiles and taste her horig cakes, to lounge in a meadow on my back with her in my arms and stare at the stars. To shove off my worry and fear of what might soon happen and just be. Her. Me. With nothing else between us.

My feelings were bounding down a hillside with no way to stop, and there wasn’t a fucking thing I could do about it. I was succumbing and almost welcomed it.

I forced my thoughts and emotions away, locked them down tight, and focused on why we shared this tower room together this evening. “The pale, glassy gray crystal is called fulgurite.” I wouldn’t normally bother to discuss the properties of each, but I wanted to point out what they could tell us about this complex woman too close beside me. “You've used your magic to create lightning, so I expect this crystal will hum or glow in response to your power since it can pulse and magnify a bolt's intensity.”

“I’ve used my finger lightning a few times, but I can’t see how it might make much of a difference in my life.”

“If channeled, use of electricity could do a variety of things. We'll address them if you show more than rudimentary skill in that area.” I pointed to the burnished gold stone with shimmering flecks. “This one could indicate an affinity for light manipulation or solar power influences.”

“I've used my finger to light my way in the dark, but manipulating solar influences doesn't sound like big powerful fae magic to me.”

“Imagine being able to harness the ability of the sun.”

“It's a huge, fiery ball.”

“Exactly.” My lips twisted up in a real smile, and hers joined in as if we were friends. People who trusted one another.

There could be no trust between us.

“The black one is obsidian,” I said. “If it glows or hums when you shoot your tiny beam of lightning at it, this could mean you have an ability for shadow magic and in a few lucky fae, nullification.”

She lifted her finger and lit it, then blew out the light, smirking. “Watch out there, Lore, or I'll nullify something I expect you treasure above all else.” Her finger pointed toward my groin.

I adored how she called me Lore. No one else had for a very long time. “It would take more than your fingertip to nullify that, Wildfire, but you keep dreaming that you'll see it, let alone get close enough to ignite it.”

“Keep taunting me, and you might change your mind about that.” She directed her scowl at the remaining crystals. “Get this over with. I've got a bed to lounge in, perhaps with someone special.”

The time was coming when Merrick's knowing smirk would grate through me like the dullest blade, but it wouldn't be this night.

“Amethyst is the purple stone. If you ignite it, it means your power could include mental projection or emotional influence.”

“That might be interesting. I'd like to influence a few people. Although, I don’t need manipulated enemies. I need friends. All I have are you and Merrick. Lord Briscalar, perhaps.”

“You see me as a friend?”

“Don’t push it.”

“You’re the one who mentioned it.”

She shook her head.

“You’ll have many friends.” They wouldn't be able to resist her. And if they did, well . . . I wasn’t above making sure it happened.

“And the last one?” She waved to the green stone with dark gray swirls.

“Malachite could show us if you have the ability to manipulate plants.”

“I suppose that would be great if I was a gardener.”

“Imagine making trees move at your will, branches whipping through the air, or controlling vines.”

“I'd prefer to avoid vines, if that's alright with you,” she said with a shiver. “Someone used vines to . . .”

“What did he do to you?” I growled.

“He's dead. He won't coil his nasty vines around my wrists and ankles to pin me in place any longer. He can’t drain me.”

“Who. Fucking. Drained you?” I stormed toward her, my hands lifted, and my fingers curled into claws. I latched onto her shoulders and glared down at her. “Tell me!”

Her eyes widened, and she must've responded instinctively, because she lifted her hand and shot a bolt of flaming lightning right at me.
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I’d acted without thought, though regret slammed into me almost as quickly as the wall of water Lore generated from the air and shoved in my direction to deflect my lightning.

The wall of water hit gentler than it should’ve, all things considered, but still engulfed me, drenching me through and extinguishing my puny attempt to defend myself. I stood on the stone floor, highlighted by the moonlight, sputtering and dripping while his rage at my father limped out of him with the drop in his shoulders. His too-gorgeous eyes widened with the realization of what he’d done.

Farris whined, but a quick wave of my hand soothed him.

“I’d suggest we were even,” I told Lore, gulping. “Except my bolt didn’t touch you, and I’m now soaking wet from your wall of water.”

“I’m sorry,” he said gravely, his hand lifting my way before he dropped it like his shoulders. “I . . . I don’t know what came over me.” He flicked his finger, and a hot wind whipped through the room, quickly drying my clothing and hair. Good thing I’d taken it down from its prior arrangement and bound it in a tail at the nape of my neck.

“Handy, isn’t it?” I said, my smirk somewhat restored.

He blinked. “What?”

“Your magical abilities. First you get me wet, and then you dry me just as quickly.”

Thankfully, he didn’t pounce on the potential double meaning of that statement. Although, I was still sort of wet in places it was best he didn’t know about. It had been like this between us from the moment we’d met. Him snarling and coming across much too sexy. Me responding to the fire he lit deep inside me.

Guilt should be playing a big role in my thoughts about now, but I couldn’t seem to dredge it up and smear it all over me. I’d planned to avoid him, but here I was, working with him at the request of my husband.

I was falling for Merrick. I wouldn’t try to deny it.

But I would deny that I was also falling for Lore.

“Crystals,” I said. “Back to business.” With shaky knees, I strode over to stand in front of the table. “Tell me what to do.”

“Yes, um . . .”

I’d never seen Lore lose his sharp poise, and I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to do so again. Snarly Lore messed with my equilibrium. Uncertain Lore made me want to drop to my knees and . . . It was also best not to think about touching areas I’d recently threatened.

“Crystals?” I prompted.

He shook himself like a nyxin coming in from the rain and joined me at the table. “Yes, crystals. I am sorry.”

“I accept your apology. My father is dead, and while I appreciate your willingness to thrust yourself between us, there's no need. My friends and I eliminated the problem already.”

“Yes. You did.”

I refused to simper at the admiration in his eyes. Wet, Reyla. Don't let him make you any wetter.

The weight of something indefinable hung between us as silence filled the room like a thick fog. This man pulsed with tension. I could feel it working its way deep into me, mixing in with a healthy dose of anticipation and uncertainty. A shiver ran through me as the remnants of his water attack were quickly pushed away by the heat of his gaze.

I planted my hands on the rough wooden table and leaned toward the colorful stones. “You said I need to send my power into them?”

“Yes. You do.” He stiffened, snapping back into control. “Remember to start gently. Any misfire could set off a chain reaction I'm not interested in dealing with tonight.” The seriousness in his tone was nullified by the flicker of awareness in his gaze. It sparked wildness inside me, a craving I couldn't find the will to suppress.

I needed to focus. Nibbling on my fingernail, I let my mind try to figure this out. “There’s one big problem. I can’t picture a well of power like Tempest described.”

“Your power must show itself in a different way.” He leaned closer, his eyes narrowing. “I don’t picture a well, either. I see whatever element is most handy at that time.”

“Seriously? You just see it? You're saying it’s like . . . Air is around us, and obviously, water.” That he'd generated earlier with a torrential downpour. I believed he'd done that. His eyes had boiled and there it was, lashing the tower around us.

“Exactly.”

Frustration stirred inside me. “But I don’t see fire or—”

“Or lightning?” His smile sent my pulse careening off the track. “I agree that might be too . . . overheated for you to handle for our first lesson.”

My heart twisted in a delicious mix of annoyance and something else. His simple words held a double meaning that ignited the longing whipping around inside me. It left me wanting, aching for what I’d never be able to have.

I swatted away those thoughts and pushed down the sensations threatening to consume me whole. “Let’s get on with it.” Even to me, my voice sounded breathy, my awareness betrayed by the warmth creeping into my cheeks.

“Amethyst.” He pointed to the purple crystal. “Focus your mind on it. Channel whatever power you feel around you and send it gently toward the stone. Gently.”

“No tearing down the tower around us.”

“It took a long time to build this tower.”

“I'd hate to ruin all that effort.” I pulled in a breath and let it suck away my tension as it eased out of me.

Farris came over to sit on my other side, the second part of my support team. That's what Lore was right now. Support. I wasn't going to think about him in any way but that.

“Here we go.” I lifted my index finger and created a flicker of light. As I directed my focus toward the amethyst, I pushed my power along with it. The crystal did nothing. No glow. No hum of recognition. It didn’t even wiggle. “I guess I’m not harnessing mental projection or emotional influence anytime soon.”

“Keep trying. Few discover their skill with their first stone.”

“Especially me.” I shifted my gaze toward the malachite. “Come on plant fates. Let's get things growing.” My tiny bolt of lightning skittered across the stone's surface, but again, nothing happened. “No plant manipulation in my future either.”

He gestured to the obsidian crystal. “Another.”

I gave him a sideways look before sending my energy into the obsidian.

A soft hum vibrated through the table.

I couldn't breathe or think. “Obsidian. Obsidian!” I lifted the warm black stone and clutched it against my chest. “Guess you'd better watch out for my future nullification, Lore.”

“I welcome it with open arms,” he said dryly.

We both laughed and smiled at each other for longer than I should allow this closeness between us to happen.

“I guess that's it, then.” I should leave the tower. We could work on my shadow abilities—shadows?!—and nullification another time. It was late. I needed to sleep if I wanted to have energy to face the day ahead of me.

“Keep going,” he said softly.

“But you figured it out.”

“Tempest has more than one skill.” His eyebrows lifted, a sure challenge. “Why not you?”

Because I wasn't my amazing friend. I didn't mind that she was fantastic at whatever she attempted to do, but sometimes, I just wished a little of her sparkle would drift off and land on me.

No harm in trying the others.

The sunstone yielded no results.

But the fulgurite, no surprise there, showed I had an affinity for wielding lightning, or flaming lightning, in my case.

He swept those stones away with his magic and brought out more. And more, with no response from any of them. When he announced we’d tried all the common stones, I nodded, standing beside him staring at the obsidian and fulgurite he’d nudged to the side of the table.

“I have skills,” I whispered. “Skills!”

“You do.”

I hopped around with Farris dancing along with me, crowing and waving my arms in the air. “I've got two pretty skills.”

“At least. We’ll work with those and test you for less common ones at another time.”

“I'm going to learn how to use them.” I skipped and sashayed around Lore to his obvious, jaded amusement, until I stopped in front of him, gazing up.

If he hadn't been looking at me as if he actually liked me, I wouldn't have the overwhelming urge to climb all over him.

I couldn't do that.

So I called out to Farris and bolted from the room.
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Iwoke the next morning to Farris snoring by my side and someone moving around in the enormous sitting area next to my equally large bedroom—a bedroom that Lore, of all people, had decorated. I’d never be able to look at it in the same way again.

No, each time I lay in this bed, I’d feel the stroke of his fingers as I shifted beneath the silver blankets shot through with bits of green. The weight of his hooded gaze would fall on my body as I stepped into my bath and dried with one of the matching towels. And the stirring, irritating, yet arousing mocking tone in his voice would tease across my skin as I tugged on my clothing.

He wasn’t here with me, but I still couldn’t shake the feelings gliding through me. I swore I even caught his scent in the room. Impossible.

“My queen?” Moira called out from beyond the bedroom door. “Are you awake? I could come back in a bit if you’d like to slumber longer.”

“I’m awake.” I stretched and sat up, shoving my hair off my face. If I’d braided it last night like usual, it wouldn’t resemble a reddish blonde bird’s nest.

My thigh banged against something lying on the bed, and I squinted in that direction, finding my old, formerly beat-up sword lying on the blanket between me and Farris. Formerly beat-up because, even with the blade secure in its new, lightly decorated leather sheath, I could tell someone had done something to it.

I slid it from the dark leather threaded through with bits of silver and held it out in the dim light. Every ding and dent it had earned through years of hard use had been smoothed away as if he’d taken it to a blacksmith and made them work on it all night.

I turned it this way and that, admiring how gorgeous it was now. This blade had saved my life more times than I could count. While I’d collected a different sword in the armory after I’d proven I was decent enough with the practice blades to be given a real one, this particular sword had been a gift.

I’d treasured something this simple more than I should.

No longer simple. Even the hilt had been reworked from the plain silver worn smooth by my hand to a burnished golden metal. Real gold would be too soft, but he must’ve spelled it to keep it from wearing off. It . . . It felt good in my hand, the grooves worked into the surface heightening my grip. Squinting, I studied the pair of spread wings and an embossed symbol in a swirling pattern below the grip and wondered whose shield it might be.

Merrick’s? It had to be his. Even Lore wouldn’t be so bold as to place his own mark on my weapon.

“My queen?” Moira called out again. “May I come in?”

I quickly sheathed the blade and flung the top blanket over it, making Farris snort and lift his head. He blinked at me in a sleepy way that was incredibly cute, and I leaned forward and gave him kisses.

“Yes, you may,” I told Moira.

She cracked the door wide enough to poke her nose into the opening. “I’ll come in and get your bath started for you, shall I? While you wait for that, Calista has brought you a lovely tray for breakfast. Unless you’d prefer to eat with the court lords and ladies in the formal dining room this morning?”

“No, I'll eat here.” The fates save me from my next encounter with the lords and ladies if any of them happened to belong to Erisandra's entourage.

Moira bustled inside and strode to the bathroom, turning on the water. She returned to the bedroom and walked over to the windows, thrusting back the thick silvery drapes spun with green that matched the bedding perfectly.

Her gaze fell on the leather outfit I’d stripped off last night and tossed onto a chair. She lifted each item, and her eyebrows rose high enough to brush her blonde bangs. Her lips parted, though only slightly. She was much too well trained to show a stronger reaction. “These are interesting, now aren’t they?”

“I used to wear them when I trained dragons.”

“Fearsome beasts.” She shuddered. “I’m grateful there are only a few ancient dragons left inside the aerie.”

What a shame. I might not adore dragons as much as Tempest, but they felt like home. I’d hoped I’d find the chance to ride them here, if nothing else. Perhaps one of the old ones would allow me to climb on its back.

Moira sniffed. “I’ll see that these are washed and returned to your closet in case you might wish to wear them again—to train dragons.”

“Last night, I did try to tame a fearsome beast.” A losing battle, right there.

Her breathing came in short gasps. “Wherever did you find a dragon? If they’re coming to the castle, the king must know immediately.”

“Oh, I meant a different sort of beast.” A Lore beast, to be exact. “I chased it off. No worries. I doubt it’ll return to the area.”

“My queen,” she breathed. “You’re unbelievably brave, but please don’t endanger yourself. I’ll speak to Lord Briscalar about your lack of protection. I cannot believe they haven’t already assigned you personal guards. The few outside the door will not be enough if there are beasts lurking about.”

I had guards outside my door? I’d thank Merrick for that later.

Since someone had tried to poison me, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to gather my own entourage, though it would feel strange to have red and silver dressed warriors stomping in front and behind me at all times.

Soft light slanted into the room in golden threads, the beams warming the bare skin on my arms and legs as I slipped from the bed. I stood on the plush, green and silver patterned carpet, the fibers soft under my feet as Farris rose from his curled position. He yawned and stretched before hopping down to the floor and giving his body a shake. He looked up at me with grinning pup enthusiasm, ready for the day. I wasn't sure I felt ready myself.

Calista entered the room, her smile strained but pleasant enough. “Good morning, my queen. We're already a step ahead. Faelith is waiting in the sitting area to take Farris for a walk outside.”

“Thank you.”

With a stiffening of her spine and a slight drop to her smile, Calista gestured to Farris. “Come along, um . . . nyxin. It’s time for you to explore the gardens.” Her gaze met mine. “He won't bite me if I touch him, will he?”

“No need to worry about Farris. He's sweet. Tame. While I only adopted him recently, I suspect he's had a lot of interaction with fae. He licked my face when I met him, and he's remained by my side since. He even trotted beside the carriage as we rode here from the pier.”

“Amazing.” She tentatively stretched out her hand to him. “I've never been this close to a nyxin before.”

“His fur is soft. Touch him.”

She shook her head. “I could never.” Rushing to the door, she widened it and waved to the nyxin who’d trotted after her. “Out with you. Go have fun outside and when you return, I’ll give you a treat.” Her gaze sought mine. “The cook is already planning meals for your beloved pet.”

And for that, I was also grateful to Merrick. I sensed his involvement in this.

As if he understood, Farris scampered out the door with her, his tail high with excitement.

When I took one step forward, Moira leaped to gather my robe from the closet and join me. She deftly helped put it on, securing the belt at my waist with a quick knot. I wasn’t used to this kind of help. Would there come a day when I'd slip my arms into the sleeves of my robe without thinking about who held it out to me?

“Your breakfast awaits.” Calista stepped back into the room, her enthusiasm trying to snag mine. I did my best to appear eager as she and Moira urged me through the doorway and into the enormous sitting room that had to be twice the size of a two-bedroom residence back at the fortress. We'd thought our quarters were huge and plush, but they were nothing compared to Evergorne Castle. The scent of fresh bread and rusher drifted through the air, though I wasn't sure I was hungry enough to eat.

They’d already opened the curtains in this room as well, and sunlight poured in through the tall windows, making golden light flicker across the patterned marble floor. A breakfast tray sat on a polished wooden table near one of the windows with a vase full of colorful flowers resting nearby.

Such elegance. And for me?

Calista hurried over to pull out the chair. “I hope you’re hungry, my queen. The head cook has prepared a feast to tempt your appetite this morning.”

“I usually eat something light and simple for breakfast.” Too much food in the belly might come up if a dragon flipped you off its back. Landings were the worst, and I'd seen my share of emptying my guts into the sand while I swore the dragon snickered not far away.

With a grand wave, she pointed to the chair, and I sat, letting her nudge it forward as if I was a toddler unable to shift such a heavy object all by myself. She removed the silver tray from the plate while Moira poured a fresh cup of tea from the elaborately decorated pot that matched the dishware. Calista took the napkin arranged in the shape of a bird and shook it out, lying it across my lap.

I blinked, overwhelmed by all this food that could feed five dragon trainers. Fresh fruit glistened in a bowl and rich pastries dusted with ground sugar lay on a silver platter beside a small plate holding a fluffy omelet. Enough strips of rusher to satisfy Farris sat on yet another ornate plate near the eggs.

“This . . .” Seeing them both beaming my way, their hands clasped to their chests in excitement, I pushed for a smile. “It’s lovely. There's a lot here. Would you two like to share it with me?”

“Oh, no, my queen,” Moira gasped, clearly scandalized. “We couldn't.”

“You're ladies of the court. Of course you can.”

“We're ladies. This is true.” Moira spoke carefully while Calista gaped at us both with dismay. “Though we’re not as high as others.”

“We've already eaten,” Moira rushed to say.

I couldn’t force this. “Tomorrow, then, please plan to eat with me.”

“We can't, though we thank you,” Calista said with a stiffening of her spine. “You're sweet to offer, my queen.”

I’d keep doing so because I didn’t want servants; I wanted friends.

“It’s our pleasure to treat you right,” Moira said, her posture loosening enough to show me she was grateful this potential mistake on my part had been settled. “We do appreciate your offer, my very kind queen.”

“Can you call me Reyla?” I lifted a bite of egg and placed it in my mouth, speaking around it. “At least inside my suite?”

The two women shared a glance before Calista sighed. “We shouldn't.”

“Please. It'll make me feel more welcome here. I don't know anyone. My only friend is King Merrick.” And Lore, though I wasn't naming him. He was a friend, wasn't he?

“It is our wish to make you feel welcome, my queen,” Moira said. “I, um, Reyla, that is.” High color rode in her face, and I wasn't sure she'd dare use my first name after this one time. Or she'd purposefully forget.

Perhaps, like someone helping me into my robe, I'd get used to being called “my queen” as well.

I ate what I could, though there was no way I could consume it all.

Farris bounded into the room not long later, bringing with him a nyxin smile and the smell of fresh air and sunshine. He galloped over and sat beside me, paying more attention to my plate than the pats I gave him.

Faelith stumbled into the room after him, her face florid and her clothing ruffled. “There he is,” she panted, pointing. “The fine young fellow got ahead of me on the stairs, my queen, but I did my best to herd him in this direction.”

“He tolerated a collar and leash on the ship. You're welcome to use them when you take him out,” I said.

“That would be wonderful, my queen.” She shook her finger at Farris. “No more scampering ahead of me or chasing wild challs on my watch, my fine fellow.”

“Thank you for taking such good care of him.”

“It’s a joy, my queen.” She dipped forward in a formal bow. “A short time ago, I was asked by the king himself . . .” Her eyes widened. “Imagine! The king himself asked me to mention to you that when you felt ready, you could join him in the throne room.”

“Thank you. I’ll do that as soon as I’ve washed and dressed.”

Moira strode into the sitting area from the bedroom. “Your bath is ready, my queen.”

I rose and walked with her into the bathing area, where I suffered the embarrassment of having three women help me with something I could do all by myself.

In a short time, my hair had been washed, magically dried, and arranged on my head, and I wore a pale-yellow gown with a simple, low-cut bodice, puffy short sleeves, and a wide skirt that swished around me. I only vaguely remembered helping Brenna dress in gowns like this, and I couldn’t imagine wearing them all the time.

Brenna had never insisted on strapping a sword sheath to her spine, leaving the hilt of the blade jutting up above her left shoulder either.

I did.

“You . . . cannot.” Color rose in Calista’s face. “I mean, you, of course, can do as you please, my queen, but a sword . . . It’s just not done.”

“For me, it is,” I said simply. “Merrick said I could carry weapons.” I purposefully did not say King Merrick. “I like having my own protection.”

She nodded fast and said nothing more, not even when I strapped blades around my waist.

When I stepped into the sitting area, Faelith stood beside Farris who now wore his jeweled collar and leash. He sat on the floor, his fluffy tail swishing back and forth and his tongue lolling. He leaped toward me when I appeared, but she held him back.

“Now, now, my fine fellow,” Faelith said. “We cannot muss the queen’s gown.”

“I don’t mind.” I stooped down and held out my arms to the nyxin.

She loosened her grip on his leash, and he bounded over to lick my face, making me laugh as I patted him.

“He’s truly a dear, isn’t he?” Moira said, beaming at us all.

With that, we left the room, me leading the way only a few steps before I came to a stop and peered around. “I don’t know how to find the throne room.”

“Allow me to show you.” Calista stepped forward, and we took the stairs down, Farris restrained by Faelith but prancing at the end of his leash directly behind me. “You’ll soon know your way around, my queen,” Calista said. “Do step inside the main ballroom on the third floor. It’s simply gorgeous. A high ceiling. A polished floor. And an enormous balcony looking out at the back gardens and the mountain range beyond.”

I paused on the landing overlooking the huge foyer below devoid of anyone but six guards arrayed on both sides of the vast front doors. “We’ll hold the masked ball there?”

“No doubt,” Moira said. “While there are four other, smaller ballrooms, that’s the finest. I’m sure every lord and lady and their entourage will vie for an invitation to your coronation, the dinner that will follow, and the masked ball. This will be the highlight of the year.”

“Five ballrooms?” Why would anyone need more than one? But I wasn’t used to entertaining more than a few friends inside my fortress residence and needed to remind myself again that a queen probably hosted guests at balls all the time.

“King Theon considered renovating to add a sixth,” Faelith said.

“What generation was he?”

“King Merrick’s father, of course,” she said.

“The one who died quite young.”

“He was only thirty years old. Such a terrible thing.” Moira suppressed a shiver. She stood by the rail next to her mother with Faelith and Farris sitting placidly just beyond.

“Merrick said he was ten when he lost his father. I also heard the king was only thirty and it wasn’t an accident.”

“I don’t believe it ever is.” Moira’s gaze lifted, and she seemed to be staring at the far wall.

I looked in that direction but didn’t see anything but a smooth surface with bits of silver gilt woven into the fabric. “What never is?”

“Excuse me?” Moira asked with a shake of her body. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“We were talking about King Theon’s death, how it might not have been an accident, and you said you don’t believe it ever is.”

“None see the shadows that claim them,” Faelith said in a sing-song voice. “Poor Evergorne. Every king has perished on his thirtieth birthday.”

“What?” I barked. How could this be true? And if it was, why hadn’t Merrick told me? Instead, I’d learn about it from my ladies spreading gossip.

“This way, my queen,” Moira said brightly, starting down the stairs. “The king’s waiting in the throne room.”

We didn’t have a set schedule. I doubted Merrick would chastise me no matter what time I arrived.

Faelith followed her while Calista hung back. She lowered her voice for my ears alone. “Take care not to venture far, lest hidden perils overwhelm you.”

I frowned her way. “What did you say?”

She blinked a moment.

“I was asking about King Merrick’s family,” I said. “His father’s death. Are you suggesting that if I try to satisfy my curiosity about how he died, something horrible could happen to me?”

“Why would I say anything like that?” She gasped out, her eyes widening with horror. Her hands twitched at her throat. “I’d never threaten you, my queen. Please believe this. I don’t . . . I didn’t say anything about his father’s death.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to know more about the king’s family.”

“A choice, once made, is etched in the stone of destiny,” she intoned.

Something very odd was going on here.

Chills ripped up my spine. “What does that mean?” I instinctively reached for my sword, but I chided myself and dropped my hand back down to my side. My ladies chosen by Merrick were not a threat.

“I’m sorry. Did you ask me something, my queen?” Calista’s eyes drifted across mine, almost milky before they cleared.

The other women stopped halfway down the stairs and peered up at us.

“Are you coming, my queen?” Faelith asked, Farris wagging his tail and lolling his tongue beside her.

“Yes, of course.” Frowning, I started down the stairs beside Calista. “Where can I find more information about the Evergorne family?”

“I don’t . . . know.” Her voice came out deadened. A shudder rippled through her body before she looked up at me, her eyes clear. “Come. We’re dallying.”

“There’s something strange going on here if all the kings die on their thirtieth birthday,” I hissed.

Her head tilted, a frown filling her face. “Wherever did you hear something like that?”

What in all the fates was happening? I grumbled, but it was clear I wouldn’t get answers from my ladies.

Why hadn’t Merrick shared all this with me?

“Is there a library in the castle?” I asked.

Calista dipped her head forward. “Yes, my queen. Of course.”

“I want to visit it this afternoon,” I said.

“Why?” she asked.

To snoop into Evergorne secrets.
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When Reyla’s gaze met mine across the throne room, the world fell away. All that existed was her. My soon-to-be crowned queen. My light. My possible salvation. I couldn't speak of feelings, but they bounded inside me, growing stronger with each interaction.

Her glorious red hair had been artfully arranged on top of her head with only a few curls teasing the crests of her shoulders. The pale-yellow gown I’d dreamed up hugged her figure in all the right places, showing off curves I was desperate to touch. To claim.

Tightness bunched in my chest, a blend of longing and urgency. Everything depended on one slender woman.

As she walked toward me, a composed expression on her face, her gaze remained on mine. Warmth shone there and it heartened me. It wasn't too late—not yet. Time thrust itself along, but I'd never give up, not even as I sucked in my last breath.

Conversation ceased, the lords and ladies on both sides of the aisle craning their necks to watch her walk between them. Some appeared to adore her already. I noted others with flint in their eyes. The room around us held its breath in anticipation.

Pillars lined the walls, their polished marble surfaces gleaming. Between them, portraits of all the prior kings stared forward. If only I could question them all, including my father. Make them give me the answers.

Reyla continued approaching, and it was then that I saw the hilt of the sword thrusting up past her left shoulder, the leather straps with their silver threads sparkling, standing out against the bodice of her gown. And the blades strapped to her waist.

The blood of a warrior flowed in her veins, and I'd no more try to restrain her than I would betray her.

Her ladies fidgeted with the back of her gown and Moira even plucked lint off Reyla's sleeve. They all sent heavy glances my way, seeking my approval, but my gaze remained locked on my wife. What did she see when she looked at me and even more importantly, what did she think? I couldn't take credit for my appearance many had called handsome. I trained for hours almost every day, and that was the only reason my body remained muscular and fit.

Could she see the real Merrick beneath my kingly exterior? I hoped so. She'd need to.

As she reached me where I sat on my throne mounted on the dais, hers empty beside mine, soft whispers whipped around the room. Her breathing quickened, and my pulse raced in response.

I rose and despite gasps from some, I strode across the dais to greet her. It was her role as my bride to come to me while I remained seated, not the other way around, but I couldn't help it. It felt like years since I'd seen her, touched her, kissed her. Was it only yesterday she'd come apart so beautifully in my arms?

“Reyla,” I croaked.

“Merrick.” She said my name sweetly, yet something I couldn't define lurked in her brown eyes. Her skin almost rippled with irritation, and I needed to find the cause and slay it. “It’s nice to see you again.”

“Yes.” I narrowed my gaze on her face. “What aren't you telling me?”

“Telling you? What would I have to say to you other than good day, my king?”

Her subtle gouge shouldn't make my cock twitch with interest, but there it was.

I took her hand and waved to the thrones. “Come sit with me.”

With a dip of her head, she walked with me across the lushly carpeted dais. I waited while she sat on her throne, something else that made gasps ring out, but I wouldn't settle on my throne until she had taken hers. I deferred to her in all things, and so it should be.

She huffed, telling me she was irritated, and heat flamed inside me.

After sending her a smile that told her the game was on, that I was looking forward to making my plays, I took my own seat.

Before I could gesture for my attendants to bring someone forward to speak of their needs, the doors at the end of the aisle thrust open and my mother stormed in.

“I'm sorry I'm late, dear.” She'd only made it partway along the red band of carpet before she came to a shuddering halt. “She is not queen. Why is she sitting in my chair?”

The titters her entourage released cut off with one look from me, and those who'd done so yesterday slunk behind my mother to hide. Too late. I'd already marked them.

“She’s my bride and my soon-to-be queen.” I lifted our linked hands and kissed Reyla's knuckles, noting how she shivered at my touch.

The game truly was on.

And I would be its victor.

“Where else would she sit?” I added blandly. “You're welcome to join us today, Mother.” I waved to the empty seats at the end of the aisle. I hadn't missed how she treated my wildfire yesterday, the way she'd slighted her, and I would not stand for it, especially from my beloved mother. She'd suffered greatly. There was no denying that. But in this, she was no different than any other queen of this kingdom.

The glare Mother shot Reyla would've impaled her to her throne, and I noted that as well. She wouldn't outright harm my wife, but she wasn't above making her life considerably uncomfortable. As long as I drew in breath and could make her behave, I would not allow this behavior.

She minced her way down the rest of the aisle and dropped into a chair in the front row with a flounce. Her ladies fluttered around her, straightening her skirt and handing her a cluster of peolars, a flower with a strong scent often carried by the higher fae to overpower the “smell” of the lessers and powerless who'd come to make their pleas. They didn't smell; this was how it had always been in this kingdom until me.

I intended to break this tradition as well.

The atmosphere in the throne room shifted as lords and ladies dragged their attention away from my mother to focus on what they knew would come next. I waved to my attendants, indicating they should bring forth the first supplicant.

“Devron Bullipart,” one of the attendants intoned, staring forward blankly beside the others. Each had a hand on the hilt of the blades sheathed at their sides, but if need be, they'd handle anything unruly with magic. Only the best served me, and I regularly ensured their skills remained sharp, testing them myself rather than relying on others.

“My king.” Devron, wearing what could be his best tunic and pants, approached, stopping in the open area halfway between those watching and the dais. “My . . . glorious king.”

I nodded encouragingly. No matter how many times I strode among my people, asking how each member of their family fared, or how many times I brought food during the winter or wood to continue a fire, they still feared me. I'd done nothing to give them the impression I'd hurt them, but my forefathers surely had. That pattern had only started breaking with my father.

“Speak, Devron.” I kept my voice light, but the man still trembled.

His fists clenched at his sides, and his voice shook, but he lifted his chin. “My neighbor, Lord Hadrin of Mirkwood, stole two of my cows. I’ve come to seek justice.”

Whispers rippled through the crowd like wind stirring dead leaves. A few eyebrows rose at the mention of Hadrin, his high status and wealth lending him a false sense of invulnerability.

“Lord Hadrin?” I kept my expression neutral. “What do you have to say?”

The high lord who’d taken a seat near the front rose and strode over to stop behind Devron, looming over the lesser fae man as most high lords did. “This is nonsense. How could anyone believe I’ve done anything with his cows?”

“He’s evading the truth,” Devron blurted out, his gaze remaining on the floor. “He has them.” His voice weakened, telling me he believed he'd already been judged and that he'd leave here without being taken seriously.

I could ask Hadrin to outright state he had not stolen the cows, but I had other plans for how this could be handled.

When I turned seventeen and took over this role from my mother, I found her judgement carried a weighty hand. My father had been fairer, and he’d taught me. I'd loved him, and he’d loved me. He’d cared for her even if she’d never shown the same to him. Since I settled in this throne and assumed the duties that came with it, I'd done what I could to wipe clean the past, but I had a long way to go. While I’d allowed her to remain on the queen’s throne after that, I’d tempered her decisions, neutralizing some and negating others. Always trying to slowly bring about change.

“Do you have evidence he stole your cows?” I asked Devron, wishing he'd look up, that he'd meet my eyes.

His gaze remained on the marble floor. “My king, I have a witness.” He glanced over his shoulder, and a merchant stepped out into the aisle in the back of the room, his hands fidgeting at his sides. He didn’t drag his attention away from Lord Hadrin.

“Come forward,” I said. “Speak.”

The merchant hurried down the aisle and out onto the open floor, not stopping until he stood on Devron's other side. He twisted his neck, keeping his gaze on Lord Hadrin. “I saw the cows in Lord Hadrin’s pasture last week.”

“Foolish man,” Lord Hadrin drawled, his posture loosening. “I have many cows of my own. It's preposterous to think I’d need to steal to add to my herd.”

“They carry my brand,” Devron whispered.

“Speak louder,” I said.

He lifted his chin, his gaze only now meeting mine. “I brand my cows and with good reason. Two among his herd carry my mark.”

“I saw this myself,” the merchant said, his voice soft with apology, reluctance blazing on his face. Few dared challenge a high lord. “The mark was there.”

“You lie,” Lord Hadrin hissed. “Dismiss this case, my king. I have many other, more important, things to attend to.”

“I speak the truth.” The merchant's shaky voice grew in volume. “You asked me to select two cattle for market, Lord Hadrin, and I walked among them to decide. I told you that two of them weren't yours, and you told me to take them instead of the ones you intended to sell.” He tugged on the hem of his dark brown tunic shot through with golden threads. “I left without a single cow, as I should. I have an honest reputation, and I'm eager to maintain it.” He sent a pleading look my way. “You understand.”

“Your word means nothing,” Lord Hadrin huffed, drawing himself up. “I'm a high lord of this court. You're a simple merchant. As for Devron Bullipart, a lesser,” he spat, “I expect an immediate apology.”

“What do you think?” I asked Reyla softly.

“Me?” I'd startled her out of her ongoing irritation about something I couldn’t wait to discover. “I'm not sure what you mean.”

“If you sat on my throne, how would you judge this?”

Her mouth formed an O before she sputtered. “I'm not a king. I'm not a queen—yet. I've never . . .” She flicked her fingers toward the men waiting.

Everyone watched with barely a whisper swirling around the room.

“You don’t have to be a queen yet to offer an opinion.” I leaned near, sucking in her sweet scent and savoring how the light made her hair shine like the prettiest sunset. “Consider both sides; put yourself in their positions. How would you handle this?”

She shifted slightly, her cheeks flushing pink as my words and nearness sank in.

“Devron is missing two cows, an important loss for a farmer who may only have a small herd,” she said softly. “This could mean the difference between survival and ruin.”

I nodded, squeezing her hand I hadn't let go of.

“Lord Hadrin is powerful,” she said. “All the high lords are. Your court—”

“Our court.”

She huffed. “Our court must respect his status even if we feel it hasn’t been earned in this particular instance.” With a tilt of her head, she pinned me in place with her gaze. “What tithe do they pay?”

How astute of her. “The lords and ladies?”

“I doubt you run this castle, feed all these people, and host all these glorious masked balls in one of your six ballrooms with the coins sitting in the castle’s coffers.”

“Five ballrooms. My father thought of adding a sixth, but my mother didn't want construction noise interrupting her naps.”

“And he died at age thirty before he could add the sixth, something you should’ve mentioned.”

Ah, was this why she was angry? She must feel I’d withheld information, and she was right.

Now where had she heard that detail?

“No comment?” she asked.

“Tragedy haunts my family.”

“I’d say so.” Shadows flickered in her eyes. “We need to talk about this but now is not the time.”

“You’re correct.”

“Five ballrooms, then,” she said. “I doubt you run all this and keep your pretty castle walls in good repair solely with magic. To maintain a place like this, let alone protect land of this size when you're warring with other courts, you need money. Taxes from the lessers and the powerless, I assume, plus tithes from your high lords and ladies.”

“You’re correct.” My lips curled in a pleased smile. “I knew you were clever.”

“Don’t flatter me,” she huffed. “The last thing you need is a battle within your own court.” Her gaze slanted Lord Hadrin’s way before returning to me. “You need everyone, not just those who grow the food and those who reluctantly pay their tithes upon demand.”

I nodded, urging her on, incredibly proud of this woman sitting by my side. She was so much more than a pretty exterior. She was strength personified, and I'd be a fool not to love her.

Which I did. The feeling had snuck up on me fast, but I had no wish not to embrace it. At least I'd have this.

“To keep everyone happy, you need to strike a balance that'll make each feel as if they've won,” she said.

“How can I do this?” Leaning back in my throne, I resisted grinning. She surprised me every time we were together.

Reyla hesitated, glancing at the men with her lips pursed in a thin line. “Lord Hadrin probably believes he can do anything he pleases without consequence. He must think this will go his way, but it appears he stole the cows. The merchant would not dare lie about something like this.”

“The fae can't lie, and he's fae.”

“Thank you for reminding me of this fact.” Her eyebrows lifted, and she shifted on her throne, easing her sword to a new position to favor her back. “Even the lessers?”

“Everyone.”

“What about you?”

“I'm fae.”

“That's not an answer.”

“I'll tell you everything I can,” I said.

“Evasive, but I'll take it for now. We'll address what you didn’t tell me later.”

So . . . it had well and truly begun.
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“Lord Haldrin appears desperate to save face,” Reyla said, tapping her chin. “He's being judged in front of his peers, and we know how lords and ladies gossip.”

This was new to her. She hadn't grown up in court and that fact just might be enough to make a difference. I liked what her background brought to this situation and my life. I didn't want a prissy queen but a strong woman standing by my side. A woman who would die to save me as eagerly as I would for her.

“You judge this situation,” I said.

“Me?” Surprise blazed in her eyes. “You think I should speak with them directly?”

“Why not? Within the week, you'll wear the queen's crown on your head. The mantle will settle around your shoulders. There may be times when I can't sit beside you to judge the cases brought before the court, and you'll need to handle them yourself. This is practice. I'm confident you won't do any harm.”

“Alright.” Her eyes darted to Hadrin, then to Devron. She straightened her spine. “Lord Hadrin, is it possible some of your fences are down, and Devron Bullipart's cows could’ve wandered into your pastures by accident?”

I nodded, urging her on. Color flooded her face. She was incredibly smart. Intuitive, and that would be needed. Why didn't she have the confidence to handle this when she clearly had the skill?

“An accident?” Hadrin’s voice boomed as he stepped forward, his face ruddy. “My fences down? I do all I can to keep my property secured.”

She leaned back, allowing a delicate frown to cross her face. So careful. So cunning. Her hand lifted to the hilt of her sword before dropping again to her lap.

Silence ticked through the room. Devron looked from her to me, his eyes filled with confusion. Lord Hadrin barely held in his squirm, though his jawline twitched.

Finally, Reyla spoke again, keeping her voice polite, though her gaze commanded the same steel as her blade. “Have you checked? It’s not uncommon for animals to wander, especially if fencing is down.”

“I . . . suppose this could be true.” The high lord’s swallow took a long time to pass, and when he looked my way, he pleaded with his eyes for me to take over.

I kept my breathing even, and my face neutral, making it clear that I'd handed this over to my wildfire—who was shaping a trail all her own.

“Surely you would notice if your fence needs repairs,” she prompted, her voice a touch firmer and with one eyebrow lifted.

I could taste the shift in the room as a few caught on to how savvy my queen was.

Hadrin opened his mouth to bluster, but something on Reyla's face made him pause. This woman had survived multiple raids on dragonback from a border fortress. She'd served as the High Lady of Lydel's enforcer. She possessed the cunning of her fiend of a father but none of his malice.

Weldsbane may have produced more than one beast, and my court was only now beginning to see it.

“I . . .” Hadrin finally said. “This is possible.”

“You, Devron Bullipart.” Reyla turned her attention to the farmer. “What do you think of what the lord and I have discussed?”

Devron took a breath and pushed it out with his words. “I don’t know.” He removed his hat and twisted it in his hands in front of his belly. “I suppose the fence could be down in places. Lord Hadrin is . . .” His shoulders curled forward but only for a moment before he straightened them again. “Often busy. Perhaps too busy to walk the lines like I do. If that were true, some of my cows could've wandered into his pasture.” Doubt clouded his face, but Reyla wasn't the only clever person in the room. His gaze flicked to me, and I found approval there. His quick nod only reinforced it. “But I will point out that I sent a message telling the lord that two of my cows were among his and that I wanted them back.”

Only a fool would stomp past Lord Hadrin's wards to retrieve cows even if they were truly his own, and Devron was no fool.

A low rumble echoed from the crowd and Lord Hadrin noted it, his face blanching. He puffed out his chest, but the twitch of his hands revealed he was aware of how close this was to slipping from his grasp. “I don’t have time to read every message I receive.” Defensiveness crept into his voice.

“Perhaps you should make time.” Reyla leaned forward, a predator striking when it was least expected. “You could've spoken to Devron directly rather than bother the court with such a thing. Strange for a high lord not to handle something this simple on his own.”

I savored how she subtly chastised him.

“I have a manor to run,” Hadrin grumbled. “It’s beneath me to worry about cows.”

The high lords and ladies watched, their heads bobbing back and forth as the drama unfolded. Something duly noted by Lord Hadrin. If he was wise, and I suspected he was, he'd do all he could to get out of this sticky situation.

Reyla’s confidence radiated, and a swell of pride surged inside me as I watched her.

“Pass judgment, my queen,” I said softly.

Her gaze sharpened as she studied Lord Hadrin. The way she sat, strong and unwavering, spoke volumes about the queen she was becoming. This was going to work out, no matter what happened, and I was grateful for the gift the fates had handed me in Reyla.

“Lord Hadrin,” she said, her tone steady and firm. “You’ll allow Devron to walk through your pastures and collect his cows within the week. And you will make repairs to your fences as needed. Strong fences ensure good neighbors.”

I leaned back in my throne, holding back the smile that ached to stretch across my face. This woman . . .

Her words hung in the air, but the lord nodded, his shoulders curling forward and a hint of a grimace crossing his face. He knew he'd get away with his attempted theft, but this would serve as a good lesson. My wife knew how to build her own fences, and I suspected hers would remain secure at all times.

“In two weeks, I’ll expect acknowledgment of your efforts at the court,” she added. “Devron, please collect your cows promptly.”

“Yes, yes, my . . . queen.” Relief flooded Devron's face.

“This case is closed,” I announced. “Both of you report back to this court in two weeks with the results.”

They agreed, and while Devron hurried to join the merchant and whisper, both shooting a stunned look Reyla's way, Lord Hadrin turned and stiffly walked down the aisle and out of the throne room. Murmurs swelled through the crowd, fading as the doors boomed closed behind him.

I lifted my hand. “Court is finished for the day.”

A few grumbled, but everyone left. My mother lingered a moment longer, shooting a long, baffled look from me to Reyla before striding down the aisle with her entourage in tow.

With the room finally empty, I breathed out, my heart flipping over. I hitched my leg up over the arm of my throne and gave Reyla a long, steady stare. Fuck, she was gorgeous, but I admired her mind even more that her appearance. “You handled that beautifully.”

Warmth lit her face, and the world disappeared. Reaching out, I tugged her off her throne and onto my lap, wrapping my arms around her.

She stared up at me, her arms going around my shoulders. “I had something I needed to discuss with you.” An edge crept into her voice.

“Had?” I murmured, my attention on her mouth I'd die if I didn't get to kiss.

She turned to straddle me, her gown hitching up her thighs and her sword shifting along her spine. Her hands tightened on my shoulders. “It can wait. You . . . You . . . I can’t believe you let me do that.”

“You’re a master already.”

“I doubt that but—”

Tilting her chin, I claimed her mouth, and our kiss consumed me. As she pressed her body against mine, heat roared through my veins. Her mouth tasted sweet from her morning tea, and I couldn’t get enough. My hunger was growing for her, a storm rushing over the land, devastating everything in its wake. I stroked her arms and moved my hands inward, seeking her breasts. She moaned into my mouth, and I sucked it down, the sound vibrating through me, setting my blood ablaze.

As our tongues danced, I explored the softness of her, my thumbs brushing over her hardening nipples. She bowed into my touch, a soft gasp escaping her as she pressed herself against my palms. The feel of her, so responsive, so eager, drove me wild.

Her hips rocked against mine, the heat of her core searing through the layers of fabric separating us. My cock, stiff with need, throbbed, aching for the friction, this connection that only she could provide.

I deepened our kiss, desperate for this woman, her touch and her undying love. Even as I consumed her, claiming her in the only way I could, I knew this was madness. Years ago, I’d started falling, and there would be no stopping until I ground out at the end. But now this precious woman, my pretty little bride, my wildfire rode with me, clinging to me without knowing what might be hurtling her way.

This woman . . . My woman. My queen. My everything. She was bewitching me in ways I’d never expected.

Her hands slid from my shoulders and up my neck, her fingers thrusting through my hair, grabbing on and tugging me close, as if she also would not tolerate even a speck of distance between us.

We’d become a tangle of limbs, lips, and furious hearts, and I’d die a happy man as long as I could remain lost in this world made up only of us. The throne room faded, leaving only this uncharted, unexpected, and undyingly feral need binding us together.

With a swift motion, I wrenched her closer, positioning her so that the apex of her lined up exactly where I needed her. The thin barrier of her dress and my pants did nothing to tamp down the heat flaring between us. She moved against me, her rhythm matching the thrust of my tongue in her mouth, the movement of my body, each stroke sending waves of fire across my bones.

I broke away from her lips, trailing needy, open-mouthed kisses along her jawline and down the slender column of her throat. She tilted her head back, granting me complete access, her sharp gasps speaking of her own feverish need.

I slid my hands down her sides, gripping her hips, guiding her movements as she rode me through our clothing. The friction became exquisite torture, a promise of the ecstasy waiting for us when we finally became one.

Not yet. Not now. But soon.

Reyla bunched the fabric of my tunic, yanking and whimpering. I ripped it off and tossed it aside, and her hands on my chest . . . I’d never think clearly again. Instead, I’d be lost in this moment when she pinched my nipples and ran her thumbs across them.

I captured her lips again, our kiss frenzied, as she continued to thrust herself against my rigid cock. This woman could harness lightning and now she easily harnessed me, making me crave her like no other.

I tore my mouth from hers, needing to breathe, to regain some semblance of control before I lost myself completely. The sight of her, flushed and disheveled, her eyes dark with desire, only fanned the roaring need inside me.

With a growl, I stood, lifting her with me, only to turn and sit her on the queen's throne—her throne. I kneeled between her legs, watching her face as I bunched the fabric of her gown, driving it up her thighs until she was exposed to me.

Her breath caught, but she said nothing, only watched as I tugged her forward until her hips rode the edge of the seat. I nudged her thighs wider and moved between them.

With the air between us charged, heavy with anticipation, I kissed the inside of her thigh, skimming my hands up her skin in tight circles, smoothing a trail while pushing her gown out of the way. I’d never get enough of her soft skin or the way her moans echoed in the big room.

She held my shoulders as I trailed kisses up her other thigh, each one drawing out her shivers. The scent of her arousal intoxicated me and drove me closer to falling apart. A flight of dragons could arrive at the castle with warriors eager for battle. A wizard could stalk into the room and announce they’d come to end this now. And the world could crumble around us, but I’d remain where I was, my mouth and my tongue so close to what I craved from this woman that I could almost taste it.

I reached the juncture of her thighs and traced my thumbs along the edges of her undergarment before grasping it, ripping it, and spreading the shreds wide.

She gasped and wrapped my hair around her fingers, tugging me closer, begging me with whimpers to finish this.

I would. Nothing would stop me now.

She was hot and slick, and the low, needy sound she made when I slid my finger through her wetness nearly made me come.

I leaned in, my exhalations fanning her exposed core, and she spread her legs wider, thrusting her body toward me while she quivered. I darted my tongue out, taking a taste, and her fingers wrenched on my hair. She wasn’t letting go, and I loved how she made her need for me known.

My mouth closed over her, my tongue circling her sensitive nub. Her hips bucked, but I held her steady, my hand firm across her hips as I explored her with my tongue, my lips, my teeth. Each moan that slipped from her swollen lips, each tremor that ran through her body, urged me on, driving me ever closer to the edge.

As I stroked and sucked on her clit, I delved at her entrance with my fingers. I teased her, slipping a finger inside her far enough to make her squirm. She was tight, deliciously so, and the thought of my cock buried deep within her made me lose all control.

What I wouldn’t give to strip and take her on her throne—then again on mine. I’d turn her around and pump myself into her sweet wetness from behind, then place her on my lap and lift her, only to thrust her back down onto my shaft. We’d claim each other while claiming this court, and let them try to rip us apart after that.

I flickered my tongue across her clit, matching the rhythm with the thrust of my fingers inside her. Her panting whimpers drove me on. Her cries grew louder. She was close. So close. Her inner walls kept tightening around my fingers as her body coiled like a spring.

With a flick of my tongue and a deep, possessive thrust of my fingers, I made her give way. She thrust back her head and bowed her body. Her cry echoed off the ceiling. Her body convulsed around my fingers, her release washing over her in ripples that left her shaking and gasping for air.

My cock exploded in my pants.

I remained where I was, kneeling in front of this woman who had quickly come to mean the world to me.

I’d die for her. Give everything I had inside just to see her smile.

And there was a good chance I was going to shatter her heart.

With slow thrusts of my fingers, I drew out her pleasure for as long as I could. Only when her grip on my hair loosened, and her hands flopped to her sides, her body going limp, did I pull them out and lick them. Sweet. Utterly perfect.

I pressed a kiss on her inner thigh before rising to my feet.

Hazy satisfaction clouded her eyes, and her lips parted as she struggled to catch her breath. I leaned over her, caging her in with my palms braced on the arms of the throne, and claimed her mouth in a kiss that made my cock start stiffening again. She must taste herself on my lips, and the realization made arousal growl through me.

I lifted my head, staring down at her.

“Merrick.” Her hands rose to hold my face, her thumbs stroking my cheeks. “You . . . I don't know what to say.”

“You don't need to say anything.” I curled up my lips. “Though you could thank me.”

“You.” She smacked my arm, though she followed it up with a caress. “You have a wicked tongue. That's all I'm going to say.”

And that was all I needed to hear.

“When you're ready, let me know.” I brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “There’s no rush with any of this. I mean it. We have all the time we need.”

I prayed to the fates we did.

It took all my will to step back, to give her space to breathe and return herself to the composed Reyla I’d fallen in love with. I’d been claimed by the wildfire who’d fallen apart in my arms.

With a snort, she tugged her torn undergarment out from beneath her hips and dangled it in the air. “Should I ask Lord Briscalar to sew this back together or—”

I snatched it from her fingers and tucked it into my pocket.

“A keepsake?” she said, her lips sliding up on one corner.

“A treasured reminder of this moment.” I’d never forget watching her face as she shattered.

“Don’t fly it like a flag at the top of the highest tower.” A shadow flickered across her face before she purposefully smoothed it. “You know what I mean.”

Leaning over her, I kissed her again, drinking in her dampened fire. It was all I could do not to heat her up again only so I could watch my flames consume her.

“I don’t know what to do with you, Merrick.” A touch of vulnerability came through in her voice. “So I’m not going to decide at this moment.”

Love me, I wanted to say, but couldn’t. If she gave her heart, it needed to be her decision alone.

She adjusted her gown, covering her legs and smoothing the fabric back into place. Now she looked every inch the queen she was destined to become, strong and regal, yet the warmth in her eyes belonged solely to me.

I helped her stand, and together we walked across the empty throne room.

“Thank you,” she said softly, leaning against my side.

“For my wicked tongue?”

She rolled her eyes. “For believing in me, for giving me the chance to prove myself today.”

I turned to face her, cupping her cheeks in my hands. “Reyla, you've proven yourself a thousand times over. Not only today, but every day since I met you. You’re fierce and brave, and I’m so proud that you’re mine.” I leaned close, whispering in her ear. “You're so much more than just a pretty little bride.”
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It was all I could do to make my body move as we left the throne room. My legs shook from spent passion, and my brain spun. I didn’t want to think about what this meant in relation to my past. For this one time, I wanted to savor the bliss I’d found with Merrick without letting guilt or a feeling of betrayal ruin it.

Would it be so horrible for me to find joy with someone new?

Out in the hall, Merrick stopped, turning to face me.

What looked like a full battalion of guards stood on either side of the enormous doors leading to the throne room. Three men in long dark robes waited at the end of the hallway, their stern expressions focused on Merrick.

Had they all heard me scream? Please tell me they hadn’t. Heat fired my face, and it must look scalded. But I wouldn’t take back what happened. My bones hummed, and I couldn’t decide if I wanted to curl up somewhere and take a nap or drag Merrick to my bedroom and finish what we’d started.

“I’d like to spend the rest of the day with you.” Regret tinged Merrick’s words. His glance took in the three men fidgeting at the end of the hall. “My advisors are impatiently waiting to speak with me. I . . .” He glanced down at his pants, and his crooked grin rose. A flick of his finger and he wore identical, clean pants, a handy trick I wished I could do for myself. “I need to speak with them. I put them off yesterday and today, they will not be denied.”

“You need to eat lunch, don’t you?”

“I’ll have the cooks send something to the room, and we’ll eat while we talk.” He stroked my hair. “I’m sorry. I want to talk with you and share everything I can. Honestly, I want to be with you all the time but . . .”

But he was a king. It would be wrong of me to demand every moment of his day.

“It’s alright. I’ll grab something quick and walk in the gardens or something.” I wasn’t sure why I lied. Why not just tell him I was going to the library to snoop into his family history? He’d essentially suggested I help him already.

My irritation with him had ridden away with my orgasm, and maybe it was a bad thing that I’d allowed him to distract me. But there was no need to pester him now. Not while he was edging away from me and many hovered around us, acting like they weren’t listening when they probably were.

I could talk with him later, after I’d done some research of my own.

He held my face and kissed me, and the heat spiraling through me even from this simple touch both stunned and dismayed me. Where was the woman who’d thought she’d love only one man for a lifetime? Where was the grief she’d drowned in after he was murdered?

Her heart was finding a new home in the Evergorne King.

I wasn’t sure what to think about that, so I chose not to think about it at all. I’d wallowed in grief for a long time, and . . . I was tired of the tight feeling in my throat, of wanting to curl into a ball and cry, of the gut-wrenching agony I’d lived with since losing Kinart. This wasn’t ignoring those feelings; they’d never go away. I didn’t want them to, because that would mean pushing him aside.

This felt more like finding room in my heart for someone who could balance the pain with new joy, and that was alright. If I didn’t find a way to live, I might as well join Kinart in the funeral pyre.

The smile I gave Merrick came easier than I’d hoped. Sadness swirled through me, but I couldn’t deny the spark of excitement I felt at the thought of stepping forward with this man by my side. “I’ll see you later today, then?”

“My meetings may go until after dark.” He gripped my shoulders. “I wish I could be with you instead.” The longing in his voice told me he meant it.

“I won’t see you again today, then? We could walk in the gardens tonight. There must be a parlor where we could sit and talk.”

He stroked my cheek with his knuckles. “I wish I could. I’ll see you tomorrow, though?”

Because I didn’t want to cling, I nodded.

His posture loosened, and he lifted his hand. “Surren?”

One of the red and silver dressed men marched over to stand beside us, giving us both a deep bow. “Yes, my king?”

“I’m assigning you and a few select staff to my lovely queen.” His attention fell on three others. “I want you to escort her wherever she wishes to go and ensure she’s safe at all times.”

Surren nodded, his gaze scanning the three who’d stepped forward behind him. “The queen’s detail is in full force. We are honored.”

All four of them bowed in my direction.

Merrick’s gaze sought mine. “It was remiss of me not to assign a guard yesterday, and I apologize for that.”

“I’m fine.”

His jaw tightened. “I won’t allow anyone to harm you.”

One of the waiting advisors cleared his throat. Merrick scowled and a grumble rose up his throat.

I stroked his arm. “Go take care of your business. I’ll find something to do by myself.”

“Keep your guard with you at all times, please.” With one last, lingering look at me, Merrick strode down the long hall, joining the advisors. They walked around the corner, disappearing from view.
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I ate lunch in my suite with my new guards standing at attention, two in the hall on either side of my door, the others inside the sitting room. Did they ever get tired of standing stiffly in place? I wouldn’t ask them. Back at the fortress, our guards remained on the top of the wall, though they watched for movement in the valley below. An attack never came from the sky.

But that was my past, and my new life was here where attacks could come at me from all angles.

While Farris snoozed on the rug by my feet, my ladies puttered around, straightening ornamental objects that didn’t need touching and making sure my afternoon gown was ready for me to don. Afternoon gown? I couldn’t imagine why I needed to change my clothing again, though I did need to tug on new undergarments. My pulse throbbed at the memory of Merrick kneeling in front of me, his face buried between my thighs. It would be easy to lounge on the sofa and let dreams carry me away.

Instead, I rose and walked into the bedroom with Farris padding behind, shutting the door in Moira’s face. She didn’t say a thing. She wouldn’t. Neither would the others. I was their queen, and my every whim needed to be respected.

Unused to having seven people around me at all times, I wanted to be alone if only for a short time.

Farris jumped up onto the bed while I removed the sword and scabbard from my spine. While no one would protest me wearing it, the odds of me needing to pull and use it here were practically zero. Before I could draw it, one of my guards would handle whatever threat lurched my way.

I’d always been better with short blades, and I’d keep them handy instead.

I placed the sword inside the closet, stroking the handle before shutting the door.

After donning a new undergarment, I dropped onto the bed and lay on my back, staring at the lush silver and green fabric artfully draped between the bedposts and smoothing down the sides. Lore’s touch inside my bedroom. Why in the world would Merrick allow such a thing? Except, they were friends, and Merrick would never suspect a friend of poaching.

Farris slept nearby, lightly snoring.

I fiddled with the bracelet Merrick had given me, sliding it down my arm to reveal the infernal mark that wouldn’t go away, before shoving the band back up to hide it.

It wasn’t a fated mate mark.

It wasn’t.

Because, if it was, I was in deep trouble.

I dozed and woke with late-day sunshine slanting across the sky and something pressing into my spine. I hitched my arm around to yank my sword from its scabbard only to remember I’d already removed it. Rolling to the side, I scowled at Ember’s Shadow I hadn’t left on the bed.

Sitting, I tugged it onto my lap.

“What are you going to tell me today?” I whispered.

Farris’s tail thumped on the bedding, but he didn’t open his eyes. He tucked his nose deeper into the bush of his tail and released a long sigh.

I flipped open the book, giving the fates a chance to decide if there was something I needed to see. The book split in the middle, to something scrolling across the page as if being written by hand at this very moment. My fingertip traced down the page as I struggled to decipher the handwriting, and I read it softly aloud.

In shadows reach where secrets lie,

A golden ring the true heart must spy.

With the cusp of shifting night,

Seek the path where the dark meets light.

Ancient doors with puzzles guard,

Within Evergorne’s walls, echoes marred.

With trust and flame, the way reveal,

Through hidden truths, the hearts you'll steal.

Unite the strengths of earth and air,

To reveal the prize that's hidden there.

As I read, the writing disappeared. Good thing I had a solid memory.

After pawing through the pages but finding nothing but blankness, I flopped on the bed again and scowled at the fabric overhead.

“What does that mean?” I repeated the poem in my mind a few times, locking it inside my brain.

“Moira?” I finally called out.

She bustled into the room. “Ah, my queen. You’re awake! I bet you had a lovely nap.”

“Yes, something like that.”

“Would you like to dress in your afternoon gown or in something finer you can wear to dinner?”

“Merrick can’t join me.”

“I meant if you choose to dine with the queen mother and her ladies.”

Without Merrick beside me? Not a chance. Not until I was forced into it.

“Earlier, I mentioned that I’d like to visit the library,” I said.

Her hand stilled on the draperies she was smoothing back from one of the windows. “The library, you say?”

“Yes. I’d like to see what books it has to offer.”

“There are many. Some as old as the castle.” Her voice lowered, and a frown filled her face. “Others from even before that.”

“Ones that discuss Evergorne history?” I hadn’t missed the poem mentioning this court. Something was guiding me, teasing me with knots I couldn’t yet unravel. The fates? “Someone told me all the prior Evergorne kings died on their thirtieth birthday.”

Her fingers frozen on the drapes, Moira stared forward at nothing.

Farris sat up on the bed, his intent gaze on me.

“Were they murdered?” I asked Moira, stroking his spine while he wiggled with pleasure.

Her breath caught. “Murder?” Spinning, she strode over to stand nearby. “You must’ve had a nightmare, my queen. You poor thing. I’ll ask the castle healer for a sleeping draught you can take tonight to prevent such a horrifying thing from happening again.”

“I don’t want anything like that. I asked if all the prior Evergorne kings were murdered on their thirtieth birthdays. If it wasn’t an accident, they must’ve been stabbed or poisoned or . . .”

There were too many ways to kill a king. The realization gouged through me. Merrick would soon turn thirty.

Moira blinked a few times, her gaze unfocused, before her eyes lifted to meet mine. “You didn’t say. Would you like to change into an afternoon gown or one finer and more suitable for dinner, my queen?”

Alright, so she didn’t want to talk about this.

Or she couldn’t.

What could that mean?

I’d quiz Calista. Maybe Faelith or Surren would give me a straight answer. “How old is Merrick?”

“Twenty-nine, my queen,” Calista said from the open doorway. Her gaze shot to Moira. “Daughter, I believe you’re needed in the kitchens.”

“The kitchens, you say?” Moira’s hands fluttered at her sides. “Then I must go there immediately.” She dipped me a curtsy. “With your leave, of course, my queen.”

I flicked my hand in her direction, and she scurried from the room.

Calista went to the closet and started sorting through gowns. Farris watched her, his gaze shifting to me before spiking back at her.

“I plan to dine alone in my suite tonight,” I said. “I’m going to the library first.”

“Why the library, my queen?” she asked in a breezy tone, holding up a pale green gown.

“I love books.” That should be enough reason for now. “When does Merrick turn thirty?”

Her gaze met mine, and while shadows swirled in the pale blue depths, her face remained smooth. “The king will celebrate his thirtieth birthday in a little over six weeks’ time.”

If all the Evergorne kings had died on their thirtieth birthday, then . . . I needed to unravel Evergorne’s secrets as soon as possible.

I slid off the bed and tucked my feet into my shoes. “Let’s leave for the library now.”

Calista tucked her head forward. “Of course, my queen. Shall we don the green gown first? It’s simply divine.”

“The one I’m wearing will do.”

Her breathing stuttered. “It’s wrinkled, my queen. Surely—”

“I doubt anyone will care. Besides, who will I see inside the library?”

Farris hopped off the bed and yawned, following me into the sitting area with Calista tutting behind us.

Faelith sprang up from where she was sitting on one of the high back tufted chairs and dangled the nyxin’s leash in the air. “Shall I take this fine fellow to the gardens for a stroll and a bit of play?”

“Would you?” I should walk him myself, but I wanted to see if I could discover anything in the library. I’d always enjoyed libraries, which was how I’d found Ember’s Shadow. When we visited the fae manor, we were strictly warned to stay together, but I loved exploring. Was it my fault that, after finding a bathing area to attend to my needs, I’d been unable to resist wandering into the library?

So many books. I couldn’t fathom seeing all of them in one place. The fortress library had a nice collection, but I’d read all the interesting books before I turned fifteen. But at the fae manor . . . I’d strolled around, marveling at the stacks after stacks packed with leatherbound goodness, dragging my fingertip across their spines.

One had tingled when I touched it, and I tugged Ember’s Shadow off the shelf. A quick peek told me it might be interesting, and I’d tucked it beneath my gown and hurried back to join the others.

That book had made a difference in my life ever since, and it was still playing games here at Evergorne. I was too determined to wait for it to reveal one tantalizing clue after another. I wanted to gorge myself on information, especially if it included what was happening with the Evergorne kings.

A fate-driven incident I couldn’t control was not going to steal my husband from me.

Faelith left the suite with Farris trotting behind her, promising to return him after their walk. As the door closed, excitement washed over me. Calista, still wearing a frown, stood to my right, her arms crossed on her chest.

“The library it is,” I said, breaking the silence.

“Very well, my queen.” The twitch of her lips told me she didn't like this, but that she wasn't prepared to argue with me about it.

With a pert nod, she rushed forward to open the door for me, and I stepped out into the hall.

It was time to do some snooping.

OceanofPDF.com


35


REYLA
[image: ]


Surren cleared his throat. “Three of us will accompany you, my queen. A single guard will remain here to ensure things stay secure.”

“Of course. That's fine.”

We left, Calista walking directly in front of me while one guard strode ahead and the other two followed me, their hands on the hilts of the weapons and magic sparkling at the tips of their fingers. Our footsteps were nearly silent on the carpets strewn across the halls, and we didn't encounter anyone while making our way to the fourth floor, where the library was located.

“Why did the kitchen need to speak with Moira?” I asked Calista.

“Lord Briscalar is working on the arrangements for the dinner that will follow your coronation,” she said. “He stopped by while you were resting to seek your opinion on various dishes, but said he'd return later, my queen.”

“That doesn’t explain why the kitchen needed to speak with her.”

“It doesn’t. You’re right.” She dipped her head forward and peered around. “My queen.”

Did it really matter? I could ask Moira about it later. I liked Moira. I was less sure about Calista, though she'd given me no reason to ask for someone new to be assigned to my staff.

“You could’ve remained in my suite,” I said. And I could’ve told her to do so. Why hadn’t I?

“I need to stay with you at all times in case you have need, my queen.” I was grateful when Calista's face softened, though it didn't last long. Her lips tightened, and she gave me a curt nod. “The library is massive. A few ladies have become lost among the shelves.”

“I have a good sense of direction.”

As we approached the enormous, glass paneled doors, Surren rushed ahead, his face tight and his weapon drawn. Did he think a book would attack me? Although, these were fae books. Maybe they could. He opened the door on the right and dipped his head forward to indicate one of my guards should enter first. Calista rushed inside. She was only gone a moment before she returned and gave Surren a tight jerk of her head. With a bow, he waved to me to enter and for two guards to remain outside the doors.

I stepped into the open doorway, the place stealing my breath. A cathedral ceiling soared above the center of the room that was almost as large as the entire fortress complex back at the border. Artfully designed arches swooped around the dome high above, and the silver gilt on them gleamed in the late-day sunshine. Triangular skylights in the dome let in light that made dust flecks dance in the air like silver fairies. Broad balconies encircled the enormous open area, each with a wooden railing and lined with row after row of shelves stuffed with books. I'd never be able to count them all, let alone touch them.

“I can see how someone could get lost here,” I whispered, not wanting to break the silence. A subtle whisper reached me from one alcove or another, though I couldn’t see beyond the pillars supporting each level, into the nooks between them. But I could imagine how they’d look with stacks of books on three sides, maybe a table with a comfortable chair in the center, or a sofa where I could sit, tuck my feet beneath me, and read.

A polished wooden floor stretched across the room, gleaming in the light.

“I’ll notify the librarian that you're here, my queen.” Surren urged me forward, making me realize I still stood in the open doorway.

“My queen,” a woman fifteen or so years older than me and dressed in a deep blue gown etched through with silver threads rushed out of one of the alcoves and over to me in a flurry. Stopping in front of me, she bowed deeply. “It’s an honor to have you here in my humble library.” She held out her hand. “Allow me to introduce myself. I'm Valera Windhaven, and I welcome you.” She smacked her free hand against her chest before her fingers sought the golden ring hanging on a chain around her neck. She fingered it, and I swore something else hung with it, though I couldn’t tell what it was. “Such an honor. Such an honor!”

I shook her hand. “It's nice to meet you. I love books. Nothing could keep me away.”

“Wonderful.” She clapped her hands, her pointed features beaming, and her blue eyes sparkling. “What sort of genre can I show you? We have a complete section of mystery books. Other areas hold numerous romances. And our nonfiction selection will stun you. Do you prefer suspense? Stories about traveling through the stars? Or fantasy? We have a divine collection of mythology books. Do you enjoy reading about beasts and dangerous creatures?”

“History?” I asked, though many of the topics she’d mentioned sparked my imagination already. I did enjoy a good romance, let alone a mystery where the heroine solved the crime. “Evergorne history to be exact.”

Valera's gaze met Calista's and the older woman's head subtly jerked in a nod.

“As you probably know,” I said, “I wasn't born in this area. I'm new to Evergorne Court, and I feel it's important that I learn all I can about my new people.”

“Wonderful,” Valera said. “So unusual.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “Why unusual?”

“I believe you're one of the first brides to consider delving into this court's past.”

“The past forms the future.”

“You're right.” Frowning, she nibbled on her lower lip. “Evergorne, you say?” She turned slightly away from me, and her gaze stabbed an area on the second floor, on my left, before her hand swept toward the right. “This way, my queen. If you'll follow me.” She led me to a low row of bookshelves on the right filled with tomes covered with dark leather, continuing to a huge, smooth wooden table nestled between the shelves. “Please, my queen, sit. I’ll gather the best books on Evergorne history for you promptly.”

Nodding, I settled in the chair, the cool wood seeping through my skirt. Subtle whispers echoed around me, but when I looked, I didn't see anyone nearby.

Calista sat across from me while Surren moved around me to place his back near a tall stack of books on my right, his alert gaze scanning the room. A second guard had remained on the inside of the library doors. I dared anyone to try to hurt me here.

Valera returned moments later; her arms loaded with thick books. She lowered them onto the table with a satisfying thud. “Here we are.” Beaming, she arranged them in front of me, eventually stacking them high enough to cut off my view of Calista. Not a bad thing right there. Finally, she stopped bringing me books. I stared at the thirty or so volumes, their spines etched with tantalizing titles, and wondered if I should stay in the library for the next week.

“These are the most informative texts we have,” Valera said. “You’ll learn about the foundations of Evergorne, its high lords and ladies, plus other wonderful tidbits about our court's past.”

“Thank you.” I lifted a book off the top of the pile and laid it in front of me on the table.

Valera clasped her hands together in front of her chest. “Is there anything else I can help you with, my queen?”

“No, this will do for now.”

“Do call out if you have need.” The moment Valera left, Calista coughed. She rose and came around the table to sit on my left where she could keep me in view.

After flipping open the book I'd selected, I began skimming through it. Each page might offer little gems about Evergorne's past, and I leaned in closer, trying to absorb everything as quickly as I could.

The eldest sons of the high lords of the three courts, Evergorne, Halendor, and Irridain, had once been best friends. Almost exactly the same age, they were nearly inseparable. I read about their adventures when they were young, how they grew up like brothers, alternating spending their summers first in one court, then another. Their parents doted on them, and the book suggested, though it didn't outright state it, that they were rather spoiled. “Indulged,” it said.

Then something happened. At a party held to honor on their combined seventeenth birthdays, they argued. The book didn’t indicate what they fought about, but whatever it was, it drove a wedge between them that continued for many generations after that. Was this the source of the ongoing feud?

When their fathers died, each ascended their thrones with hatred in their hearts for the others. The three courts had warred ever since and despite attempts to broker peace, even through marriages, it never happened. Any woman who married a man from one of the other courts died not long after the wedding, which only made things worse.

This book didn’t lay out their complete history. It had been written hundreds of years ago, but it seemed that nothing had changed other than the players. New high lords had taken their thrones and the feud between the three courts had continued to this day.

I looked through the other books, but most contained random details about Evergorne itself, such as its swirling family crest topped by splayed silver raven wings. The symbol matched the pattern on the hilt of my sword as I’d speculated. I also discovered why they'd chosen red and silver for their livery—after a mated pair of dragons in those colors that one of the prior high lords had adored. And that dragons had once been a vital part of Evergorne's defense, though the book didn’t say exactly how. Perhaps to defend against the creatures before they built the wall.

Closing the last book, I leaned back in my chair and stared forward. Only the snort of Calista from my left tugged me back to the room. She'd rested her chin on her palm, her elbow propped on the table, and she kept nodding off, her head slumping forward only to be followed by the start of a snore that roused her. My gaze met Surren's and though his lips twitched, he remained otherwise stoic.

Valera came over to stand beside me, speaking softly. “Did you find anything interesting?” Her sparkling eyes took in the books. “You've made great progress, my queen.”

“I've learned a lot.” I kept my voice low, though I doubted there was anyone else in the library except us. I hadn't heard anything other than the subtle whispers that could come from tiny creatures creeping across the upper lofts. “Do you have other books about Evergorne's past? I'm looking specifically for anything that might show the . . . I suppose you could call it gossip . . . of the family itself. The kings, to be specific.”

“Oh.” She blinked a moment before her gaze flicked to Calista who continued to drop off and rouse, before sweeping across the room again, landing on the same loft area she’d glanced at earlier. “I don't believe we do.”

I eased back my chair and rose. “Is there a bathing area within the library itself?”

“Oh, yes, of course, my queen. It's inside my own private quarters, and while it’s not as fine as what you're no doubt used to, I'll gladly lend you the space.”

“I don’t need anything fancy.”

I followed her across the big room, our footsteps echoing around us, and below a stretch of loft. A door in the back led to her own space. Did she ever get out or did she spend day after day sitting at her desk, waiting for someone to enter the library and beg for a book before returning to her suite at the end of the day?

She opened a door beyond the sofa. “Through here, my queen. Truly, I'm embarrassed yet honored to share my quarters with you.”

An air of loneliness hung around her, and it made me want to come back each day if only to give her someone to talk with.

“Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate it.”

She bowed as I passed her.

“You don't need to wait for me,” I called out through the closed door. “I'll find you in the library when I'm done. Could you locate some romances for me to take to my suite when I leave?”

“Oh! I’ll go collect a few right away. We have some wonderful ones here. I’ll gather my favorites.”

Perfect.

I waited five ticks of the fingers of both hands before easing out of the bathing area I didn’t need. After tiptoeing to the door leading to the main part of the library, I eased it open and peered out. Valera was hurrying along a loft two levels up on the opposite side of the room, her heels clicking on the floor, an intent expression on her face.

Calista had given up on her palm and had laid her head on her arms on the table and was fast asleep.

Surren had gone over to speak with the guard beside the door.

I slipped from the room and took the stairs on the left to the second level.
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The air around me swirled, thick with possibilities. I could barely draw in a breath.

Maybe this was nothing. When I arrived, Valera could’ve been looking in this direction in response to the whispering sounds I’d heard while sitting on the lower level. Someone else could be up here, or she might’ve seen a tiny creature moving and realized she needed to hire a magical exterminator, assuming such a thing existed. Books needed to be protected, after all.

But as I moved quietly past the stacks, my shoulder brushing against the books on my left, the whispers grew louder and there wasn’t a creature or person in sight.

I crept past row after row of towering bookshelves. My palms grew sweaty, and my heart thudded, smacking itself against the inside of my ribcage. Not wanting to give myself away, I kept my movements deliberate. Valera's attention had diverted to a section on the opposite side of the room and on the level above this one, and her hands furiously searched across the shelves.

A glance down showed Calista still slept, and Surren had returned to his position near the table. He kept shooting stern looks toward the librarian's quarters and the steady shift of his feet told me I didn't have much time before he'd seek me.

My tension climbed higher.

The whispering grew louder.

If I closed my eyes and listened, would I understand what they said? When I did, the whispers cut off, and I opened my eyes again.

Back at the fae manor, I'd slid my fingertip across the spines and that was when Ember's Shadow snagged my attention. Perhaps my unconventional method would work here as well. Poring through all these volumes to find a book that might contain clues would take years.

Stooped forward to hide behind the wooden rail, I waddled along, trailing my finger across the spines, my pulse quickening with each book I grazed. The titles seemed to dance, some shimmering with gilded lettering, others darkening as if they didn't want me to read what they said.

Nothing felt quite right until my fingertip brushed against a book barely larger than my hand. I slid it off the shelf, studying the silver mark on the front with two ravens facing each other, their tails curling behind them and their wings spread wide. While I found no writing on the cover or the spine to identify what the book might contain, a lump of excitement scraped its way up my throat. I could sense power here as if something invisible reached out and slid itself across the exposed skin of my arms.

Valera cleared her throat.

Surren's booted footsteps echoed up from the wooden floor as he made his way across. “My queen?” he called out. “Do you need assistance?” He paused to nudge Calista's shoulder.

She lifted her head, sputtering and staring around before realizing she'd fallen asleep on the job. Erupting to her feet, she followed him. “My lady? I can help the queen. Where is she?”

“Inside the librarian’s bathing area.”

My time was up.

I lifted my skirt and tucked the book up beneath my dress. It shifted along my waist as I hurried to the end of the loft and took the stairs to the bottom. Tiny, it should escape notice.

Surren and Calista burst from inside the librarian's quarters and stared around wildly, their gazes locking on me.

With a sweet smile, I walked over to join them. “There you are. I'm ready to leave now.” I lifted my voice. “Valera? I'll come back tomorrow to collect those books.”

I hugged my belly as if it pained me as I hurried from the library and back to my suite. Let Calista think I had intestinal issues or something.

Inside, Farris scrambled over to greet me, and I stooped down to pat him while he licked my face and wagged his bushy tail. I straightened.

“Do you plan to rest before dinner, my queen?” Calista asked from the open doorway.

“Actually . . . Could all of you leave?”

“I cannot,” Surren said in a gruff tone and with a wince of his shoulders. “I'm under strict orders by the king to ensure you’re safe at all times.”

“Look around my rooms, then. Make sure I'm secure, and then you can wait in the hall with the others.”

Calista drew herself up, preening while flicking her fingers toward him. “My queen is perfectly safe with me.”

“And me,” Faelith chimed in from where she stood beside the chair she'd taken again to wait.

“I want to be by myself with no one else inside the suite with me,” I stated.

Calista's spine twitched. “But my queen, I need to help you get ready for dinner.”

I flared my skirt, keeping my hand on my belly and the book beneath the fabric. “I'll wear this until I go to bed tonight.”

Calista plucked at my sleeve. “The queen mother will be dismayed to see you dressed in such a simple outfit.”

“I'm going to dine in my suite tonight.” I faked a yawn. “I'm exhausted from all my efforts today.” Not really. While it had been months, my body still held the muscle mass I'd developed over years of working with dragons and riding into battle. I hadn't slacked on my training after I left the fortress, either. At Lydel, I'd continued to work with various weapons, and I'd regularly jogged through the city to remain in shape.

It would take more than a stunningly powerful orgasm courtesy of Merrick on my throne—my throne! –-and slinking through the library to steal a book to wear me out.

“I’ll call for you if I need anything,” I added.

Surren pulled his blade and strode through the rooms, returning to give the other guards a nod. “All is secure.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Calista turned toward the others as Faelith joined them. Faelith kept staring at Surren.

“You heard the queen,” Calista said. “We'll remain in the hallway in case she has need.”

I closed the door behind them, the soft click of the latch sealing me away from the outside world. Quiet rolled in like a warm wave. I'd missed the times when I could be alone. While I accepted my new role in life, it was going to take some time to get used to people deferring to me, the bowing, and the need for multiple wardrobe changes throughout the day.

I joined Farris in my bedroom, shutting the door behind me and advancing on the bed. He rolled over, onto his back, thrusting out his feet and begging for pats.

I lifted my skirt and pulled out the book, tossing it onto the bed. He rose onto his haunches and sniffed it, releasing a low growl.

“Good book or bad?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

His front paw snapped out and smacked onto the cover.

“Don’t beat it up.” I dragged it out from under his paw and inspected it, glad to find it wasn’t damaged. The silver ravens glimmered, hinting at the book’s potential before the brightness faded back to its original muted silver form.

Ravens? My gaze blurred, then cleared, but I could swear for a moment they were dragons, not ravens.

Farris’s eyes remained on the book as I dropped onto my belly beside him. I ran my fingertips down his spine, and he huffed, flopping onto his side and rolling onto his back, his legs thrusting into the air. I stroked his tummy while he wiggled and sighed. When he started drifting to sleep, I sat up and laid the small book on my lap.

“What mysteries might you reveal, my pretty?” I asked, hoping I hadn’t stolen a book containing ancient recipes I had no interest in testing.

As expected, it didn't reply to my question.

And as I didn't expect, I couldn't get it open. Turning it this way and that, I found a band along the bottom that held it closed. A tiny hole in the center looked about the size and the shape for a miniscule key.

“Great,” I hissed. “Just great. I have Ember's Shadow that only reveals cryptic poems and a book that won't let me open it without a key I don't have.”

Pulling a blade, I slipped the tip beneath the slender band, but instead of slicing through, a shock snapped out of the book itself, hitting my knife and knocking it from my hand.

Spelled to keep anyone from opening it without the key? It appeared so.

Grumbling, I tossed the book onto the bed, determined to return to the library tomorrow and look for the key.

Because I hated doing nothing, I got up and dressed in my leathers. While Farris snored, I worked my way through a series of exercises. It felt good to slash my sword around and fling daggers at the back of the door, the dull thud when the blade struck true reverberating through my bones.

Moira brought my dinner, and I ate, dismissing the staff again after. Since she wasn’t alone, I didn’t ask her why she’d been asked to go to the kitchen.

The sun set. I paced the room.

I was supposed to train with Lore again tonight, but how could I go to him after what I’d done with Merrick today?

What kind of woman was equally attracted to two men? A woman who had no business spending time with a man who was not her husband, that was who.

The stupid mark on my wrist appeared when I first touched Lore. Yet I was married to Merrick, and he was capturing my heart with his flirtatious ways and charm.

And let us not forget his wicked tongue.

It was clear he wanted me in his bed, though he said he’d wait until I was ready.

At the rate our relationship was progressing, I suspected he wouldn’t be waiting long.

So . . . I didn’t go to Lore.
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The next day passed much like the one before with only a few slight differences. No court was held in his throne room, but Merrick spent time with his advisors while I puttered around inside my suite all morning, completely bored.

In the afternoon, I left for the library with my entourage, leaving only Faelith behind with Farris. With some of my guards in front and the rest behind me, we walked to the fourth floor, where I found Valera sitting at her desk.

She stood as I approached, rounding her desk to drop into a deep curtsy. “My queen. You honor my library with your presence once more.”

“I came for those books.”

“Perfect. I have them right here.” She bustled over to a small cabinet behind her desk and slid a pile of books off one of the shelves. “Here they are.” Returning to stand in front of me, she handed them to one of my guards who frowned down at them before he took them, striding over to wait by the door with the other guards. “Keep them for as long as you’d like. When you’ve finished, I’ll be happy to collect more.”

“You’re amazing.”

Her cheeks pinkened. “It was no bother, my queen. If there’s anything you need from the library, just ask me, and I’ll find it for you. If it’s not here, I’ll procure it from one of the other court’s libraries.”

“You communicate with the other court’s librarians?” An interesting notion.

“Yes, we’re all quite friendly, my queen.”

“No warring among you like the kings?”

“Never,” she gasped.

“I read about why they’re enemies yesterday, but the books didn’t give many details.”

“Such is the way, is it not?”

Not usually. Most history books stated things plainly. They didn’t tease the details. “The books stated the conflict began around the time of the three court’s son’s seventeenth birthdays, but they didn’t state what the young men argued about.”

“While secrets bloom slowly under moonlight, haste might shatter their delicate petals,” she said.

I lifted my eyebrows. “What does that mean?”

“Books, my queen. So many books and never enough time to read them all.” Her hand swept out to the enormous room in general. “I’ve spent my life trying to catalogue them all, as did my mother, but I fear the task will not be completed in my lifetime.”

“You said that secrets bloom slowly under moonlight, but that haste could shatter their delicate petals.”

Her lips twitched. “I don’t . . .” Her eyes flashed an almost milky color, but I could be mistaken. Sunlight blazed within the room, making me blink.

“I could swear you said that.” No, I knew she had. Another odd thing about Evergorne.

“I’m terribly sorry. Perhaps I did, though I don’t know why. The other court librarians and I enjoy sharing. Books are our passion and our pleasure, and if you’re happy reading, there’s no time left for battle. Don’t you agree?”

“That sounds wonderful.” Perhaps I should start sending books to others as gifts. I’d start with Erisandra if I thought that would soften her heart. “Do the other libraries have books that might tell me more about Evergorne’s history?”

“I don’t believe so. Long ago, there was a horrifying book purge, and many were removed and destroyed. Books are a lifeline to this world and beyond, and to destroy them . . .” A shudder ripped through her.

“Who did it?”

“Some say the other court’s high lords, though that’s only a rumor. It was so long ago, no one remembers.”

The memories of those within this court appeared selective. What other important details may have been lost?

Or stolen.

The fates did love playing their games.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, my queen?” Valera fingered the ring with a bluish-purple stone strung on the chain around her throat, making the large, finely cut jewel sparkle in the sunlight.

“Such a pretty ring,” I said.

“Oh, this?” Her smile warmed, and she lifted it from where it nestled below her gown’s bodice. She ran the ring back and forth across the chain, making a whizzing sound. “My mother gave me this, and I’ve treasured it since. She died when I was young, though I still remember sitting beside her on the sofa inside our suite.”

“What was her name?”

“Isodine.” Valera’s gaze traveled to the other side of the library. “Did you know that she enlarged this library during her time serving? This position has always been held within our family. Such an honor.”

“I didn’t realize that, no.” Though at this point, I should’ve. “And the . . . key?” I couldn’t miss it dangling alongside the ring with the blue stone.

Staring down, she twisted her hand to lay the key and ring on her palm, partly extended my way. “The color perfectly matched her eyes. She adored it, and I do as well, though she’d only worn it for a short time.” Her brows drew together. “’Keep it safe, daughter,’ she always said. “Never lose it. Because it didn’t fit any of my fingers, I strung it on this chain. I don’t remember where she got it, only that she suddenly wore it all the time. Upon her death, I inherited it. I was only twelve when she died.” She dropped the two and they slid back beneath the top of her bodice.

“I’m sorry.”

“I loved her very much.”

“Did your father raise you?”

“Sadly, no. King Theon made sure someone took care of me until I could assume my proper role here inside the library, which I did as soon as I was mature enough to handle the task.”

“Proper role?”

“Yes, as I said, the eldest woman in my family has served in this very library for each generation since the castle was built. My father died a few years prior to my mother and oddly enough, on the day King Theon turned seventeen, so my father couldn’t raise me himself.”

So many oddities at Evergorne. What I found the strangest was that the eldest member of each family served the castle in the same exact role as the prior generations.

“After my father’s death, King Theon himself came to my mother to ensure she had what she needed, and him only seventeen. Already, he showed great integrity and strength. He visited us now and then after that, which was incredibly kind of him. I could tell my mother took great heart in his visits.”

“How old was your mother then?” I wasn’t quite sure why I asked.

“Twenty-eight.”

“Much too young to die.”

“Yes.” A shadow flickered across Valera’s face, but it smoothed quickly. “Sadly, she died in childbirth, taking her infant son along with her.”

“Son? She was pregnant when your father died?” How truly tragic.

“Oh, no, this was a few years after my father’s death.” Her head tilted, and color rose into her face. “I’d never thought about it this way, but . . . Oh, my.”

“Who was the child’s father?”

“I don’t know. I doubt she fell in love with someone, or I would’ve known about it, correct?”

Perhaps, or perhaps not.

“She was incredibly lonely. Sad too often. At times, I found her crying, though I don’t believe she was aware I saw.”

Two years . . . I added it up in my mind. “She died about the time King Merrick was born.”

Valera paused before her brow smoothed. “You’re right. I was mourning, and I didn’t pay much attention.” She must’ve realized who she was speaking with, because her hands twitched at her sides. “I’m sorry, my queen. Of course, I celebrated King Merrick’s glorious birth. We were all thrilled that King Theon had given the throne an heir.”

“It was alright to be sad about your mother even during a time of celebration.”

“Thank you. Yes.” Her sigh bled out. “I miss her and my father, but that’s on the fates, isn’t it? They too often steal the people we cherish most.”

I took her hand and squeezed it. “They do. Before I came here, I lost someone too. I miss him.”

“My queen,” she croaked, staring down at our clasped hands. But she squeezed mine back. “I’m terribly sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. Will you pass the chain and trinkets on to your eldest daughter one day, the future librarian?”

“I never married. I’m the last Windhaven of Evergorne Court and there will be no others.”

What kind of life did she have, puttering around books all day long and retiring to her suite each night? Reading could take you to a new world, but when you closed the book, you were dropped right back into what you’d left behind.

“Who will take over the library when you pass?” I asked.

“I’m not sure what will happen.” She shrugged. “I suppose the king will assign another family to take care of this glorious place. I’ve made plenty of notes. As for my mother’s treasured ring, it’ll probably join the funeral pyre with me.” When I released her hand, her face flushed further, and she fluttered her fingertips at her throat. “I must get back to work, my queen. But if you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me. I’m yours to command.” She lifted the ring and key from beneath her gown and started sliding them along the chain again.

“I appreciate it,” I said.

She paused as she walked away and turned back to face me. “Funny. I just remembered. My mother told me that I should give the ring to . . .” Her eyes clouded, and she blinked slowly. “Give the ring to . . .” Pivoting, she started walking again, rounding her desk to sit behind it.

“Give the ring to whom?” I called out to her, startling Calista standing nearby.

Valera shook her head and gave me a wan smile. “I’m sorry. I can’t remember.”

One more Evergorne secret?

Since she appeared busy, I left, running our conversation through my mind as I walked back to my suite.

I’d bet anything the tiny key fit the book with the silver ravens. Did I dare ask to borrow it? That felt sneaky. I liked Valera, and I didn’t want to do something underhanded.

Inside my suite, I found Erisandra waiting. As I strode across the sitting room, she remained where she was, sitting in the ornate throne someone must’ve delivered to my suite. She said nothing to me as I stopped to pat Farris.

“Welcome.” I plastered a polite smile on my face as I continued toward her. “How nice of you to stop by.”

“Leave,” she told my staff, and they scurried into the hall, shutting the door behind them. Once we were alone, she pointed to a wooden chair placed on a lower level in front of her improvised dais. “Sit.”

The last time I was forced to sit in a hard wooden chair, an evil fae king tried to drain me of all my power.

I slouched on the sofa, curling my legs beneath me, turning to face her. I carefully placed my right hand beside my thigh, a snap away from the hilt of one of my blades. “To what do I owe this honor?” I asked in as pleasant a tone as I could drag up my throat.

“I don’t like you.”

“Fortunately, you don’t need to. Merrick does.” This time, my smile came true. “And that’s all that matters.”

“He’s a man. Men are easily manipulated, don’t you agree?”

“Do you speak from experience or are you making a general statement?” If she’d come here with even a hint of warmth in her heart, I’d make an effort. But this was a confrontation, not a social visit. I’d give back in the same way she offered.

“I did my best to be faithful.” For the first time, her gaze dropped from mine.

“In what way?”

“Our marriage was arranged. I had no say in it. My parents were thrilled that their daughter would be queen. They didn’t care if I liked Theon or not.”

“Sadly, this is quite common.” And I had no idea why she felt compelled to come here and tell me this now. Why share something that might incriminate herself?

“Your marriage to my son is not a love match either,” she said.

Not at the start, but I held hope things between us would go in that direction. “I was a willing bride.”

“As was I after some persuasion. His advisor came to me and pleaded. He was kind, so I agreed.” Her eyes flickered with shadows.

“I like Merrick a lot,” I said. “I won’t hurt him.”

“What about Lord Lorant?” Her penetrating gaze locked on mine. “Do you like him as well?”

“What about the kind advisor?” I dealt right back at her. “Did you like him more than your husband?” I was throwing blades in the dark here. Would one strike the target?

Her gaze flung itself away from mine. “That’s none of your business.”

So it was like that, was it? “You did like him.”

“I said no such thing, yet you’ve avoided answering me about Lord Lorant. Quite telling, don’t you think?”

I couldn’t hold back the heat rising in my face. “Why are you asking me these questions? Let’s talk about the coronation. The dinner that will follow. The masked ball. You agreed to help me with the arrangements.”

“Don’t allow yourself to care for Lord Lorant.”

What did she know? “Why would I? He’s the king’s bodyguard, not my husband.”

“Exactly. Remember that. Don’t do what I . . .”

She lifted her hand and studied her claw-like nails.

I waited to discover what she might say next. This was her command performance; no need for me to guide her along. Finally, however, after the silence prodded me long enough, I spoke. “You didn’t love King Theon.”

“He was a decent enough man.”

Sad that she’d never known love, then. Unless . . . “Did you and the king’s advisor . . .” I couldn’t name it.

“Your position here is secure because I allow it,” she said.

An odd way of changing the conversation, but I slid along with it. “That’s up to the king, not you. You’re the queen mother. Merrick rules.”

Thank the fates for that fact.

“As long as I don’t feed gossip,” she said.

“What gossip?”

“The kind that . . . How should I say it? Rumors flew through the castle after my son was born.” She studied her nails. “Did you know that my family is related to the Evergornes? If ever a king dies without a direct heir . . .”

“Your family will inherit the throne?”

“Me. I will inherit the throne.”

The fates help Evergorne if this woman ruled.

“Tell me why all the kings die on their thirtieth birthday.”

Her gaze drifted from mine before returning. “It was a challenge raising a son who would be king after the death of his father. He was only ten at the time.”

Why didn’t she answer my question? A horrifying thought occurred to me. “Did you kill King Theon?”

With a huff, she slid off her throne. “I didn’t need to.”

“What about the king’s advisor?” The man I suspected could’ve been her true love. No, this woman loved no one, perhaps not even Merrick. “Did the advisor kill the king?”

She rose from her throne and strode toward the door. “You’re out of your mind. He’d never—”

I leaped from the sofa, placing myself between her and the door. “Did you sleep with King Theon’s advisor?” Fuck, was he Merrick’s real father? Was that what she was trying to allude to here? Maybe I was adding up numbers and arriving at the wrong answer, but—

Her nails clicked when she latched onto the knob. “I believe I’ve said enough.”

Or not enough.

Her glare pinned me in place. “Do not challenge me for my right to rule this court as I see fit.”

“You’re no longer the queen.”

“Are you sure about that?”
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Erisandra swept the door open and strode out into the hall, where her entourage waited. She stormed through them, and they parted like they dragged a blade through a strip of fabric before the material resealed behind her. They flowed down the hall and around the corner.

A few of her guards hefted her throne and stomped from my suite with it.

“My queen?” Moira asked, her hands twitching at her sides, her gaze focused on the men carrying the throne. “Can I do anything for you?”

“I need time with High Lady Weldsbane,” Lord Briscalar called out, striding around the throne-carriers and over to stand beside me. “If you have time, my lady? This won’t take long.” At my nod, he gestured for me to go ahead of him into the sitting area. “We have many details yet to smooth out to ensure your coronation, the dinner, and the masked ball aren’t a complete disaster.”

“The queen mother was just here. She didn’t seem eager to offer her assistance.” And frankly, if this was how she’d behave, I’d rather not spend even one more moment in her company. I still couldn’t process all she’d said—and hadn’t said.

“Yes, well . . .” He coughed. “I’m sure you and I can handle the arrangements.”

We could.

“Ladies,” I said. “Please go to the kitchen and bring back a tray with tea, cups for the lord and I, plus a few sweet items to go with it.”

“A delightful idea, my lady,” Lord Briscalar said as he urged me over to the table where I took my meals. He nodded to Moira. “Don’t dawdle. Hurry now. And make sure they include two pots of tea,” he called out as she scurried for the door with Calista behind her.

“I thought I’d take our fine fellow out for a walk in the gardens again,” Faelith said, lifting the leash.

She and Surren exchanged subtle smiles. Was there something going on between them?

“That sounds fun.” I tried not to laugh as Farris played catch, darting around the sitting area and even leaping over a sofa to avoid her. She finally pinned him against my thigh where I sat at the table.

With a huff, she blew hair off her pink face and secured his collar. “Aren’t you a lively one?” Grinning with triumph, she led him from the room, him trotting behind her with a nyxin grin on his face and his tail swishing through the air.

Surren eased out into the hall to stand with the others. Once the door had closed, the lord turned to me. He snapped his fingers and a book and a quill pen appeared on the table. “The queen mother asked me to keep her informed of our progress.”

“Whose final decisions will be taken, hers or mine?”

He coughed. “Yours, my lady. Always yours.”

I was grateful for his loyalty to me.

He flicked the pen with the tip of his finger. “Take notes.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “You want me to take notes?” Though I wouldn’t mind keeping a book and pen like that around for the next time Ember’s Shadow decided to let me read it. That would be easier than memorizing whatever it chose to share.

“Oh, no, my lady,” he said gravely. “Watch.”

The notebook snapped open to a clean page, and the pen lifted, poising itself above it, waiting.

“Coronation,” he said gravely, and the pen wrote the word at the top. His smile took me in. “A wonderful spell, don’t you think?”

“Quite handy. Teach me.”

“Oh . . .” His head tilted. “Aren’t you taking magical lessons with Lord Lorant?”

“Sometimes, but I can’t imagine him being eager to spend time on a simple spell like this.”

“I assure you.” He stiffened in the chair. “This is not a simple spell.”

I winced out a smile. “Try to teach me. Please?”

“Alright.” He shared how he crafted it, and to my surprise, when I tried, it worked. A journal like his appeared on my lap along with a pen. I’d write a few things down once he’d left.

“Tell the pen to write,” he said. “And it will do so.”

I frowned at the pen. “Take notes, would you?”

“As with any queenly request, you tell it, you don’t ask.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being polite to a pen,” I said.

His eyebrows lifted.

But the pen sprang up, the journal opened, and it appeared poised to write on the smooth, clean surface.

“Objects appreciate it when you ask kindly,” I said with a grin.

“Perhaps they do.” With a soft smile, Lord Briscalar shook his head. “We need to discuss your dresses for the events.” His face sobered. “Everyone, and I mean everyone, within the court is speculating about what colors you’ll wear, the styles of the garments, and what jewels might accompany the stunning creations.”

“About that.”

He leaned toward me. “Yes?”

“I don’t have any idea what I should wear, and I don’t know where to get even a simple gown, let alone one stunning enough to impress and set a new trend in fashion.”

He patted my arm. “That’s why you have me, my lady. I’m fully aware of all the latest fashions, and I’ll do all I can to help you shine like the jewel you truly are.”

“Thank you.”

His face pinkened. “First, the gown you’ll wear for your coronation and dinner.” He folded his hands neatly on his lap while the pen scratched across the journal page. “Everyone will expect you to wear the colors of Evergorne: striking red with a few silver accents. It's what all the queens have worn in the past. But I believe you should make a more memorable statement by dressing in silver with only a hint of red adornment instead.”

His proposal surprised me. Silver felt more sophisticated, however. Maybe this would be the perfect way to introduce me to all of Evergorne. “I like that. It’s bold.”

He dipped his head forward. “If I wasn’t bold, I would not be in this current position.”

“I’m grateful that you are.” I tried to imagine the smooth fabric of my gown cascading down my body like liquid silver.

“As for the style,” he said. “I’m envisioning a delightfully fitted bodice and a full skirt that doesn’t restrict movement yet clings enough to give you a statuesque feel. You’ll look majestic.” His enthusiasm caught me and swept me along with him. “This gown will tell the world who you truly are.”

I laid my hand on his arm, squeezing. “Thank you for putting so much thought into this.”

He tugged on his tunic and wiggled his spine, preening. “It's my duty, my lady, and one I do proudly.”

“You could've suggested I wear red like everyone else. I like that you're thinking beyond the usual, that you've got suggestions that'll not only give me the boost of confidence I'll need, but truly make me shine.”

He patted my hand resting on his. “During the dinner, you'll take your place beside the king.”

“What if I spill food on the front of my pretty silver gown?” The thought of soup splattering down the bodice made me grimace. Maybe I should wear black.

“Don’t spill,” he said, his tone both teasing and serious at the same time. “The queen mother and the other high ladies will definitely notice if a queen does something like that.”

“They’ll be equally eager to point it out if I do.”

“Sadly, yes.”

Someone knocked, and Surren opened the door. Moira and Calista entered, ushering in a floating double layer tray laden with a covered platter and two teapots. Pretty, matching cups, and plates took up the lower level.

“My queen,” Moira said, using her magic to make a table appear on the floor beside us. She lowered the tray onto the smooth wooden surface.

“Would you like me to pour?” Calista asked.

“We can handle this.” Lord Briscalar gave her a polite nod.

“Thank you, both.” I lifted a smile, and they left the room.

Lord Briscalar laid a pretty plate and cup in front of me, and, at my nod, poured tea. He swept off the silver dome covering the platter and gestured to the array of pastries, serving me the one I selected. We sipped our tea for a moment and ate before tackling the rest of the items on his agenda.

“What can I expect with the coronation?” I asked.

“You'll be the last to enter the throne room, and you'll be accompanied by your ladies. You'll sedately walk down the aisle and stop at the end. An escort, the highest lord in Evergorne, will then walk with you to where King Merrick will be waiting on his throne.”

The image made my heart race. This was it. Once I wore the crown, I’d belong to this court. Merrick and I were married, but it didn't quite feel real. I slept in my own bed alone while he slumbered down the hall. Maybe that would be the night to join him in his bedroom. My skin tingled at the thought. “What happens next?”

“The king will stand and announce that he accepts you as his queen. The room will erupt with bows, cheers, and excitement. This moment will be steeped in magic and tradition. The highest elder will place the crown on your head herself.”

My breath caught. “Magic? What kind of magic?”

“Sparkles. The room is enchanted for such an occasion. When the crown is placed upon your head, the air will shimmer with light, a tribute from the realm to its new queen. It’s quite a sight to behold, and I'm pleased to say this will be the second queen coronation I'll witness.”

“Erisandra's was the first.”

He nodded, his cheery mood dimming.

“She had some interesting, though cryptic things to say when she visited earlier.”

His head tilted. “Like what?”

“First, that she doesn’t like me, but I don’t care about that.”

He brushed off the comment with a flick of his hand, agreeing while leaning forward, waiting to hear more.

“That she was a willing bride—”

“They all are.”

Interesting. “You mean every single Evergorne bride has been willing?”

“The men of this family may have found it a challenge to rule at times, but none have found the need to force a woman to marry them.”

That was good. “She said King Theon’s advisor talked her into the marriage. I believe she . . .”

“Rumors such as that have circulated through the court from the moment she stepped inside the castle.”

“Were they lovers?”

“Why would you think that?”

“Just a suspicion. She implied she’s still queen here because her family will inherit if there’s no true heir to the throne.”

“Which will only happen if King Merrick dies without an heir, something we both agree must not happen.”

Did Lord Briscalar know I slept in my own bed?

“She . . .” I had to tell someone. “She implied King Theon might not be Merrick’s father.”

“Merrick is the very image of his King Theon. Yes, there are rumors that she and . . . How shall I say this?” He leaned close and his voice lowered, though we remained alone. “That she and the high advisor may have . . .” He pinched his eyes closed, opening them again and leaning back in his chair. “King Theon’s advisor was an honorable man. The queen mother . . . ”

“Lacks honor?”

“I would never say something like that.”

But I bet he’d think it.

Lord Briscalar’s mouth twisted with distaste. “What else did she say?”

“That’s about it.”

“I suggest you dismiss her from your mind. She’s jealous, but she’ll soon find her place within this court.”

I was beginning to doubt that.

He tapped his journal. “We still have much to discuss.”

I nibbled on another pastry, mostly paying attention to what he was saying but also analyzing every word she’d said. I didn’t come to any conclusions, however.

“Back to your coronation,” he said. “After everyone swears fealty—”

I placed the rest of my pastry on the plate. “What does that entail?”

“Lots of groveling.” His laugh rang out. “Bowing. As much as they should grovel, they won't. They'll bow to you and swear to defend you and the court with their lives, but watch them all.”

“For an attack?” Maybe I should bring my sword to the coronation.

“Never in front of everyone. If nothing else, we fae handle these matters in a more delicate manner.”

Yes, like with poison.

“After that, the king will escort you to dinner,” he said.

We discussed the food that would be served, and I approved all his suggestions.

“Seated beside the king, you will be the most stunning jewel in the court. King Merrick won't be able to take his eyes off you.” He ate the last of his pastry, washing the bite down with tea, before pouring us both more at my nod. “Then you'll change again, into a gown for the ball.”

“Design and color suggestions?”

His eyes gleamed with excitement. “For the ball, I suggest a deep green gown shot through with gold. It will complement your striking hair beautifully, and it holds significance within our court.”

Merrick's eye color and only now did I realize, Lore's as well, though his were a darker green.

“Are Lore and Merrick related?” I asked.

“An odd question. I believe they are, though it’s never been confirmed.”

Was that why his mother seemed so angry with Merrick’s father? Had he . . . Evergorne gleamed on the surface, but many secrets churned below the shiny façade. “Are they half-brothers?”

I was beginning to suspect she’d slept with the king’s advisor. What if the king was with someone else?

“Wherever did you get an idea like that?”

“Just speculation.”

“Don’t start new rumors.”

“Never me.” Especially about my husband.

Merrick and Lore did look vaguely alike, though Lore was sharper while Merrick . . . I couldn't say he was softer, not when he had a chiseled jawline, broad, muscular shoulders, and a body I was beginning to believe I'd die if I didn't explore. They were different enough, but that was common in families.

“Do I need to wear a mask to the ball?” I asked.

“Yes, my lady. All attendees will wear them to celebrate the occasion, including the king.” His eyes glinted with mischief as he leaned closer. “May I reveal a secret?”

“Please do.”

“The king’s mask will remain a mystery until the event begins, but the design of his mask will reflect the Evergorne symbol.”

“What does that look like?”

He crafted an image with magic in the air between us.

I'd seen it before.

Two silver ravens facing each other—part of Merrick’s family crest. But that wasn’t the only place where I’d seen wings like this.

They’d been etched into the cover of the book I’d stolen from the library, the one I couldn't open.
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“She has not come to me for three nights,” I roared, pacing. Always pacing. “Three fucking nights.”

“I spoke with her about it today.” Tension thrived in Merrick’s voice. “She’s been busy with Lord Briscalar the past days, discussing details related to the coronation and the events surrounding it. But I asked her to continue with you, and she said she would.”

His assurance should calm me, but it didn’t. “You see her all the time.” Damn, but I sounded like a whiny puss.

“Not as much as I’d like. I’m busy. You know that. I probably don’t see her any more than you.” He kept his voice neutral, but there was something different in his tone.

I stopped pacing and turned to look his way. That gleam in his eyes . . .

“You love her.” Surprise sliced through my words. I should be happy for him, but all I felt was soul-shattering sadness. “Does she love you back? Has she told you yet?”

“No. No, um . . . no. Not yet.” He stared down before looking up, the happiness and hope on his face kicking me in the gut. “I haven’t asked her, either. I wouldn’t. You know that. But there’s something in her eyes when she looks at me that . . . Well, it gives me hope for a future I could never imagine without her.”

Talk about shredding me. Completely shattering my soul.

But I met his eyes and nodded. He needed my acceptance as much as I did his.

“How could I not love her?” he said.

Oh, to feel that bliss of new love.

“It hasn’t been long,” he said. “But she’s . . . You can already see what I mean. You’ve talked with her. Worked with her. She’s amazing. Pretty, yeah. Gorgeous, actually. But it’s not all about that—”

I snorted.

His grin spread wide. This man took on life with excitement, never with the fear that it would slap him across the face when he wasn’t looking. He was a kind, decent person, and because of this, he could find some goodness in everyone else.

Even me.

“Yes, I’m falling in love with her.” Strength came through in his words and in his posture. “I can’t imagine not loving her now.”

I didn’t ask if they’d been together yet. I couldn’t ask. Knowing she’d gone to his bed would rip me apart. If I knew, images of them together would haunt me. How could I do what I must if all I could see was them moving together? She’d moan like she did when I was with her. She’d cling to him and beg.

Fuck.

“You should’ve seen her in the throne room the other day.” Wearing a sappy smile, he shook his head and told me what happened with the stolen cows. “She’s smart. Savvy. Perfect for something like this, and it shows. Her first time delivering judgement too. She delicately manipulated both men in a way that made them believe they’d each won. Well, the lord might disagree on that since he has to allow Devron to collect his cows. Sweat was slithering down his face. He knew he was caught and every time he glanced back at the other lords and ladies watching raptly, you could see he knew he was going to be knocked down a few rungs on the ladder before the day was through.”

“She fixed it.” I wasn’t surprised. All that untapped power and a clever mind? No one could defeat her.

Except time.

“Two strong men with adjoining properties,” he said. “Even I wasn’t sure what the outcome would be. We can’t have battles among our own people.” He swung his leg up, hooking the back of his knee on the arm of his chair, and his face went solemn. “She can do it, Lore. I know she can, and I think that’s what’s most important here.”

“One day of good judgment doesn’t prove much.” Yes, I had my doubts, but that was the usual for me, not him. I started moving again, though my steps were no longer fueled by anger.

He grunted. “Anyway, I asked her how things were going with you today, and she admitted she’d stayed away for three nights. I asked her again to work with you, not making demands like you would, and she said she’d be there tonight.” His low laugh rang out, and I cringed, hoping he wasn’t going to reveal anything intimate between them that would make me crave her more than I already did. “Try a little harder to be nice. I know you have it in you.”

Somewhere, buried deep inside.

“Speak kindly to her. Act civil if you can. Encourage her, for fate’s sake,” he said. “She needs you, and I need you to do this.”

“Alright, I’ll try.” I couldn’t promise anything more than that. “There are only three days until the coronation.”

“I can’t wait until the crown’s placed on her head and to hear the cheers echoing in the throne room. No matter what happens after that, we’ll be set.”

“And then you’ll escort her to dinner.” He’d help her into her seat, and he could even lean close and kiss her and no one would blink an eye. The ladies might be jealous, though they’d had their chance. The lords would envy him his claim to this glorious woman.

None more than me.

“She’ll take her proper place at my side as queen,” he said. “Mother is not pleased, but we couldn’t expect anything else. I’ve spoken with her. She’ll behave.”

She’d better.

“And then you’ll escort her to the masked ball.” I could picture her wearing a dress that showed off her stunning curves. The whispers of envy that would flicker around the ballroom when she appeared at the entrance on his arm. The mask that would only enhance her beauty.

“Yes,” he breathed. “I’ll lead her in the first dance. You’ll be there. You’ll see.”

I couldn’t stay away.

“After that . . . So much could happen after that.”

He’d soon take her to his bed if he hadn’t already. He had to.

Merrick rose from his chair and strode closer, standing well within reach. “I should go. So should you. She’ll be with you soon. Work with her. Kindly. I’ll stress that again. Start with her affinity for manipulating shadows. She’s going to need that more than anything. Lightning and fire . . . I’m sure they’ll play a role in this too. That may be her biggest challenge. They’re unruly.”

“They’re deadly. She needs to be careful.”

“Which is why you’re helping her, not me. This is more your realm than mine.”

I was the darkness.

“This skill is rare,” he said. “Special.”

Just as she was.
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Before it was time, I took the stairs to the top of the tower and paced there instead of inside my room.

I waited.

Would she again refuse to come? Just the thought of her remaining in her room while I stalked to the window and climbed onto the roof, where I’d sit until the moon started to kiss the horizon, was enough to make my rage boil again.

If she—

“You don’t need to follow me to the top of the tower, Surren.” Her voice echoed up to me. “I’ll make my own way back to my suite.”

My lungs . . . froze.

Surren gasped. “My queen. No. This is not done. It’s my job to—”

“I’ll make sure she makes it safely back to her suite,” I barked.

“Lord Lorant?” Surren called out.

“See?” Reyla said. “I told you I’m meeting him here for training. I’ll be perfectly safe with him.”

That was a matter of perspective.

“Very well, my queen,” he said. “We’ll wait at your suite for you, then.”

A door banged on the lower level.

“They’re with me all the freaking time,” she hissed. “Can I never be alone?”

Her light footsteps shivered their way up the narrow, coiled stairway to stroke across my ears and my skin that twitched in anticipation.

My soul.

Be kind. Merrick’s admonition echoed in my mind.

I would try.

She reached the top of the stairs, puffing, but when she stepped onto my level, she didn’t complain. I could feel the wariness in her, the way she was already slamming up the walls she’d need to keep me out.

And that only made my frustration burn brighter.

“Welcome, Wildfire,” I drawled.

Pausing, she smacked her palm over her heart. An admission or was she still feeling short of breath?

“You’ve finally arrived,” I snarled. There went my attempt at being kind. Although, I hadn’t injected much of the irritation storming around inside me into my voice. I even curved my lips up in what I hoped was a decent enough smile.

“Fuck, Lore, what did I do to deserve that grimace?” she said with a roll of her eyes. Her hand flopped to her side as she walked over to stand in front of me.

“It was a smile. Not a grimace.”

She propped her hands on her hips, calling my attention to their gentle slopes and the way the movement lifted her breasts, showing off a hint of their peaks. I’d tasted that flesh. Dragged my tongue across it before moving lower.

Her leathers not only cupped her ass sweetly, but they also seemed to stroke her curves, pressing themselves against her skin like a doting lover.

“I think you should keep snarling,” she said lightly. “It suits you more than that smile.”

“You don’t find it charming?” I rasped, watching her. I would never be able to drag my gaze away.

“Should I? Charm doesn't seem to be part of your nature unless I've been reading you wrong all this time.”

“I can be quite charming when I choose.”

“I won't hold my breath in anticipation.”

I adored her wit, how she teased. But Merrick was right. Tonight, I had to work with her magic. Not drag my tongue across her skin.

“Allow me to state that I'm here at Merrick's request and only for that reason,” she said. “Nothing else.”

“You don't crave my company as much as I do yours?”

She grumbled. “You don't crave anything from me.”

“I believe I've already shown you what I crave.”

She tilted her head to look up at me, and though her gaze narrowed with irritation, her eyes showed me she was already struggling to maintain her guards. To keep me from seeing that she did crave me. “Shadow magic. Nullification if that will keep you on course. This.” She held up and lit her index finger, then pointed it at the floor and etched a swirl into the stone with her fire. “As you’ll note, I’ve started to master this one on my own.”

When the puff of smoke she’d generated with her drawing cleared, swept away by the brisk wind passing through one window to exit out another, I smirked. “Add an R to the L, Wildfire, and perchance a swirling heart, and it’ll be complete.”

She stomped over to stand above the area. “That’s not an L.”

“It’s an L. It stands for Lore. Me.” I moved up behind her, resisting the urge to nudge her hair to the side with my nose and press my lips against the sensitive skin on her nape. “I didn’t realize you had a soft spot for me in your heart.”

“I don’t.” She pretty much bolted away from me, not stopping until she’d reached the stone wall and pressed her back against it. I could follow her. Cage her with my arms and then devour her, but . . .

Kindness. Civility. Encouragement.

Even I could sense if I didn’t try, I’d drive her away and next time, even Merrick wouldn’t be able to convince her to meet with me again.

“A truce?” I held out my hand. Would she dare take it? I hadn’t given her any reason to believe I wouldn’t trick her. Why was this so hard for me?

Oh, yes. I knew why.

She stared at me for a long time, assessing me. Judging me, I was sure. I remained stoic, struggling to project an image that would come across as non-threatening.

An impossible thing.

Yet her shoulders loosened. She took one step toward me, then another. Finally, she stopped in front of me, glaring at my hand. “What are the terms of your truce?”

“Work with me, and I’ll . . .”

“Leave me alone?”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“You should.” Her voice cratered. “Please. You have to. I can’t—”

“But you will.”

“Conclude your terms.” The sharpness in her eyes would cut the stone beneath our feet as easily as her finger. “Agreeing to work with you is essentially granting you a favor.”

“You offer a favor?” My slick smile grew. “Now, isn’t that intriguing?”

“You know what I mean. None of that fae favor crap. You won’t manipulate me into anything like that.”

“We could call it a soft favor.” I tightened my spine. “Agree to work with me each evening and in exchange, I won’t touch you unless you beg me to.”

“As if that’ll happen?” She took my hand much too easily. Shook it with too much vigor. “Deal.”

She had so much to learn.

“I’m not begging you to touch me, Lore,” she crowed. “Get used to that right now.”

“We’ll see.” I stepped back from her. “As you said, you’re doing well with your lightning magic already, though I believe you’ve only begun to learn how to wield that power with much accuracy.”

“Yes, because that is not an L. It’s a squiggle.”

I grinned. “It’s an L. One day, Wildfire, you’ll add that R and a heart.”

She didn’t return my smile or my challenge. “Don’t do this, Lore. We can’t. I won’t.”

Or she would.

“I believe tonight, we should see if you can use your power to pull in even one puny shadow,” I said.

“Pull it in?” A frown bloomed on her face, and she shoved stray hair back over her shoulder. The wind caught it and streamed it out at her side like feathers of sunset. “What does that mean?”

“As long as there’s light, there are shadows around you.” I flicked my finger toward the wall on my left where moonlight filtering in through the window made my shadow rise and lurk against the stone. Even my shadow appeared to be staring at her; it could no more look away than I could. “All you need to do is make the shadows come to your call and do as you command.”

“Shadows.” Her lips thinned, and she crossed her arms on her chest. “What is a shadow going to do at my command?”

“Almost anything with the right incentive.”

“They're like mist, and mist can't do anything.”

“Mist can creep under a door or through a keyhole to spy. Imagine you're fighting in a great battle and suddenly, a thick mist obscures your vision but not that of the wielder.” I fed her my usual smile, slick and full of cunning. “For the right mist wielder, mist can kill.”

“It can’t take on a physical form. I can see the value of obscuring vision. You could eliminate an enemy if you could see where you were going, and they couldn't. Slip in, a quick slice with your blade, and it's over. But how can mist kill?”

“Imagine thickening mist and sliding it down your opponent’s throat. Keeping it there and thickening further.”

“They could keep their mouth closed.”

“If you fill their nostrils with more mist, how will they breathe?”

“Good point.” Her face creased. “You're saying that shadows can do these things for me?”

“And so much more.”

“I don't believe I want to choke someone to death with a shadow.”

“Give it time, and you might.”

Her lips curled up on one side, and her face took on a conniving slant. “Perhaps I would.”

The fates help whoever challenged this woman. There was no way she wouldn't walk off every battlefield victorious.

“What else can shadows do?”

I warmed to the subject. “You could command shadows to cloak you, hide you.”

“And sneak around inside the castle? Sounds fun.” The grooves on her forehead suggested she had a destination in mind.

I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms on my chest, lifting one eyebrow. “Where do you hope to sneak into, Wildfire?”

“Nowhere in particular.”

I’d discover where she hoped to go soon.

“You could also use shadows to form a weapon,” I said. “And with the right amount of power, it could cut nearly as well as a sharp blade. You could use shadows to block light or absorb energy from someone else.”

Her face stilled and wild panic swept through her eyes. “I'm not draining anyone of their power. Never.”

“You never know when you might—”

“Never. Do you hear me, Lore? Never.”

“Tell me who,” I growled, suspecting her father's involvement here again.

“As I said, we eliminated that threat already.”

I paused for a tick of time, resisting my urge to form fists, to find a way to raise one particular dead fae king only so I could kill him again. I'd make it special. Even his soul would never forget. “You could use shadows to clean the air. Make the shadows of beasts obey your command.”

“You’re saying I only need to ask the shadows politely, and they’ll do all this for me?”

“Power, Wildfire. It's about giving them the power only you can command and they crave, and in exchange, persuading them to grant you what you need.”

Her posture loosened. “Show me how to call them and give them what they crave.”

“Don't ask for anything you don't truly need and be prepared to pay their price if what you need is vital.”

“My friend's powerful. So is my brother. They don't appear to suffer from using power.”

“I assume you speak of the friend who envisions a well of power for her to tap. Your magic appears subtly different. I believe you'll need to pull in power from around you and use that instead, like we do here.”

“No well brimming with magic?” She sighed. “Somehow, having even a bucket of power at my disposal seems easier than finding it in the air around me. With a bucket, you can scoop it up. In the air? I’ll have to figure out how to gather it then offer it to a shadow to get what I need.”

“Which is why you must practice. Those who wield shadow magic are rare.”

“How rare?”

“I only know of one person who can do so.”

She huffed. “Then maybe they need to be the one teaching me, not you.”

“You will not be looking elsewhere for training,” I snarled, shoving off the wall and dropping my fists to my sides. “Only I will train you.” Her lashes flickered at the challenge in my voice, but I held her gaze steady.

“You're not the very fates themselves, Lore,” she said. “There are others out there who are better than you at a lot of things.”

I stomped over and gripped her shoulders, though loosely, and stared into her eyes. “There is no one out there who’s better than me.”

“No touch, remember? I don’t recall begging.” She shrugged me off and eased away. “There’s no one else out there with your ego, either, but you need to set that aside—if you can—or I won’t work with you.”

A growl ripped through me. “I’ll try.”

Her mouth curved into a delicious smile. “You nearly broke it, but it wasn’t a true favor.”

“It’s almost the same thing.”

“Except it isn’t.”

I shrugged, not committing to anything. “Look at shadow wielding as if you’re making a trade, and the skill will serve you well.”

“The obsidian stone’s glow also suggested I could use nullification. What does that entail?”

“That skill is also very rare. I don’t know anyone who can wield that magic.”

“That’s me,” she said. “Rare.”

So very.

“Imagine being able to neutralize someone else’s spell,” I said.

“Like, poof, make it go away?”

“In some cases. I don’t believe nullification would work on an eras spell.”

“What’s that?”

“A wizard’s spell that has lasted for a very long time.”

“Are there any of those out there?”

“I’m sure there are,” I said.

“Nullification.” She tapped her chin. “Create areas where magic won’t work. Nullify that space, you could say. Could magic like that block someone’s ability to draw from their own well of power or the magic lurking around them? I’ve met fae who could freeze someone with one look, make it impossible for them to draw power. Maybe they possessed this skill.”

“There are spells that will do that. I doubt it was true nullification, because nullification would make it impossible for someone else to use their magic, not freeze them for a time to keep them from drawing it in. In that case, with your fae friends, the spell would only last until the one frozen, as you said, could overcome it. In true nullification, they can’t. Never.”

“I assume nullification could make a page appear blank unless the person who cast the spell wanted you to see what was written.”

“Excellent.” I’d only found one book in the library that referred to nullification, and it had only mentioned a few uses for it. My wildfire was thinking and analyzing this, and coming up with ideas no one else had ever dreamed of. Merrick didn’t need to tell me she was clever. That she could be conniving. It bloomed on her, shedding its perfume for those discerning enough to catch the scent.

Like me.

“Thank you.” The true smile she gave made it impossible to breathe. “How would someone counter a nullification spell?”

“I’m not sure it’s possible.”

“Not even for someone who can command nullification themselves?”

“I’m not sure anyone knows.” I forced my lungs to work as they should because she was still smiling. A real one. For me. “Let’s see if you can work with a shadow tonight.” I flicked my hand toward the wall where ours still dueled. “Never call your own.”

“Why not?” She peered at the wall. “It’s right there, waiting.”

“Your shadow will exhaust your magic much faster, and it might use the opportunity to merge with you and take over.”

“The other shadows won’t?”

“They’re not created from you, which means they can’t.”

A shiver ripped through her. “There’s no way to kick it out?”

I shook my head. “It also might latch onto your fears and magnify them.”

“I don’t need that.” She faked a curtsy to her shadow who did the same to her as if she stared at herself in a mirror before turning back to me. “Tell me how to do it.”

I rubbed my hands together and explained about gathering the wisps of power around her and calling to the shadows. She learned how to find the power she needed with surprising speed, but bargaining with shadows was not going to be as easy. Mine would refuse to listen to her—at my command. The wall itself created a shadow, and I guided her in working with that.

Without success.

She tried much longer than most would’ve before she finally slumped against the stone and blew hair off her face that settled back down to irritate her.

“Enough for tonight,” I said, tugging her forward a step before going around behind her. “We’ll keep practicing each night until it’s seamless.” I released her hair from the band she’d used to secure it and fingered through the strands, resisting my urge to thrust my face into it and just breathe. I made a quick braid, tied it off, and got away from her as fast as I could.

“Thank you.” Frowning, she fingered the tip of the braid. “I’m not very good with hair. Did you have a sister and practice with her?”

“I did not.”

“No other siblings at all?”

What an odd question. “I’m the only one.”

“I appreciate you taking time with me tonight. I know I can be snippy.”

“No,” I breathed.

Another smile rose on her face, this one driving its dagger straight through my heart. What I wouldn’t give to . . .

Soon.

Maybe.

Or never.

“You’re a good teacher,” she said.

“Of many things.”

She rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t have seen the wisps of power around me if you hadn’t shown me what to look for.”

I sucked in her praise, something I didn’t see much of. Although, no one else’s praise mattered. Only hers.

“I should leave,” she said. “There are only a few days left until the coronation.” Her gaze met mine before flicking away. “Will you be there, watching?”

“I will.”

“I’ll look for you.”

I nodded. “I won’t attend the dinner. Not my kind of party.”

“I’m not surprised about that.” She nibbled on her fingernail before looking up at me again, this time holding my gaze. “Will you be at the masked ball?”

“That, I could never miss.”

“Save a dance for me, then, Lore.”

“What would Merrick say about that?”

“I dance with who I please. I’m married to Merrick. I like him very much.” The color in her face suggested she might like him more than very much, but I was not going to call her on it. “But I decide who I dance with or don’t.”

“He won’t protest.”

“You’re right.” Her sweet smile told me she was thinking of him. Of them touching. Talking. Being together in all the ways a couple could. “He’ll stand near the wall, grinning as we swirl across the floor.”

“I can picture it now.”

She started to walk past me, but I tapped her arm. She could’ve kept going, ignoring me, but she stopped, close enough I could taste her light scent in the air. Suck it into my lungs and fuse it to my very soul.

“Before you leave, would you . . .” I swallowed, and it scraped its way down like stone. “Come up onto the roof with me?”

OceanofPDF.com


40


REYLA
[image: ]


If he’d demanded I go up onto the roof with him, I would’ve shaken my head and walked away. But he’d asked, and I’d bet anything this man rarely asked anything of anyone. It told me this meant something to him.

Tonight had gone well. Sure, we’d wallowed in sexual tension at the start, but that appeared to be the only way we could communicate. Until he started teaching me. After that, the tension might’ve simmered well out of sight, but he’d focused on helping me.

And as irresistible as I found the taunting, teasing, snide Lore, I liked this one even more. Too much.

Braiding my hair? It had been all I could do not to lean back in his arms. To turn and stroke his face.

Let it go, Reyla.

I jerked out a nod, indicating I’d join him on the roof.

He smiled again, sweet and almost boyish. The appeal that smile held . . . I didn’t want to think about what it might mean to my soul. I’d made it clear I was committed to Merrick, and I meant it. I’d married him. He’d made me his queen. It wouldn’t be long before I’d tell him I was ready to join him in his bed.

There was no place for Lore in that.

But there was a place for him tonight.

“Nothing sneaky,” I warned him as he took my hand and gently drew me over to one of the tall windows.

“Only when you beg,” he whispered by my ear.

I ignored how something that simple could make my skin tingle and drew up some of the ready snark I used most of the time with this man. “Never happening.”

“We’ll see.”

A breeze swept through the window, making my pulse skip. Insects hummed in the distance, their chirps and squeaks washing across me in rolling waves.

Lore stuck one leg through the opening and made his way outside, standing on something and holding onto the edge of the window, his gaze meeting mine.

I'd seen how far down the ground was before, and the thought of him just . . . dangling out there with only his hands keeping him from falling made my heart rush up into my throat. “Be careful.”

His hands slipped on the edge of the window, and his eyes widened, his mouth dropping in shock as he started to tumble backward.

I snapped my hands around his wrists, leaning partway out and holding on, desperate to keep him from falling.

“See?” he said. “You do care.” He loosened my grip and returned his hands to the ledge, tilting his head toward his boots.

The damn asshole stood on a strip of ledge that was wider than his feet.

“You really are a jerk. I was worried.”

His slick smile grew. “And I like that you were.”

“Actually, I wasn't.” I stepped back from the window and snapped my arms across my chest. “I should leave.”

“Please don't.” Only the hint of vulnerability in his voice held me in place. “I'm sorry. I won't tease you again. Come out with me? Sit on the roof, and I'll share all my dreams and sorrows.”

Now that was much too tempting. I didn't know much about this man except that he riled me up like no other and that my body craved him. My heart a bit, too, if I was being honest, which I wasn't.

Seeing that I wasn't running, he jutted his hand toward me. The boyish look on his face made me take it.

With a sly smile that disappeared too soon, he helped me ease my legs out and sit on the window sill, my feet dangling. When you stood on the ground below, the surface of the castle appeared smooth, but up here, I could see it was uneven, with the ledge encircling the tower and some stones sticking out enough to step on. Others projected enough that someone could use them to climb up onto the peaked, sharply sloped roof of the tallest tower where a flag fluttered from a steel post at the top.

Under his guidance, I turned and carefully lowered my feet to join him on the ledge, keeping a tight grip on the sill.

“Rather high up, isn't it?” I said, my voice shaky. Heights didn't bother me. I couldn't ride dragons if they did. But this was unlike anything I'd done before in my life. I wasn't sitting in a dragon's saddle, clinging to the spike jutting up from between its shoulders while it spiraled toward the ground. That, I'd done a billion times. Cling to the side of a stone castle? This was a first.

“No higher than when someone I know poked holes in the side of a ship and then used them to make her way from her porthole window to mine,” he said.

“Not me,” I said, stifling my laugh.

“They were hard to miss.” Damn, he was gorgeous when the wind rustled his dark hair and his eyes gleaming brighter than the stars in the sky. It would be easy to lose myself in this man, but I couldn't.

“Do you want to go first, or should I lead?” he asked.

In this dance? Him. I jerked my chin up to show he should go ahead of me.

“Always start here.” He pointed to a stone sticking out at his chest level. “Left hand on that one and put your right foot on this one.” He waved to it and took the first steps.

I followed behind him until I could crawl up onto the steep roof, the slate tiles digging into my knees as I made my way up to sit beside him on the roof.

Our thighs and arms brushed, but it felt like friendship, so I didn't make myself move away. I liked how his warmth enfolded me, how he shot me a look that told me he was proud that I'd done this.

“How many times have you come here?” I asked softly, not wanting to stab the night with my voice.

“More than I can count. From the time I was small.”

“I bet your parents loved that.”

“I don't believe they ever knew.”

“Does Merrick?”

He shrugged. “It's not something I chat about with him, but I bet he does.”

“Then he hasn't joined you here.”

“This isn’t his thing. It's solely mine.”

And mine if only borrowed. I wasn't sure what I thought about him sharing this special place with me, but I decided now wasn't the time to dwell on it. Instead, I looked around, taking in the stars and the moon overhead, the way the canopy of dark, shadowy leaves rustled below us. The rare cry of a night bird.

“Each time I come here, it feels new and fresh,” he said, equally soft. “It's pretty, yes, but profound. Sometimes, I just sit here, stunned by the way the moon casts a silvery glow over everything, other times savoring the whip of a storm roaring in from the sea. The moon transforms everything it touches into a shimmering dream.”

“I can almost see it.”

“I want you to see it all.”

“As you do?”

“As we both can. Let me show you.” He leaned close and pointed up, tracing the sky with his fingertip. “The Wyrm, the Dryad, and the Lycanthrope. See the patterns in the stars? They're whispering their secrets.”

So was he—or his voice was. I'd learned how to raise my mental guards from Tempest, and I could swear they remained strong enough to take on any challenge, even Lore's. Which meant he wasn't lulling me. But why would anyone bother to lull someone into listening while they talked about the stars?

“They’re three of the fiercest beings in mythology. Legends say they fought, clashing until one devoured the others, leaving behind their essence to protect the dawn.”

“Why did they fight?”

“Some say for power.” His voice was as smooth as the night itself.

“Controlling it, I assume.”

“Others say they fought over a love who belonged to none of them, though they each believed it did. Stories in the sky often spin into our lives. The battles, the sacrifices, and the betrayals.”

“One betrayed the others?”

“Isn't that always the way?”

“Not for everyone.” Though one of my friends had.

“In our world, they do.”

“Even you and Merrick?” I asked, looking up into his face that showed me nothing.

“We're as honest with each other as we can be.”

“That doesn't leave out betrayal.”

“We'll never be malicious. Remember that.”

I nodded, though I wasn't sure I agreed. I didn't sense any malice in Merrick. Lore? I was still unsure about this man sitting close beside me.

“What about that cluster over there?” I pointed.

“The Phoenix and the Serpent. Forever locked in a dance of rebirth and death. As one rises, the other falls. It’s said each time a phoenix is born, the serpent dies, and their cycle continues endlessly.”

“We could use some rebirth here,” I said, aware of my longing for a fresh start. “More life in this court would be a welcome change.”

Lore turned his head toward me, his eyes glimmering like the stars overhead, only darker. “And that’s exactly what you’re here to do. Bring new light, new energy to our stale world.”

He pointed out other stars, and while I marveled at them and the stories attached to them, I mostly listened to his voice. When he wasn’t snarling or trying to taunt me, I liked him. One could even say my heart was drawn to him at a time like this.

Finally, he stopped pointing out the stars, and I stopped pestering him for more stories, and we sat quietly, absorbing the gentle peace of the night world around us.

“Thank you for returning my sword,” I said.

“You saw it.”

“It’s stunning. Beautiful. Much nicer than it was when it was handed to me years ago.”

“It was nearly worn out. You should’ve replaced it long ago with something better.”

“I couldn’t.” My throat choked off and that familiar wave of grief washed over me. “When we’ve proven ourselves in training by disarming our instructor with a wooden sword, we’re then eligible for a real one.”

“You speak of your training in the border fortress.”

“One of our instructors was fair but brutal. It took my best friend two years to best him.”

“How long did it take you?” He propped his arm on the slate roof behind me, offering it as support for me to lean into if I had the need.

I drew my legs up and wrapped my arms around them, but instead of resting my chin on my knees like I’d intended, I did lean back. I did let him support me. And I liked it even though I could see that friendship with Lore was more dangerous to my heart than his kiss or his touch or his teasing.

“I earned a real sword in eighteen months.” I made no attempt to keep the pride from my voice. Few earned the right that quickly, and why would I want to hide an achievement like that? “The instructor saluted me and told me it was time, that I could go to the armory and pick out a real sword. It has a greater meaning and purpose than just sliding it into a sheath on your spine. Once you’ve earned the right to carry that sword, you ride.”

“Dragons. We used to keep them here. Now we only have a few, old ones we take on long journeys.”

“I miss them more than I thought I would. They’re unique. Special.”

“Then you should be there when the eggs hatch to claim one.”

“Are many born since the other courts killed most of the adults?” I asked.

“A few.”

Then I could claim one, though the thought of doing so made me sad. “They don’t like it, you know.”

“The hatchlings?”

“The dragons.” I glanced up at him before turning my head back to watch the canopy sway in the wind far below. “They love their young and don’t like when we take them and force them to train and obey us.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“I only learned it recently. While I appreciate your offer, I don’t believe I’ll ever take and work with a hatchling again.”

“There are trained dragons around. You can ride one of those.”

“Maybe.”

“You collected your sword, and you rode into battle,” he said.

“That’s just it. I didn’t need to go to the armory for a sword.” I could barely push my words past the sadness clogging my throat. “Someone gave that one to me.”

“I can tell by your voice that this person is special.”

So special.

“I loved him, and I loved that sword because he gave it to me.” And there it was. I was exposing myself, laying out my grief for this man to mock.

“I’m sorry I took it then.”

“You returned it in better form than it was when I received it.”

“I can turn it back to what it was before. I wouldn’t do anything to tarnish your memories.”

“I like what you did with it.” Though I didn’t like how he was bridging my memories of Kinart with new ones of him. “He died, and I miss him.”

His arm wrapped around me, and he tugged me snug against his side. I sensed no sexual intent, only comfort. “I’d swallow your pain if I could.”

“My pain is the only thing that has kept me alive for a very long time.” Yet it felt distant now. Still raw and lashing but as if the scab life kept scraping away at had finally toughened enough to hold true.

“Is the pain all that still keeps you going?”

I tipped my head back, resting it on his warm chest. I could stay here forever, though I suspected I’d have to creep away soon. This closeness disconcerted me, and I couldn’t allow myself to like it too much. “Now, I feel hope.”

“I’d swallow that too if you’d let me.”

We stayed there, silent but together for a very long time. The moon slid lower, and clouds obscured the stars.

“I’ll see you tomorrow night?” I finally said, easing out of his embrace I was growing much too comfortable with.

“Tomorrow night.” His teeth flashed brightly in the night. “Let me help you down into the room.”

“I can do it. As you said, I’ve taken on bigger challenges before. Stay up here. Enjoy this place in the way you always have.” Without me.

What I’d taken from him was borrowed. It could never belong to me, so I was giving it back.

I didn’t wait for him to agree or insist he would help me. I scooted down the roof and turned to lay on my belly, stretching my leg out to the first jutting stone.

I didn’t look back up as I made my way below the roof, dangling from the last stone and smacking my heel onto the ledge. I climbed into the window, and when I heard him starting to follow, I ran across the stone room and took the stairs in a whirl.

Reaching the bottom, I slammed out into the hall lit only by the muted light from the moon. They didn’t dust up here often, and it showed in the windows where only murky light could claw its way through.

Rushing through the stone hallway, my heartbeat thrummed in my ears. I turned a corner but came to a stop, frowning at a shimmering spot farther ahead, hovering in the air like a muted mass of light. It darkened, flickering with tiny bolts of lightning and coalesced into something about the length of my forearm and gleaming on one end.

A dagger erupted from the mass.

It blasted down the hall, shooting toward me, aiming for my heart.
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Instinct kicked in. I yanked on my power and tried to flit but couldn’t. Damn spell.

As the knife hurtled close, I dove to the side, my fingers reaching for the blades strapped to my waist. I whipped the right one out in time to deflect the knife, sending it smacking against the stone wall by my side. Fear flooded my veins as the magical dagger glowed and projected itself off the wall, driving toward me again.

With a yelp, I struck it mid-air, sending it flying back again. Before it impacted with the wall, the weapon flipped over and lunged toward me.

As it came at me again, I shot lightning at it, but my fire arced off, blasting across the wall. I tumbled sideways, rolling across the floor to come up in a crouch, swiping out with my blade as it followed. I knocked it to the side and raced down the hall, back toward Lore with it giving chase. The taint of its magic clogged the air.

“Think,” I hissed. Shadows danced along the walls as I ran, flickering in the weak light from torches. Could I grab onto power and use these shadows to fight magic with magic?

Focus, Reyla. Breathe.

I deflected the knife again, shooting it at the floor where it skidded and clattered. Power floated around me. I could see it now, and I sucked it in, calling it to me. My heart blazed, scorching across my ribs. My ragged breathing made my lungs wheeze. Once I'd bunched the power inside me like Lore taught me, I flung it at the shadows, begging them to help. Come on. Do something, please. Obey me.

When the knife shot toward me again, I froze, slashing out in defense and sending it against the wall. It toppled to the floor but came up again, bursting at me at a dizzying speed. Panic clawed up my throat.

It wasn't giving up. Not only that, but it was also learning. Anticipating my moves.

The shadows seemed to shimmer and ooze away from the wall before flattening again, dulling.

“Help me,” I gasped, pulling in more power.

A door banged open far behind me, but I had no time to look. The knife was circling for another assault. Every instinct screamed for me to run, but I couldn't turn my back on it, or I’d taste its steel when it impaled me from behind.

Fear rippled through me, hot and familiar, but I'd used it in the past in situations as bad as this one. A girl didn't live long in a border fortress if she wasn't quick with her feet and lethal with a blade. But I'd never taken on a foe like this one, fueled by the rage of magic.

The knife dove toward me, and I swatted it away with my blade. Metal clanged as it hit the stone wall. How could I defeat a weapon powered by a warm, living body hiding behind it?

I couldn't. Whoever had come for me could wield magic better than me. Most fae could wield magic better than me. Eventually, it would wear me out and it would be over.

It flipped and flung itself toward me again in a viper’s strike.

As I spun and dove to the side, it deviated, following. A cold bead of sweat trickled down my spine. Panic squeezed the edges of my vision as I ducked, the blade skimming along my arm, slicing deep.

I hissed. My blood dripped, but I couldn’t take the time to look.

A shadow snaked along the wall to my left, and I tried again, pulling in the power coating the air around me and sending it at the shadow with a more delicate touch.

“Accept my offering. Take it. Please, help me.”

The knife zipped past my shoulder, slicing through my shirt to gouge another path across my skin. Gasping, I slapped my palm over the wound, reeling back against the wall hard enough to jar my bones. The relentless knife spun and dove toward me.

I caught a shadow throbbing out of the corner of my eye. It crept across the stone. As the knife raced toward my chest, the shadow peeled off the wall and leaped, flinging itself between me and the blade. The knife exploded on impact, erupting in a flash of light and shards of metal and stone.

Shrapnel blasted in every direction, embedding in the stone on either side of me. One piece sliced through the shadow, striking my cheek. Reeling backward, I hit the wall hard, swiping my face with the back of my hand while keeping my blade ready. A prick like this stung and burned, but a sword in the gut would hurt worse. Defend or attack until all foes lie around you, and even then, don't sheath your blades until you're sure none of them can get back up.

Lore stalked toward me from down the hall, fury churning around him in a storm made up of sand and fragments of stone.

The shadow slipped away from me, gliding down to the floor. It oozed across the marble tiles to rejoin the wall, where it ripped back up the corridor toward Lore, taking its place as a piece of him, fusing to mirror his movements on the stone wall.

I collapsed beside a window, my lungs raging and my heart a tempest in my chest.

He reached me, his features sharper than the knife that attacked, his eyes glinting like polished stones. His shadow remained level with him, shifting and rippling as if it would spring away again at my command and pulverize everyone around us with its fury.

He stepped between me and the threat from the other end of the hall where I sensed someone listened, waiting for another chance to strike.

His face creased, and his arms lifted. His low mutter shifted across my skin as he drew in everything around us. Dust and dirt. Even the shards of metal and wood from the blade and its hilt. The window to my right slammed open, the glass shattering. Instead of tinkling to the floor, the fragments joined the force brewing around Lore. It spiraled and shifted, twisting fast until it became a blur, a massive fury only this man could control.

He thrust out his palm, and the coiling mass blasted past me, ripping down the hall. It darted around the corner and a guttural cry rang out, silenced before I could blink.

Lore spun to face me, gripping my shoulders, only releasing the injured one when I winced. “Wildfire, did it hit you?” His sweet breath blazed hot in my face. “Answer me,” he snarled. “Did it hit you?”

“Only scratches. I’m alright.”

“Wait here,” he hissed, releasing me and moving down the hall as fast as the storm he’d used to eliminate the threat. He took the corner but returned to my side in an instant. “Acting alone. No one else.”

My body sagged, and I would’ve fallen if he hadn’t grabbed me. He gently pried my blades from my hands and slipped each into the sheath at my side. Then he swept me into his arms and dropped to the floor, holding me while I shook with spent reaction.

“Who was it?” I croaked.

He shrugged and cupped my face, tilting it to examine the cut, his lips thinning at the shard still sticking out of my cheek. With more care than I’d expect from this snarly man, he delicately plucked it out and tossed it aside. He laid his thumb over the wound. Before I could protest, light flared, and a subtle burning seared across my skin.

When he lifted his thumb, he nodded. “You’ll bear a small scar. I can’t do anything about that.”

I grunted. “I don’t care about scars.” My gaze sought his. Who had hurt him badly enough to leave such horrifying mars on his skin? “Did you heal each one on your body yourself?”

He jerked out a nod. “Where else are you hurt?” His gaze scanned my frame, locking on the wound on my forearm. It also received his attention, and the burning pain faded.

“You can heal.”

“Superficial wounds. I wish I could do more, but that’s not my skill.” He carefully peeled the fabric away from my shoulder and scowled at the wound.

“I don’t think it’s deep,” I said. “It only grazed me.”

He ran his thumb across the slice and sealed it as well, making the sting drop down at least three notches right away. His scowled deepened, twisting the long-healed slice on his face. Some might find it gruesome, but all I could see was the physical manifestation of his past pain. A sharp pang twisted in my chest, shooting cold tendrils through my limbs as if his pain was now mine to bear.

“They hurt you,” he said.

“And you hurt them back. Your shadow helped me.”

“I saw that.” His lips curled up on one side while his eyes remained sharper than the dagger his shadow had defeated. “Well done.”

“Why didn’t it respond in the tower?”

“I didn’t let it.”

“Why not?”

He cocked his head as if he was listening before his gaze met mine again. “Very little is truly mine.”

“It was for practice. I wasn’t going to keep it.”

“You didn't wait for me to escort you to your suite.” He climbed to his feet with me still in his arms and lowered me to my boots beside him, his arm sweeping around my lower back to hold me upright. His glare would’ve cut holes in the stone wall. “I promised Surren I'd protect you. And you fled. Me. You fled from me.”

I couldn’t have stayed with him one moment longer. Whatever I'd found with the snarly version of Lore blazed across my soul before backing off to a low simmer. A gentle, thoughtful Lore? My heart would not be able to resist the devastation.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

He took my hand and hurried me through the halls and down the stairs to my level, not speaking to me. Not looking at me. I peppered him with questions that only made his glare sharpen.

When we reached the guards standing at attention outside my suite, he thrust open the door to my sitting area.

Surren sputtered but wisely said nothing. The others looked away as if Lore storming around was an everyday occurrence.

After nudging me inside, Lore closed the door in my face.
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When I left my suite the next morning, my guard had been doubled to eight. Four strode in front of me with their blades in their hands and magic crackling around them, while the other four, equally armed, walked close enough behind they’d run into me if I stopped. If they could’ve split me and stuffed four more guards between my halves, I bet they would’ve.

“Good,” Merrick said when I stepped into the throne room with my entourage. “Never again.” His warning was for Surren, whose face darkened with dismay. But he took the chastisement and gave Merrick a curt nod.

“It’s not his fault.” I strode down the aisle toward Merrick. A few titters rang out from the ladies sitting on either side, but when Merrick’s gaze hit them, they slunk low in their seats, pressing their hands over their mouths. Their eyes widening, their whimpers rang out when they couldn’t pry their hands off their magically sealed mouths. Was it bad that I took pleasure in the pleading looks they sent my way?

“Please.” Merrick stood as I approached, holding his hand out to me. When our fingers touched, he squeezed mine and tugged me close. His gaze slid from my face to my arm. He lifted my hand and pressed his mouth against the mark on my forearm. Heat flared, and when his head lifted, the scar was gone. He repeated the same process on my cheek and even peeled back the shoulder of my gown to expose the sealed slice from the blade.

While everyone in the room watched, no one saying a word but not a single one looking away, he gently kissed along the wound. Searing warmth followed his path, leaving nothing but smooth skin behind.

“Thank you,” I said as he gently smoothed my dress back into place. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Yes. I did.” He lifted both my hands and kissed the palms, one after the other.

“I wasn’t hurt there.”

“I’d kiss your heart and your soul if it would help ease your pain, Reyla. Someone . . .” His growl ripped out. He pinched his eyes closed but only for a moment before they opened and blazed into mine. “I’d pay any price to lift even one shadow from your soul.”

“Merrick,” I breathed. My heart swelled and tightened. How much more of this man’s sweetness could I take before my walls crumbled and I stood before him, completely exposed?

“It’s true.” Taking my hand, he led me to my throne and waited while I sat before dropping onto his own.

I explained what happened in a low voice, telling him that I was the foolish one who’d disobeyed, that Surren had insisted on staying with me, but I’d sent him away.

“Lore should not have allowed this,” was all he said, his eyes clouded with fury waiting to be tapped.

“Don’t be mad with them. Please.”

His gaze still simmered, but he gave me a curt nod.

I spent the rest of morning in the throne room with him, soaking in his pride-filled glances when I made one judgement after another. No one voiced a single protest at me holding court today instead of him. But then, I would soon be their queen.

And Merrick’s queen.

As for Lore . . . I’d tossed all night, thinking about our conversation and the way he’d decimated the person who’d attacked me. The way he’d comforted me after.

I reminded myself that he could only be a friend.

“Have lunch with me?” Merrick asked after he’d announced the court was over, and we were done for the day. He released those he’d magically silenced. I doubted they’d snicker again.

Everyone stood, and we left through a room behind the dais as they quickly and quietly filed out through the opposite side.

“Alone?” I asked, linking my fingers with his once the huge doors had banged shut behind us.

My guards milled around us, mixing in with his. Would I always need such fierce protection? I wasn’t used to considering others when I chose to go somewhere or do something. That time might now be over.

“Is there any better way to dine than with me?” Merrick led me through the small chamber behind the throne room and out into a hall I’d never seen before. I could live here for five lifetimes, and I’d still get lost.

I came to a stop and peered around. “Where are we?”

“In the south wing.” He gestured for us to continue down the long empty hall with tall windows on the left side. Sunlight streamed through the pristinely clear glass, sparkling on the dark marble floor and arcing off the silver braid of the guards moving ahead of us.

We were never truly alone.

“You didn’t answer my question,” he said in a teasing tone, stopping and placing his palm against his chest. “I’m sorely wounded and worrying that you don’t want to dine with me.”

“I’d be delighted to dine with you, my king.” I gave him a deep curtsy, flaring the skirt of my medium blue gown speckled with tiny white flowers. I doubted I’d get used to dressing this way, but I was learning not to trip on the voluminous fabric or lean too far forward, which made my breasts eager to pop out. Low-cut bodices appeared to be the height of fashion in this court. Honestly, I didn’t mind them other than for the fact that there was no way I’d be able to fight off a feral beast wearing something like this.

It was clear by where his gaze caressed me that Merrick enjoyed viewing all I showed off. And that made my skin and other parts of me thrum in a very pleasant way.

He tugged me up from my curtsy with both hands and into his arms. With his warm palms cupping my face, he kissed me, his mouth searing across mine. He branded me in a way only this man could, and I clung to his tunic, stealing all I could from this moment. When we broke apart, we stared at each other before our matching grins rose.

The guards studied the ceiling, the floor, the windows, and maybe even the dust specks dancing in the sunlight. Looking anywhere but at us. Thank the fates they wouldn’t follow us into his bedroom.

I kept thinking about that. Was I ready to take the next step with Merrick? Maybe after today, I’d decide.

He took my hand, and we continued down the hall and out into another, followed by yet another, one guard rushing forward to open each panel before we reached it to keep us from having to break our stride. We finally arrived in a small dining room I hadn’t seen before, though it wasn’t like I’d explored them. I’d continued to take my meals in my room, behavior I believed was on borrowed time.

Two place settings waited, and he led me over to one, tugging out my chair while I sat. Formally dressed staff hovered near a door on one end of the room, their gazes raptly watching his actions.

“Thank you,” I said as he settled in his own seat. He waved to the staff, and they bustled from the room to bring our meal to us. “Wine?” He held up a bottle, and at my nod, poured me some.

A few of our guards remained outside the room while the rest took stoic positions, evenly spacing themselves around the perimeter. Surren twitched his finger, and the air shimmered around the table before clearing once more.

“A ward,” Merrick said. “Not as strong as the one I’ve got around us, but it’ll enhance it.”

“I want to apologize again. I should’ve kept Surren with me last night.” Or at least had him remain at the bottom of the stairs. One of the first things I did last night was apologize to him. He’d nodded curtly and insisted it would never happen again. He wasn’t irritated with me but seemed to be chastising himself.

“I’m grateful Lore arrived when he did,” Merrick said.

They must’ve spoken about it, and that made me cringe. How much did they share? Lore wouldn’t—couldn’t—talk about what happened on the ship.

Staff hurried into the room with a cart loaded with covered platters floating between them. As we sipped our wine, they placed appetizers in front of us.

“I ordered a variety of food.” Merrick winced. “As I placed the order, hoping you’d agree to join me, I realized I don’t even know what you like and what you can’t eat. I want to correct that. So I’m going to dedicate some time today to you.” He flashed me a smile that made my bones melt. “You’re going to tell me everything about Reyla.”

“Maybe I’m boring.”

He lifted my hand and kissed the back of it. “Anything but.” Even a simple touch like this made me ignite. How could he make me crave him so easily?

“There isn’t much I won’t eat.”

“You said you enjoy cooking. Would you make horig cakes for me?” he drawled, his smoldering gaze locked on mine. “I can’t wait to try them.”

“Y-yes.” I sensed he was speaking of things sweeter than my cakes. A shiver rippled through me as I remembered the feel of his mouth between my legs and the way I’d bucked against the thrust of his hand.

“There’s my wildfire,” he said softly, his lips curling up on one side. He leaned close to kiss along my jaw to my ear. “I believe we should find some time soon to make you cry out my name again. Don’t you?”

This guy could turn me on with only one glance.

“Perhaps we should,” I said, my smile joining his.

“Then count on it.” He settled back in his seat, and we ate one course after another until I felt like I was going to explode.

“Do you always eat this much food?” I asked, taking in the nearly empty platters.

“I have a good appetite.”

“I can’t imagine why you’re not . . . rounder.”

He laughed. “Would you prefer me rounder?”

I had a feeling I’d enjoy him no matter what shape or form he came in, but his muscles . . . I’d be a fool not to salivate over them.

“Once we’re finished,” he said. “Put on those leathers that I adore and join me in the training room. I’ll show you how I stay in shape and test your skills with a blade. We can talk.”

“While battling with blades?”

“You can’t do both at the same time?” The teasing sparkle in his eyes sank through me, melting me wherever it touched. “While we’re there, I’ll give you something special.”

“What?”

His voice lowered to a deep rasp. “It wouldn’t be special if I spoiled it by telling you now, would it?”

Unable to form words, I shook my head. Heat thrummed through me. I had a feeling his surprise was going to come in many forms, and I couldn’t wait.

We finished, and my guard escorted me to my suite, where Moira and Calista helped me change. With my sword strapped to my back and armed with my favorite side blades, I followed my guards to the training room.

Merrick waited inside, wearing nothing but his gorgeous skin and a snug scrap of fabric covering his groin.

He crossed his arms on his chest and looked me up and down with his heated gaze. “Guards, leave. I want to be alone with my pretty little bride.”
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The vast, empty training room echoed around me and would be the perfect place for the start of the afternoon I had in mind. Pillars marched along the outer walls, evenly spaced, creating small alcoves between them where various weapons hung, ready for use. Polished wood covered the floor, though training mats had been placed here and there for wrestling or to work from various positions.

The door opened and there she was, my fiery little bride. Dressed in supple leather that hugged every tempting curve, I could stand here and stare at her forever.

I dismissed the guards. They'd surround the room and ward it to protect us. My own wards would block whatever sound might erupt from inside. I hoped it would be my wildfire's scream of pleasure.

She walked right up to me, her boots lightly padding, stopping when the front of her snug leather tunic brushed against my bare chest. “Not wearing much, are you, King Merrick?”

“Would you like me to wear more?”

“Don't dress on my behalf.”

I grinned as she sauntered around me, trailing a fingertip across my exposed skin.

“You work out,” she said. “A lot.”

“That I do.” I rocked on my heels.

She traced her fingertip along a scar zigzagging above my left ass cheek. “What happened here?”

Her simple touch blazed through me. My cock twitched and shifted beneath my loincloth, eager for the sport yet to come. “I got a little too close to a wild youngling dragon.”

“Why did you go near one? They can be vicious.”

I frowned, staring forward, unable to grab onto the memory. “I’m not sure why. I felt . . . like I had to.”

“Had to?”

I scrunched my nose. “I was young. Impulsive, I guess.”

“You, impulsive? I suspect you never act without thinking everything through.”

“You’re right.” She knew me well already, and I liked that.

“Who won, you or the dragon?” I asked.

“It was a draw. We both lived.”

She shifted around to stand directly behind me, the heat of her gaze warming my skin. “Nice ass.”

“I’m quite proud of it.”

She poked my right butt cheek. “Cocky too.”

“That's in the front, Wildfire,” I rasped. “Come breathe your flames on it and see what happens after that.” I loved playing with her, teasing her. The taste of her arousal coasted through the air, and I couldn't wait to place my tongue in that delicious spot that drove her wild.

She moved to stand at my right side, the stroke of her gaze gliding down my leg. “Your cock's going to have to wait.”

“Poor thing. It's sorely neglected.”

“Stroke it with your hand. Yank on it hard,” she quipped, her brown eyes sparkling. “You might be surprised at what happens after that.”

My laughter burst out.

“Where's the dragon now?” she asked.

“Still free.”

“You rarely ride them.”

“I do when I can. There’s nothing like it. Nothing.” Except the thrill I felt when I was with her.

“Have you traveled far with them?”

“Here and there.”

“Not an answer.”

“I go where I must, but duties, sadly, keep me grounded at Evergorne.”

“Royalty sucks, right?” she asked, laughter bubbling in her voice.

“Only in my family.”

“Hmm.”

So much weight in that simple sound. What had she discovered?

“No one seems to flit here,” she said. “Though I'm not sure why.”

“I don't believe any of us have that skill.” I'd only vaguely heard of flitting, how the fae in the northern realms could—

She was beside me and then she wasn't. Another blink, and she stood in front of me, the point of one of her blades pressed against the soft part of my throat. “I can flit, though not every time I try, unfortunately, and not for long distances—yet.”

I pinched the tip of her blade and drew it away from my neck. “A pity.”

“Why so sad?”

“Imagine the trouble you could get into if you could flit to the other courts.”

Her head tilted, and she lowered the blade to her side. “I’m not sure the other courts would welcome my sudden appearance.”

“They’d never let you go.”

“Would they lock me in a tower or stuff me into a cell in their dungeon?”

“If they knew who you were, they’d kill you.”

She shivered. “This land’s three courts are enemies.”

“Fast and sure and forever.”

“Why?”

“Few know the details.”

“Have you looked into it?” she asked, shadows lurking in her eyes.

The true secrets of Evergorne remained hidden, but someone with a hint of savvy, what this woman possessed unlike any other, could worm out a few clues.

“I’ve researched this for most of my life. If I could find out what happened, I might be able to—” My throat closed, freezing the air in my lungs, and I shifted my neck and shoulders, working it out.

“Be able to do what?”

“Things.”

She huffed. “That's also not an answer.”

I could only agree. I took her hand and tugged her fully against me. She whoofed when we made impact and leaned back in my embrace, one hand resting on my forearm, the other sliding the blade up between us again.

“How dare you attack your king,” I purred. “What should I do to punish you?”

“I'm sure you can think of something.” Her lips curled up, and she stepped backward, leaving my arms before I was ready to release her. “But we didn't come here this afternoon for distractions.”

“What did we come here for then?”

“Not to take in the view.”

“Aw, I thought you were appreciating what you could see.”

“I did. I will again soon.”

“A promise, my pretty little bride, I'm dying for you to keep.”

“Not yet.” Quick as a viper, she stabbed her blade toward my belly.

A blink, and I'd magicked a knife from the wall and met her thrust with my own. Metal rang in the stillness.

“How predictable, wildfire,” I mocked, stepping to the side and watching her eyes, waiting for her to give away her next move. “Surely they trained you better in that border fortress.”

She attacked again, her movements tense and controlled. She flowed like water, slashing at me while I deflected each blow.

“There must be more,” I said with a grin, loving how she moved and how well she used her blade. “You'll have to do better than this if you hope to nick my gorgeous skin.”

“You are so fucking arrogant.” She pulled her second blade and slashed out, swiping both with stunning, equal skill. It was all I could do to fight her off, and I'd trained for hours each day for most of my life.

She backed off and swiped her long, copper braid back across her shoulder. While she studied me, hoping to gauge my next move, I watched her as well, though honestly, I found the sight of the peaks of her breasts shifting with her breathing much too distracting. They were full and round and her nipples—

With a bellow, she attacked, her blades singing and her body spinning. She swiped out with her leg, knocking me off my feet and onto my back. A leap, and she pinned my ass to the floor with her own.

“I thought you said not yet.” To add to the tease, I thrust my hips up, impacting the juncture between her thighs with my stiffening cock.

She stilled before gouging her blade at my throat.

A flip and she lay beneath me. I pinched her wrists while she ground her teeth and fumed. After she dropped her blades, I still kept her hands secured above her head.

“I love seeing you this way, Wildfire,” I drawled. “Beneath me.”

“What about fucking me from behind?”

This woman had a mouth on her that I would crave until my dying day.

“I'm going to fuck you from every direction,” I said. “You’ll scream and beg me for more.”

“I do like to scream.” Her gaze traveled to my mouth, and I couldn't resist kissing her, sliding my tongue across the seam of her lips until she relented and gave me full access.

I deepened the kiss, and she responded with a feral need that nearly undid me. Her body arched against mine. My cock had become a throbbing, insistent thing, but I reined myself in. Waiting would make this all the sweeter, though it took all my will not to ravage her right then and there.

I tore my mouth from hers and trailed kisses down her neck, savoring how her pulse quickened under my lips. She tasted of salt and sunlight, and I couldn't get enough. Her low-cut leather tunic exposed the tops of her breasts, and I followed the line with my mouth, my tongue darting across her skin. She shivered, her breaths hitching up her throat.

Easing my hips to the side, I thrust my knee between her thighs. She spread her legs wider, opening herself up to me, her eyes never leaving mine. The flames I found there matched the fire blazing within me. With my elbow on the floor, keeping her hands pinned above her head, I slid my other hand along her hip. I watched her eyes, looking for any sign of hesitation, but all I found was heat and desire.

I unfastened her pants, spreading the fabric wide. She lifted her hips as I tugged her pants down. The curve of her thighs held the promise of what lay between them. My mouth went dry, and my heart hammered against the back of my ribs. She was giving herself to me, piece by piece, and I would soon claim all of her as my own.

I slid my hand between her thighs, feeling her heat before I even touched her. Wet, she was ready for me, and I groaned against her neck. I dragged my thumb up to her clit, that sensitive spot that would drive her wild, and circled it. Her breath came in short gasps, her body tensing beneath mine. I wanted to feel her let go, to watch her as she came. I wanted to be the one who gave her pleasure.

When I slid a finger inside her, her body tightened. She was so responsive, so alive from my touch. I added another finger, filling her, stretching her, as my thumb continued its relentless pace on her clit. She bucked her hips against my hand, her body seeking more, seeking what only I could give her.

Her eyes closed, and her teeth sunk into her lower lip. She was lost in the sensation; lost in the bliss I was giving her. And then she was coming, her body convulsing around my fingers, her cry of release echoing through the empty training room.

When she opened her eyes, I saw everything there.

She was close. If she reached out her hand, I would take it. Take her.

I slowed the pace of my fingers, bringing her back down to the ground and centering her in me.

When vulnerability flashed in her eyes, I knew this was over—for now.

She flitted out from underneath me, appearing near the left wall, where she fastened her pants and straightened her clothing. Reaching up, she grabbed new blades from the wall and sent me a slick smile. “Stop lounging on the floor and show me what you've got.” Her low, husky voice made my poor cock howl.

“I have everything you need, my pretty little bride. Come back over, and I’ll show you.”

“You already did.”

“Not truly.”

“Hand job, Merrick.”

“Your hand or mine, Wildfire?” I rose onto my haunches, waiting for her to betray her next move.

“Fight me!”

I sprang up with her blades in my hands. “Then come at me, Wildfire. Show me what you’ve got.”

We battled for hours, and while it was clear that my larger body would eventually overcome hers, we were nearly evenly matched. I loved it because it meant she had the means to protect herself.

Finally, we called a truce. She returned the blades to the wall, and I slid hers back into their sheaths at her sides.

“I can see where you get all your glorious muscles,” she said, panting lightly. “You earned them.”

“You as well.”

“I’m smaller than you.”

“I noticed.” Couldn’t help it.

“I wish I was taller, broader.”

“Strength isn’t only about muscles or build.”

“I know that, but if I was bigger, then . . .” Shadows flickered through her eyes, and I knew she was thinking about the man she’d lost.

I waited, silently, while she processed that moment.

“Anyway.” She jerked her mouth up in a feral smile. “This was fun. We should do it more often.”

“We will.” I swept my arm around her waist and tugged her close. I was sure she thought I was going to kiss her, but I held her instead. Comfort was what I wanted to give her most.

“You carry so much heartache alone,” I whispered against her hair. “If only I could inhale every slice of your pain.”

“You’ve given me hope my world will no longer be dark,” she mumbled against my chest.

“A dark passage still stretches ahead of you. I’ll cover the roof with stars to light your way, to guide you to me where I wait at the other end, unable to think or breathe until you stand by my side.”

“Merrick.” She looked up at me, and in her tear-swept eyes, I found something to cling to. Would she . . .? Could she?

There was still time. Please, let there be enough time.

“Would you like to see my gift?” I asked.

Her smile came out shaky, but it was true, and it stabbed through my heart cleanly. “You don’t need to give me anything.”

“These are sturdy. Effective.” I flicked my fingertip on the hilt of one of the blades sheathed at her sides. “But this . . .”

She could flit her body, but I could move objects. I’d arrived before her to hide this. A blink, and I held out my gift wrapped in cloth in my hands.

Her head tilted and a bemused expression traveled across her face. “What is it?”

“Open it and find out.”

We sat on one of the soft mats, and I laid the gift on her thighs. She delicately peeled back the cloth, revealing twin blades.

“I had crafted them to match the hilt of your sword,” I said.

“You made them yourself?”

I nodded, biting my lip, watching her face. “I wasn’t always with my advisors.” No, I was making something for her.

“They’re beautiful. Thank you.” Her eyes darted away from mine. “About my sword. I should tell you that . . .” She explained that the man she’d loved had given it to her years ago, that she’d used it since, and it showed in the wear on the blade and the hilt. “You need to know that Lore took it from me when I boarded the ship.”

“He mentioned something about that.”

There would be no penetrating her guarded look. “How much does he tell you about me?”

“We share what’s going on in our lives, but we mostly stick to updates. He fills me in on what I might’ve missed while I slept, and I do the same for him. This way, I’m in control at all times. I want to know everything he has to say about you.” A low growl rumbled through my chest. “He admires your strength and bravery.”

“What else does he share?”

“He updates me on your progress with magic. He tells me what you say, how you might be feeling.”

Her shoulders curled forward. Was she worried about what he’d told me? “Everything?”

This bothered her when it shouldn’t. He and I were best friends. We’d never betray each other. “Only what I need to know. He told me he’d had your sword repaired. He showed me how it looked when it was finished.”

Her eyes wide, she slid the sword from the sheath slicing down her spine and tilted it this way and that, admiring it in the light.

“You two have similar skills,” she said.

“Like you, we have others, though our elemental magic is strongest. I think our skills mirror each other because we’re close. We grew up together and have been best friends all our lives.” There wasn’t much I didn’t share with Lore.

“The swords and blades are gorgeous. I can’t imagine using them in battle.”

“Do it. If they get dinged or suffer wear, I’ll make them new again for you.” I tapped one of the golden blades. “When I saw what he’d had done with your sword, and he told me how much it meant to you, I knew I had to give you a gift from my heart as well. They’re not ordinary blades. I infused them with protective magic. They can not only destroy a magical blade like the one that attacked you, but they’ll also never break, never tarnish. When you wear them, they’ll extend my ward around you.”

She slid her sword back into its sheath and lifted one of the blades, studying it with an almost pained look on her face.

“You don’t like them,” I said, my chest so tight, I could barely breathe.

She looked up at me, and the shimmer of tears in her eyes gutted me. “I love them. Thank you.”

When she pressed her face into my chest, I tightened my arms around her.

She loved them.

Nothing could make me happier.
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Ifelt torn. Merrick was amazing. He touched my heart in a way no one else ever had. I could love him. That certainty had sunk into my bones. Realizing this didn’t make me feel as if I was betraying Kinart.

I was sad for one reason only.

Whenever I thought of being with Merrick fully, something I knew I’d enjoy and look forward to each time, my mind spun with memories of what I’d done with Lore. How could I put that behind me and build only friendship with my husband’s bodyguard and best friend?

“I wish I could stay here with you longer,” Merrick finally said. We stood, and he rubbed my back. Even in this, he offered me comfort. Why couldn’t I make my heart cling to him alone? “I have to meet with my advisors again. But you should come to the dining room for dinner. Please.” He cupped my cheeks with his warm hands and urged me to look up at him. “My mother said you haven’t come to the dining room in the evening since you arrived here.”

“I prefer to have a tray delivered to my room.”

“I would never press you to do something that makes you uncomfortable.”

I winced. “I hear a but in your statement.”

“As queen, there will be times when you’ll have to do things you don’t enjoy.”

“Like dine with your mother.”

“And me.” His sweet smile rose, and the mischievous look in his eyes darkened to something that made heat lick through my veins all over again. “When you sit with me, I won’t allow her to slight you.”

I wasn’t sure how he’d keep her from being snide, though she’d probably take care in his presence. As for her ladies? I was perfecting my glare.

I was surprised she hadn’t stormed my suite and insisted I dine with them already. While I doubted she’d seek my company again, she must want to get in more digs. I could only avoid them for long.

“She hasn’t always been like this.” He appeared pensive. “She changed over the past few years. I don’t know why.”

Her meanness finally rose to the surface, perhaps, though I wouldn’t say that. Despite how she treated me, he loved her. I wouldn’t try to step between them. Which meant I could try. Again.

“I’ll be there,” I said and was rewarded with his smile and a kiss that didn’t last long enough.

He took the blades from me and reverently slid each into the sheaths at my waist, tossing my old ones to the side. “I’ll send new sheaths to your room, ones you can wear anywhere.”

“These are the ones the armory assigned to me at the fortress.” They’d served me well, and I wasn’t sure why I needed new ones.

“Some will complain about you wearing weapons.”

“Because it threatens you?”

He snorted. “While you’re a solid threat to my heart.” His rapid inhalation told me he might not have meant to say that, but the warmth flooding my veins told me I liked that he felt the same. “I trust you not to stab me.”

“Behave,” I poked his naked belly that flexed with muscles, “and your soft skin is perfectly safe from me.”

“I am soft. I hope that’s not a problem.”

Why say something like that? “Someone once told me that strength doesn’t only lie within the muscles and bones.”

“Someone.” His grin rose.

I stroked my fingertip across his chest, over his heart. “Your biggest strength lies within here.”

He kissed me much too quickly before lifting his head. “As for everyone else, no one is allowed to wear weapons around me other than my very well selected and tested guards.”

“What kind of test?”

“Magical ones. They can’t fake their way through them. Each person who serves us is completely loyal. They’ll die for us.”

A shadow scraped its way across my soul. “I don’t want anyone dying for me.”

“Neither do I. As for new sheaths, if they look decorative, most will ignore them.”

Always smart and using sly manipulation. At least he wasn’t directing that at me.

Rising, he tugged on the tunic and pants he took from a cabinet mounted on a wall near the door. We parted outside, him striding toward his meeting with his guards in attendance, me standing in place, staring after him until he paused partway down the hall and glanced over his shoulder.

“Watching my ass, aren’t you?” he purred.

“It’s not that nice,” I barked out, trying not to laugh. My cheeks overheated, and I slapped my palms against them as if that would hide them from his view.

“You’re right. It’s not nice.” He smirked. “It’s perfect.” With a smile, he rounded a corner and disappeared from view.

I went to my suite and bathed, changing into a tunic and pants with my ladies’ assistance. They’d help me change into a formal gown before dinner. I settled on the sofa.

Faelith had taken Farris outside, and she’d return shortly. When she stepped inside the room, her cheeks bloomed pink, and Farris was panting as if he’d run for hours.

“Such a nice walk we had, now didn’t we, my fine fellow?” she asked, unclasping his leash from his collar.

Freed, he galloped over and leaped onto the sofa beside me, crawling into my lap for pats.

“One of the guards outside said the librarian, Valera Windhaven, sent a message,” Faelith said. “He asked me to deliver it when I entered. Lady Windhaven says she’s remembered, and if you’d like to stop into the library, she’ll tell you. She didn’t say what she meant, however.”

“I understand.” Something about the ring. The key as well? My curiosity lit, I slid Farris off my lap and stood. “I’ll go see her right now.”

Calista’s gaze traveled down my frame. “Would you like me to help you dress in a lovely gown?”

I took in my tunic and pants. “For a brief conversation with the librarian?” Excitement kept poking me, sharp and persistent. When Valera had started to tell me who Isodine wanted her to give the family ring to, she’d frozen like so many others had when I quizzed them about Evergorne secrets. The ring could be completely independent from all this, or it could be a clue that might unlock everything. “I can go like this.”

“Very well.” Calista stepped back.

“I don’t need anyone to go to the library with me,” I said in a breezy tone.

“One of us must. The king insists,” Calista said sternly. She nodded to Faelith and Moira. “I’ll attend to the queen, and you can remain here to tidy.”

They stepped back inside while I bit back my sigh.

As I strode to the fourth floor with Calista strutting behind me, my guards took the front and the rear. Surren led the group. It didn’t take long to reach the library, and I stepped inside, leaving all of them outside except Calista.

“You can remain here, by the door,” I told her, pointing. “I promise I’ll call out if I need you.”

Her lips thinned, but she nodded.

Leaving her, I walked toward Valera’s empty desk.

“My queen,” she called out from behind me, rushing over to join me. “What can I do for you today?”

“Faelith sent word that you wanted to see me?”

Color rose into her face. “It’s so sweet of you to come this quickly.”

Seeing Calista subtly shifting toward us out of the corner of my eye, I snagged Valera’s arm and urged her to the stairs and up them, calling out to Calista. “Remain downstairs.”

Calista huffed but was wise enough not to follow.

At the top of the stairs, I paused.

“I’m terribly sorry, my queen,” Valera said. “But I haven’t gathered more books for you—yet. Yet! But I’ll be happy to do so. More romances or would you like some mysteries? I have a few that are brilliantly written.”

“I don’t need any books yet.”

Air swirled around us, and I peered around, looking for an open window but not finding any. Shaking the odd feeling that came with it off, I faced her again. “You said you remembered.” I spoke softly, not eager to be overheard.

“Remembered what?” Valera blinked slowly.

“Who your mother told you to give the ring to.”

“Oh, the ring? Yes, of course.” She wasn’t making any effort to keep her voice down, but it probably didn’t matter. Her smile rose quickly, though it held a touch of sadness. Like before, she lifted the ring and the tiny key and strummed them along the chain, the whir echoing around us.

“The ring?”

A stronger breeze gusted around us. If only I could control the elements like Lore and Merrick, but I doubted adding lightning to the wind would make things better.

“I remembered last night.” Valera’s bright smile rose. “It was . . .” A frown replaced her smile, and her blurred gaze drifted away from mine. “Isn’t that silly? Now, I can’t remember. Oh, wait, yes. It was . . . It was . . .”

Wind burst across the loft area, hitting us hard.

Valera’s feet shifted on the carpet, and the heel of her right shoe gave way. With a gulp, she spiraled her arms and tilted backward, her body stuttering toward the stairs.

I snapped my hand out to grab her, but her weight carried her farther . . .

. . . With a sharp cry, she fell, tumbling down the sharp staircase to land hard on the wooden floor at the bottom.

“My goodness!” Calista rushed over, stopping beside Valera to gape down at her. “Lady Windhaven? Lady Windhaven!” As I took the stairs as fast I could to reach the bottom, Calista bent toward the librarian, gently rolling her onto her back.

Valera’s breathing jerked in and out, and she reached up toward Calista.

“Get a healer,” I barked, dropping to my knees beside Valera. “Now!”

Calista straightened. “Surren—”

“You go. Leave Surren here.” That wind . . . Why hadn’t I paid attention after what happened with the knife in the hall? Had someone sent it to knock me down the stairs but hurt this poor woman instead? The blades Merrick gave me must’ve protected me, but . . . “Surren, surround us immediately. Have one guard search the room. If someone’s here, detain them.” I’d question them myself.

“Yes, my queen.” He jerked his chin to one of my guards, who took the stairs two at a time to reach the top, gliding from view.

Power surged from Surren’s fingers, encasing us as Calista backed away, her distraught gaze on Valera.

“I’ll go for the healer immediately.” Calista spun and rushed from the library.

“I . . .” Valera’s face tightened. “I . . .”

“Hold still,” I said, gently rubbing her shoulder. “The healer will be here soon.” Get here now, please.

“I remember now.” Valera blinked slowly; her eyes milky, but her speech coherent. “Odd how I forgot when it’s very . . .” Her fingers rose, and she fumbled to undo the clasp to the chain around her neck. She tugged it down and held it out toward me. “You.” Her milky gaze met mine. “Mother told me to give it to you.”

“Me specifically?”

“To Reyla,” she said in a singsong voice. “Give it to Reyla.” Taking my hand, she laid the chain, the ring, and the tiny key on my palm, securing my fingers around them. “I cannot . . . imagine why I forgot when it is now . . . so clear.”

“How could she know about me?”

“Mother had . . .” Swallowing hard, she winced. “A touch of foretelling.”

The door to the library banged open, and Calista and the healer hurried into the room, running this way.

The healer stopped beside us, her wide-eyed gaze taking in Valera lying on the floor. “Please allow me to examine her, my queen.”

“We should go, my queen,” Calista said, tugging on my sleeve. “Let the healer help her.”

“Yes, yes, please.” Surren frowned at the staircase and the area on the loft above where Valera and I had spoken.

The other guard hurried down the stairs and spoke quietly with Surren.

“Nothing,” Surren growled. “I smell something suspicious here. Bad magic . . .” His eyes sought mine. “We must return you to your warded room as quickly as possible.”

“I want to stay here with Valera.” Rising to my feet, I tucked the chain inside my pants pocket.

“I’m taking her to my clinic,” the healer said, lifting the librarian from the floor with magic. “I’ll need to examine her first, of course, but you could . . . visit her tomorrow.” Her shoulders curled inward. “Not that I’d ever tell our queen what she must do.”

“Go,” Valera said, her hand straining out toward me. “Don’t . . . worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

I took her hand and squeezed it, stroking her forehead. “Are you sure?”

“Of course, my queen. I don’t wish to be a bother.”

“You’re not at all.”

Her smile rose, though it was clear she was in considerable pain. “You’re sweet, my queen. Sweetness empowers but beware of those who will try to use it against you.”

What an odd thing to say when she was injured. “Thank you.” I wasn’t sure how else to reply.

The healer took her from the library, and my guard escorted me back to my suite.

“You just missed her, my queen,” Moira said when I stepped into my sitting area.

“Missed who?”

“Queen Mother Erisandra. I told her you wouldn’t be gone long, but she refused to stay.”

That woman would never wait for anyone. I didn’t want to see her, so it hardly mattered. Dinner tonight would be soon enough.

I told my ladies to remain in the sitting room, stating I was going to lie down until dinner. Sitting on the bed with Farris flopped beside me, I tugged the ring and key from my pocket, laying them on my palm. The ring was pretty.

Foretelling, huh?

To think that Isodine, Valera’s mother, had somehow known I’d end up at Evergorne. Why insist on giving me the ring, however?

The key held my attention, and it didn’t take long to remove it from the chain. I slid off the bed and stuffed my hand beneath the mattress, tugging out Ember’s Shadow, then diving back to retrieve the small book with silver ravens on the cover.

It wasn’t there, not even when I lifted the mattress to look beneath it.

I stormed into the sitting area. “Did any of you see a small book?” I asked my ladies.

They all stared at me blankly.

“One of the romances?” Moira finally said.

“No. One with silver ravens on the cover.”

“Ravens like the Evergorne crest?”

“Yes, that.”

Calista shook her head, frowning. “I don’t believe so.”

None of them had.

Where had it gone? I returned to my bedroom and searched for it but if the book was here, it was acting like Ember’s Shadow, only instead of hiding the contents, it was hiding itself.

Frustrated, I decided to look for it again later. I slid the key back onto the chain with the ring and tucked them underneath the mattress.

When I returned to the sitting area, I slumped on the sofa. Farris galloped over and hopped into my lap. I felt bad that I hadn’t done much with him over the past few days. Faelith kept him busy and took care of his needs, but he was my fluffy friend, and I wanted to show him how much I adored him.

“Let’s go play outside, shall we?” I asked him.

He caught the excitement in my voice and leaped off my lap, spinning around with his puffy tail spiraling.

“You need to change for dinner,” Calista said. “You can’t go outside now.”

A glance at the window showed the sun had started to set, but it wasn’t that late yet. “I won’t be long. I want to play and so does Farris.” I ruffled the fur on the top of his head, and he leaned into my side, his tongue lolling and his tail still on fire.

Her lips thinned. “Very well.”

“Why don’t you select the gown and jewelry I’ll wear to dinner?” I said, knowing how she’d react.

“Truly, my queen?” she gushed.

“You know what’s best, Calista. I trust you.”

“My queen.” She hopped in place, almost as eagerly as Farris, clapping her hands. “I know just the right gown. And jewels! I’ll have you know that I spoke with the court jeweler, and they delivered more items to your suite this afternoon. A queen needs fine jewelry, don’t you agree?”

Maybe that was why Erisandra had visited. She’d wanted to snarl at me for daring to wear the court’s jewels.

“Thank you so much for thinking of that, Calista.”

“Shall I go with you, my queen, in case this fine fellow needs my assistance?” Faelith asked.

“Yes, please.”

Faelith’s eyebrows wiggled, and she sniffed Calista's way, her lips twitching with a hint of superiority.

The fates save me from competitive staff.

I left Calista beaming and fluttering around the suite, spouting ideas for tonight, Moira tidying the bedroom I’d left in disarray, and led Farris from the room and down the hall.

Faelith took us to a side garden, the warm sun dipping close to the horizon still casting a golden glow across the open grassy area. The sweet scent of flowers perfumed the air, and the gentle hum of insects buzzed around us. High beds of colorful flowers bloomed in front of the tall rows of hedges, leaving a large open area in the center. The hedges appeared thick enough to keep Farris from escaping.

“It’s quiet and safe for him here.” Faelith held a bag of nyxin toys. “I bring him to this garden most of the time. No need to bother others or put him in a position where he might cause offense.”

“Thank you for thinking of that.”

She bobbed her head, and a smile twitched her lips upward before they smoothed. She patted her bun while I released Farris from his leash. He sat on the grass, looking up at us with excitement sparkling in his eyes.

I sat on an ornate, white-painted metal bench, patting the space beside me. “Sit with me, Faelith.”

Her hands twitched at her sides, and her cheeks reddened. “I shouldn't, my queen.”

“Please.” I kept my voice light. This was not a command.

“Alright.” She dipped in a curtsy. “My queen.” Joining me, she perched on the edge of the bench, her eyes darting nervously around as if she worried one of the guards would protest. They'd spread out to cover all sides of the garden and appeared more interested in what might try to slip through or over the hedges than in her. Other than Surren, who watched us intently.

She placed the bag between us, and I tugged out a ball, tossing it across the lawn. The nyxin sprinted after it, his lean legs moving swiftly as he chased it down. He snatched it up in his jaws and trotted back, dropping the ball at my feet.

“Aren't you a good boy,” I crooned, rubbing his ears. “Did you see that, Faelith? He brought it back for me to throw again.”

She preened. “I've been working with him, my queen. Our fine fellow is very clever. It's almost as if someone else has trained him in the past.”

“Someone could have.” I explained where I found him.

“No,” she cried, appalled. Tears shimmered in her eyes as she stared down at Farris. “How could anyone eat such an amazing creature?”

“My thought exactly.”

“You were very brave to challenge them, my queen.”

“It was a tight situation for a moment. Lord Lorant helped.”

“I'm not surprised. He's also a fine fellow.”

That, he was.

I picked up the ball and tossed it again, and Farris repeated the game, his tongue flopping around and his tail spiking up over his back.

“Have you been with Evergorne Court for long?” I asked as we watched Farris race around the perimeter of the garden with the ball in his mouth, to the amusement of the guards.

“Since birth, my queen,” she replied. “As all of us have been.”

“Surely not all of you.”

She gave me a puzzled look. “Why not?”

“Because people move. Change jobs. Marry and decide to live in another location.”

“We'd never, my queen.” She sounded scandalized by the very thought. “Evergorne is in our blood and none of us would consider living anywhere else.”

“Why not?”

“Because . . .” She shook her head and smiled as Farris frolicked around us, the ball in his mouth.

“Because . . .” I lifted my eyebrows her way.

“I don’t . . .” She frowned. “I’m not sure what we’re talking about, my queen. I’m sorry, but I’ve forgotten.”

Odd, but alright.

“Do you like it here?” I asked, watching her face more than Farris.

“I adore Evergorne.” Her gaze met mine, and for a moment, her pale eyes appeared milky. Why? I need to find out. “None of us can leave.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re all bound by the curse.”
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“Curse?” I barked, making one of my guards jump and lift his sword, feverishly scanning the area for a threat. I flicked my hand his way, assuring him I was fine, before turning back to Faelith. “What curse?”

“Excuse me, my queen?” Faelith’s brow wedged together. “I don’t believe I heard you right.”

“You said all of you were bound by a curse. What curse?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.” Her head tilted, and her face got even tighter, though her eyes had returned to their regular color. “I didn’t say any such thing.” She gasped and spoke quickly. “I mean . . . I should not have scolded you.” Color bloomed in her face. “I wasn’t suggesting anything with my statement, my precious queen, but I said nothing about a curse.”

If she wasn’t looking at me with complete honesty, I’d doubt her. But this woman had given me no reason to suspect she’d tell me an untruth.

“I must’ve misheard,” I said.

Her face smoothed, and she gave me a sweet smile. “I’m sure that’s it. Farris is rather loud, isn’t he, barking as much as he does? My words must’ve sounded different when mixed in with that, my queen.”

“I’m sure that’s it.”

I didn’t believe that one bit. She’d said curse, and I’d stake my life on it.

What curse was holding everyone at Evergorne Court spellbound?
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When I returned to my room, I searched for the book again, but still didn’t find it.

As Moira and Calista helped me dress, arrange my hair, and adorn me with enough jewels to buy a year’s worth of rounds at the fortress bar, I delicately quizzed them about the curse. They each denied knowing about such a thing, and their faces were so open and honest, I couldn’t help but believe them.

When it was time, Moira and Calista escorted me to one of the huge, formal dining rooms. Erisandra and her entourage of six ladies had already been seated, her ladies taking up one side of the table.

I paused in the arched entrance while Moira and Calista smoothed my red gown, and Calista tucked a stray curl back into the arrangement on the top of my head. I felt every bit a queen, and I couldn’t thank them enough for making me look amazing.

Erisandra studied the blades strapped to my sides with her eyebrows lifted, but she said nothing. Her ladies shared her bemused expression but thankfully, also remained quiet. For now. We’d barely gotten started.

“There you are.” Merrick came up behind me and placed his palms on my shoulders, taking care not to crumple the sleeves of my gown. He leaned around me and kissed the side of my neck.

It was all I could do not to melt back into his embrace, to turn around and drag his mouth down to meet mine.

He stepped up beside me and held out his arm, and from the gleam in his eyes, he was well aware of the effect he had on my equilibrium. “May I escort you to your seat, my queen?”

“Thank you.” I smiled with adoration, partly for Erisandra’s benefit but also because I couldn’t help myself. Whenever Merrick was around, my soul calmed, my pulse roared, and I felt as if I could handle anything.

He guided me into the room with Moira and Calista walking sedately behind us. My guards spread out to encircle the area, placing their backs against the wall and keeping their hands on the hilts of their blades strapped to their sides.

Erisandra watched them, her eyebrows clawing higher.

Merrick pulled out my chair and helped me guide it inward after I sat. While Moira and Calista fluttered around me, placing a napkin on my lap and making sure my gown wasn’t being crushed by a leg of the chair, he took the seat to my right, directly opposite his mother.

“You’re not sitting at the head of the table?” she asked, clearly scandalized.

He lifted my hand sitting on the table and kissed my knuckles. “Why would I when I can sit beside my queen instead?”

She huffed but said nothing further about it, choosing instead to redirect her attack. Her mouth pursed, and she sent a snide look Moira and Calista’s way. “Please tell me that these two lessers will not be serving as our future queen’s ladies-in-waiting?”

A high lady sitting to her right tittered before slapping her hand over her mouth—by herself and not from Merrick’s intervention this time.

“Moira and Calista serve me quite well,” I said softly. “I see no need to replace them.”

“This cannot be allowed.” Erisandra ripped her napkin off her lap and tossed it onto the table. “They’re lesser.”

Though I couldn’t see Calista and Moira cringe because they stood behind me, I could feel it as if their dismay raked across my exposed skin.

Merrick looked my way, and I could tell he was ready to intervene if I so much as blinked.

“Is there any reason they can’t be my ladies-in-waiting?” I asked.

Calista gasped. I swore Moira took a step backward.

“It’s quite clear,” the woman to Erisandra’s right minced out. “Lessers are not allowed to serve in such a way.”

I turned to Merrick. “How can we make this work? I don’t see any reason why they can’t be my ladies-in-waiting. I don’t need anyone else.”

His eyes gleamed with approval and a spark of indulgent amusement. “Tradition states that only high ladies can serve as the queen’s ladies-in-waiting. I was going to speak to you about that after the coronation.”

“I’ll make them high ladies.”

The women across the table universally gasped. I worried the one on the far left was going to pass out and fall off her chair.

Even Surren watched the exchange intently. I couldn’t tell if he was as horrified as Erisandra’s ladies or stunned.

“You cannot do such a thing,” Erisandra shrieked, starting to rise from the table. “I will not allow this . . . horrifying thing to occur. Merrick. Chastise her.”

“It’s not my decision,” he said blandly. “Sit, Mother.” As she did so, he waved for one of the staff hovering near the right wall with rapt expressions to pour him some wine, before turning to me. “Would you like some as well, Wildfire?” At my nod, he directed the woman to fill my glass.

I took a much-needed sip, swallowing with care. “Is there a true reason why I can’t make them high ladies?” I asked him in particular.

“None at all. You’re queen.”

“She does not wear my—the—crown,” his mother snarled. “Not yet.”

“She’s the queen already,” he rasped. “A coronation is just a formality. You know that. We’re married. She sits on the queen’s throne. She sleeps in my bed.” An interesting thing to say. “She has the final say in this.” Death lurked in his voice.

All color fled his mother’s face, and she slumped against the back of her seat.

“Wine, Mother?” he asked, waving for them to pour her a glass before she replied. His gaze met mine, and the pride shining there made me want to preen. “If you’d like to formally make them high ladies, you can do so at court tomorrow.” He glanced back at Moira and Calista, and I followed his gaze, finding them staring at me with astonished expressions and with tears in their eyes.

Had I made things worse for them or better?

“This is an honor,” he said softly, for my ears alone. “I believe you’re the first queen to lift one they call a lesser to such a high position, and I applaud you.” His smile rose just for me.

“Faelith too,” I said, and his smile only grew.

“I love how you’re shaking up this court, how you’re shaking up me. Keep doing it. It’s not only fresh and exciting, but it’s also amazing.” His fingers teased across my nape as he laid his arm on my shoulders. “It makes me adore you even more. This, more than anything else, will endear you to the court.”

The lesser fae part of the court, that is.

As I met the gaze of each high lady sitting across the table and then that of his mother, I suspected I’d made new enemies.
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“Oh, my queen. My queen!” Faelith kept gushing as she helped me undress. “Please understand that we’re exceedingly honored by your offer but . . . high ladies.”

“High ladies,” Moira shrieked. “I can’t believe it. High ladies.”

Calista said nothing as she removed pins from my hair, carefully placing them in the jeweled container sitting on the vanity.

“It’s astonishing,” Faelith breathed. “Life changing.”

“If this will make things awkward for you here at court, we don’t have to do it,” I said. “But fuck, she made me so mad scorning you when you do so much for me.”

Faelith grinned. “Swearing aside—”

“We’re honored,” Moira said. “Honestly, and strictly between us four, my queen, she also made me a touch angry.”

Faelith and Moira bobbed their heads in agreement. Even Farris joined in, dipping his head back and forth, though his nyxin grin said he was more focused on the ball sitting on a nearby table than the conversation. “It’s just . . .” The three exchanged concerned looks.

“Will there be ramifications for this?” I didn’t want to put them at risk.

“I don’t believe so. Not for those such as us,” Faelith said. “But it’s not done.”

“Why not?”

They exchanged another glance.

“We’re lesser,” Moira said as if that explained everything.

“You have magic,” I pointed out, and they nodded. “Then you’re no different than anyone else in this court except, perhaps, the powerless, though their only difference is their lack of magic.” I met Calista’s gaze in the mirror. Her hands had slowed on my hair, but she started tugging out pins again, placing them in the case. “Will this cause you problems?”

“I don’t believe so. It’s an . . . adjustment,” she said.

“In what way?”

“We’ll be given rooms on a different level and will no longer sleep in the basement.”

“The basement?” I scrunched my nose. “Why the basement?”

“It takes a large staff to run a castle this size, and you’ve only seen this particular building. Past the woods behind, there are others. Huge gardens where they grow everything we eat. Stables. And on the cliffs beyond that, more than one aerie, though I’ll point out that there are only a few dragons there.”

Lonely ones, I bet, since no one appeared to ride them. I needed to rectify that. Who would’ve thought I’d miss jumping onto a dragon’s back, giving the command, and taking flight through the sky? Spiraling toward the ground before pulling the beast up and coasting over the canopy close enough the creature’s claws could brush the leaves?

“My point is, my queen, that they have to put us somewhere,” Moira said. “You and the king command this level. The queen mother and her ladies have suites on the next floor down. Some levels don’t have rooms for staff at all. And so it goes until you have to place staff in the basement or in the outer buildings. I assure you, it’s quite nice below the ground level. Cool in the summer when it’s stifling up here, and still warm enough in the winter.”

Calista and Faelith nodded.

“We have our own small rooms and that’s enough for us,” Calista said.

“If you don’t want this, I won’t do it.” I stood, and Faelith undid my gown in the back.

“Oh, I want it, my queen,” Calista said. I swore I spied rage in her eyes, though I had no idea why.

“Especially after that fiend . . .” Moira coughed. “Excuse me, my queen. But this . . . you’re giving us a new chance in life. I’m proud of the job I and all the prior oldest ladies of my family have done in this castle. We’ve always served the queen . . . though in a lesser way. But being granted the status of high lady? Well, it’s something I’m sure every one of us aspires to.”

Faelith’s nod grew in vigor.

“Are you saying it’s impossible?” I asked.

“Oh, not quite.” Moria’s eyes flicked to the others. “I’ve only heard of it happening a few times, when the lesser has done something amazing, like save the queen’s life or sacrificed themselves for others.”

I was upsetting the court, but this court needed a good shake.

“It takes magic to break . . .” Her gaze dropped to the floor. “To circumvent the . . .”

“The what?” I asked.

Faelith and Calista remained still, Faelith still holding my gown, Calista a hair pin above the container.

“Moira?”

Her gaze lifted to meet mine. “Yes?”

“What will I break by changing your status?”

“Everything,” she breathed. The sheen of white in her eyes faded and she took my gown from Faelith. “I’ll have this cleaned and returned by tomorrow, though I imagine you won’t wear it again for some time.”

“Please, would one of you tell me how my doing this will circumvent . . . everything?”

“I don’t . . .” Calista quivered like a chall tiptoeing through puddles. “It’s quite kind of you to do this for us. I believe that says enough. Don’t you agree, ladies?”

They nodded in unison.

Another twist in the mystery surrounding Evergorne, one I was determined to expose.

“Alright, then,” I said, letting it go. “We’ll do it tomorrow.” And may the fates help me smooth this over with Merrick’s mother and the other high lords and ladies.

They helped me dress in a simple tunic and pants, an outfit I’d wear when I worked with Lore. I was about to dismiss them for the night when someone called out from the sitting room.

“Excuse me,” Lord Briscalar said. “My lady? Are you present?”

I lifted my voice. “Yes?”

“Lord Lorant sent word through one of the other staff that he won’t be able to work with you tonight.” He cleared his throat. “He hopes you’re well and that you understand.”

I doubted Lore had added the latter. That sounded more like something Lord Briscalar would say.

“That’s fine,” I said. “Thank you for letting me know.”

“Very well, my lady. Is there anything I can do for you before I retire for the night?”

“Are you a high lord?”

“My lady?” The shock in his voice made me grin.

“I asked if you’re a high lord.”

“I am. Passed down through my family for many generations.”

Another person bound to this court, deepening the secrets surrounding Evergorne.

I hadn’t mentioned the curse during dinner, not wanting to bring it up when Erisandra might overhear, but I wouldn’t let any of this slide.

If someone had placed a curse on this court, then I wanted to know.

As queen, it was not only my right but my duty to do something about it.
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Ispent the next morning with Lord Briscalar, making sure all the details for tomorrow’s coronation, the dinner, and the masked ball were settled. Erisandra didn’t appear to offer input in the process, but that didn’t bother me one bit. She couldn’t complain if something didn’t go right if she wasn’t part of the planning, now could she?

“I wanted to bring up one last thing, my lady,” Lord Briscalar said as he closed his journal, concluding our meeting. “About your soon-to-be ladies-in-waiting.”

“Could you wait in the hall?” I asked my ladies who’d been puttering around the room. They exchanged heavy looks, but did as I asked.

My hands clasped on my lap; I lifted my brows the lord’s way.

“How can I delicately state this?” He fiddled with the magical pen, making droplets of ink spatter here and there, before his level gaze met mine. “Are you sure you want to do this?” He held up his hand before I could speak. “Please. I’m sorry. If you’ll give me a moment to speak further.”

I nodded.

“I think it’s a wonderful thing. I’ll mention that it was remiss on my part not to speak with the king about assigning high ladies to your detail from the start, and I apologize gravely for that. I have no excuse to offer. Yes, I was busy with what happened on the ship and then with the arrangements for tomorrow’s events, but that’s no reason for me to miss something like this. My father would be appalled.”

“I like Moira, Calista, and Faelith.”

“That does not mean you need to grant them high lady status or give them positions in your private court.”

“Is it a mistake?” I held up my hand, stopping him from speaking. “I’m not suggesting I want to back out of this.”

“It would be permitted. Expected, even, I might add.”

“Tell me the good and bad things about doing this for them. I want to make sure I’m looking at this from every direction.”

“And this is why you’ll make an excellent queen. One of the best, if not the best, for many generations. Perhaps the one who can . . .”

“Can what?”

He blinked a moment before his face smoothed. “You’ll make an excellent queen. Did I mention that already?”

“I haven’t even been crowned yet. For all we know, I’ll mess up all the time and insult one person after another.”

“Part of your appeal, if I may be so bold as to say, is that you’re not of this court, that you’re not truly of any court. A queen who was raised in a mountain fortress, training dragons and battling fearsome creatures, will serve Evergorne much better than a woman who cannot . . . how shall I say this? Who cannot see how rules and situations impact everyone inside her court, not just the high lords and ladies. But taking three lessers and giving them such status . . .”

“Why will it be a good thing?” I asked.

“It will show that in your heart, everyone here is equal. You can’t imagine how heartening that will be to those serving in this court, myself included.”

“You’re a high lord.”

His eyes sparkled. “I assume you would’ve made sure I was if I hadn’t been born into the status.”

I grinned. “You’re right.”

His smile fell. “Sadly, there are many more reasons why you should reconsider.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “It creates chaos and will disrupt those who have known their roles here from the day they were born. This could foster discontent within the court.”

“They’ll get over it. No one is better than anyone else.”

“But some are. You’ll be queen. King Merrick will always hold his lofty role.”

“Until he dies when he turns thirty.”

His face froze, and he stared past my shoulder before he shook himself like Farris might after a bath. “Then there’s the housing situation.”

“No one has taken the ladies’ suites on this level. They’re waiting for me to select my attendants and move them in.” I’d looked into it already. “There’s no reason it can’t be the three I’ve chosen.”

“You’re right in that respect.” He sighed. “It also creates worry in the court.”

“Worry about the curse?”

He paused again, staring off into the distance before his gaze returned to me. “Many will worry that you’ll take this further, that you’ll make changes that will not only impact their own status in the court but their wealth and property.”

“I can’t see myself doing anything like that.”

He’d ignored my mention of the curse and Merrick potentially dying at age thirty, which was only six weeks away, for fate’s sake.

“Just think long and hard about this,” he said, rising. “If you feel this is what you want to do, then you have my complete support. I, for one, believe this court has needed a fresh start and that you’re the best one to do it.”

“Thank you.” I rose as well. “And thank you for all your help with tomorrow’s events. They’ll go smoothly solely because of you.”

“Thank you, my lady who I will soon be able to rightly call my queen.”

“I wish we could use first names between us.”

“We’ll discuss it in a few days. Until then, I must depart. So many things left to put in place. Can you believe that the head chef actually suggested we serve haunches of roast marscapole?”

“Never. We’re not killing, let alone roasting those fluffy blue creatures.”

“I agree, which is what I told the chef. He was quite miffed. It’s considered a delicacy.”

“I’ll speak with him if you’d like.”

“I can handle this myself, though I appreciate the offer.”

“This must be a huge burden on all the staff.”

“A welcome one, my lady. Welcome. Never forget that.”

He left, and I sank into my chair, flicking my finger across my plate, thinking, though I didn’t come to any conclusions.

I went to the healer’s to see how Valera was doing and the healer led me to where Valera lay on a narrow bed in a small room with unadorned white walls, and a door off the side I suspected led to a bathing area.

“My queen!” Valera winced as she sat up quickly, her facing losing color.

I hurried to her side. “Lie down. Please.”

“I must stand in your presence.”

“No, no. You never need to do that. I mean it. Lie back. You were injured, and I don’t want you hurting yourself further.”

“I’m fine.” At least she sagged back on her pillows. “I broke a few bones, but they’ve been healed. I’ll feel my same old self in a day or two.”

“I’m glad.” I sank into the chair beside the bed and tucked the blankets back up around her neck.

Color rose into her face, but she allowed me to fuss without saying a word.

“I’ll have the library open again soon,” she said.

“Don’t hurry on my behalf. I haven’t started the books you selected for me yet, though I plan to soon.”

“They’re my favorites.” Her brow scrunched with her frown. “My mother’s, as well, now that I think of it, my queen.”

“Books are a wonderful thing.”

“Yes, they are.” Her hand reached for her throat, and her fingers fumbled a moment before she dropped her hand back to her side.

“I’ll bring back your ring.” It was clear she missed it already. It meant a lot to her, and I didn’t want to hold it or toss it in with my other jewelry to be forgotten.

“Ring?” Her head tilted. “What ring?”

“The one your mother always wore. The one you wore on a chain around your neck. You said she . . .” Rising, I tiptoed over to peek into the hall, finding no one there who might be listening. To be safer, I shut the door, though if someone wanted to listen in magically, there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Add creating wards to my long list of needed magical training. I returned to my chair. “You said your mother told you to give me the ring, and you did after you fell yesterday.”

Her frown deepening, she shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about, my queen. I apologize. I wish I could remember.”

“Did you hit your head when you fell?”

“No, fortunately. I only broke my right leg and arm.”

“There was also a small key on the chain.” I watched her face, her eyes, for subterfuge, but they both remained open.

“I’m sorry. A key?” She blinked a moment. “I do remember a key. My mother kept it in the librarian’s desk.” She held up her fingers a short distance apart. “It was tiny. It went to my mother’s diary, though that was burned with her funeral pyre. I made sure it was there myself.” Her sad gaze met mine. “I felt that was right, that her secrets should be scattered along with her ashes.”

“Did you read her diary?”

A diary, huh? It was a stretch on my part to think the book I’d misplaced was Isodine’s diary, especially after Valera said she made sure it burned with her mother’s remains. But odder things had happened at Evergorne already, and not just her forgetting about the ring that held special meaning to her.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t read her thoughts, my queen.” Her sad gaze met mine. “That would feel like an invasion of her privacy. As for the key, I don’t believe I’ve seen it inside the desk recently, but no matter. With the diary gone, it’s no longer needed.”

Or was it? I felt as if I was slowly assembling a puzzle, and the vital pieces remained missing. Would I find a few of them inside that book?

I visited a bit longer but when she started yawning, I left, promising to return to the library again after the coronation.

After lunch in my room, I dressed in one of my finest gowns. We’d soon leave for the throne room where the ceremony to bestow high lady status on Moira, Calista, and Faelith would take place. Faelith had given Farris a bath and brushed him until his fur crackled. She’d placed the jeweled collar Merrick gave him around his throat.

“My queen,” she said, her gaze directed to the polished marble floor of my sitting area. “I have an announcement.” Her eyes flashed to mine before darting away, and she blushed. “I have accepted Surren’s proposal of marriage.”

“Surren?” Why wasn’t I surprised? “Congratulations!” I gave her a quick hug.

As we left the room, she whispered a short explanation. She and Surren hadn’t been allowed to marry as long as she was considered “lesser,” but now, they could.

One more rule I was going to get rid of as soon as possible.

When we reached the first level, I gripped Farris's leash tighter and veered off our path. “A quick stop first,” I told the others, heading down the long hallway leading to the kitchen.

The delicious smell of roasting meats and baking bread overwhelmed me as we entered, making my belly rumble. Organized chaos reigned, with staff bustling around in a well-choreographed dance. A young woman with flour-streaked cheeks kneaded dough at one station, her arm muscles bulging with each push she made against the large lump of dough. A lanky man stirred something bubbling in an enormous pot on the stove, his face flushed from the steam.

The head chef looked up from the enormous wooden-topped island where he was arranging delicate pastries on a large platter. His eyes widened when he saw me, though he quickly smoothed his expression.

“My queen.” He came around the island to join us, dipping forward in a slight bow. “How may I assist you?”

“I wanted to thank you and your staff for all your hard work,” I said. “I know preparing for tomorrow night’s events is a huge undertaking.”

A few of the kitchen staff nodded before returning to their tasks while others shot me odd looks.

The chef's chest puffed, and he gave me the start of a real smile.

“We are honored to serve, my queen,” he said with a sweep outward of his arm and a grander dip of his head. “Is there anything you require? As you can see, we're quite busy.” His eyes darted to the door, and from the sharp flash of his eyes, he wanted me to leave as quickly as I'd arrived.

“In addition to my thanks, I wanted to offer you my recipe for horig cakes.”

“With all due respect, my queen, I have my own recipe for horig cakes. I'm sure yours are . . . delicious, but—” Drawing himself up, he stared down his nose at me. “Mine are exquisite. Many of the court have told me they're the best they’ve ever tasted.”

“Ah, then, I understand. My recipe uses a secret ingredient, but if you’re confident in your own recipe . . .” I started to turn.

His breath punched inward. “Secret ingredient, you say?”

“I don’t wish to intrude any further. You’re busy, and I hate keeping you from your duties.”

“No!” He lowered his voice when everyone paused in what they were doing and glanced our way. “No.” His words rushed out of him. “I . . . Naturally, as a chef, I'm always interested in discovering new recipes.”

Especially those with secret ingredients? The excitement in his eyes licked through him, making his hands tremble at his sides.

I curled my finger to bring his head down closer and whispered the ingredient to him.

“Oh my,” he gasped, reeling backward. “Are you sure?”

“Just a pinch.” I used my thumb and forefinger to show him. “Too much will make them bitter, but a tiny bit . . . It makes them taste fantastic. I’m sure everyone in court will agree.”

“I never would’ve considered something like that,” he gushed. “But I can see where this might enhance the natural horig flavor and add a touch of uniqueness to the treats.”

I guided him through each step, and watched his expression shift from skepticism to intrigue because my secret ingredient wasn't the only way I deviated from the usual horig cake recipe. By the time I’d finished, his face was florid, and his eyes twinkled.

“Brilliant.” He clapped his hands, making a few of the staff jump and Farris shift closer to my side. “Absolutely brilliant. My queen, I've never heard of such a thing, but it's truly inspired.”

“I love to cook.” I gazed longingly around the kitchen, knowing the odds of the staff welcoming me in their midst was slim.

“Perhaps, when I make the recipe for the first time, you'd like to be present?” His gaze had softened, and it was nice that he wasn't trying to shove me through the door any longer.

“I'd love to.”

“I'll reach out to your staff.” His gaze swept across my ladies, focusing on Moira.

Blushing, she gave him a sweet nod. “I'm sure we can work this into the queen's schedule after the coronation.”

“Yes . . . queen.” His beaming smile took me in. “I have much to do to prepare for tomorrow, but I’ll be there, watching proudly when the elder places the crown on your head.”

“You don’t happen to know anything about the curse, do you?” I asked, watching his face go blank.

A blink, and his expression cleared. “I cannot believe.” He named my secret ingredient, though in a soft voice to avoid being overheard. “It’s simply amazing.”

“Amazing,” Moira echoed.

Why couldn’t anyone talk about this? But I didn't want to keep him any longer. Edging toward the door, I lifted my voice for all to hear. “Thank you all again. I hope the curse is soon broken!”

They all froze for a heartbeat before returning to whatever they were doing.

What was going on here?

As I slipped toward the door, I spoke again. “I can't wait to taste all the wonderful dishes you'll prepare in my honor.”

“It's our true pleasure.” The head chef bowed grandly as Calista opened the door for me to leave.

I swept through the opening with my head high and aimed for the throne room.

As we approached the entrance, Surren eased up to walk with me. “Well done, my queen. Very clever on your part.”

“You just want to try my horig cakes.”

His breathing stuttered, but he dipped his head forward. “I actually do.” His gaze sought Faelith’s. “I . . . You don’t know what this means to many of us. Thank you.” His deep, genuine voice echoed in the chamber outside the throne room, drawing the attention of the guards clustered on either side of the enormous doors. His eyes darkened as he bowed again. “This means . . . everything.”

Faelith’s cheeks took on a rosy bloom. “Thank you, my queen.” Her gaze flickered between me and Surren, a shy smile creeping across her lips. Light danced in her eyes, and love flickered there when they met his.

Thoughts of the kingdom and the hierarchy swarmed my mind. How could I neutralize the levels of rank within this court permanently? Giving Moira, Calista, and Faelith high lady status was only the beginning. There must be other ways I could make things equal. Yet I couldn't rush, or I'd create a huge mess I’d have no idea how to fix. Changing things too fast would stir frustration among those of higher status, allies we needed to keep Evergorne’s coffers full and secure.

No good queen isolated herself from any of the ranks. A queen worked with everyone, earning their trust. Setting things right couldn’t happen overnight.

But this was a solid start.

Pausing outside the towering throne room doors, a flutter of nerves tangled in my stomach. My coronation would take place tomorrow. Everything was rushing at me at a furious pace, nearly overwhelming me. However, this task would be fun.

My guards swept the doors to the throne room open, and the murmur inside died down to a harsh whisper.

“High Lady Reyla Weldsbane,” the herald called out from inside, his voice thrusting the room into complete silence.

“Ladies, attend me,” I whispered. With a deep breath and Farris trotting at my side, I strode into the grand chamber, my chin high. Moira, Calista, and Faelith followed, their bright gowns swirling around them.

Rows of fae high lords and ladies rose from their seats on either side of the aisle, their mostly snide gazes locked on my every step. Hisses snaked through the air, each voice a stinging bite. I did everything within my power not to flinch. Their scrutiny dropped like a weight on my shoulders, threatening to knock me to my knees. My confidence wavered.

Was I doing too much, too fast?

With a stiff, though twitching spine, I took one step after another, steadying my breathing. I would not back down now.

Sunlight filtered through high windows on either side of the enormous room, casting patterns on the strip of red carpet and marble floor.

Merrick remained seated on his throne, and I took in the breadth of his shoulders dressed in a dark green tunic with silver adornments, the crown on his head, and the way his eyes lit when they locked on mine. His approval beat back the nervous flutters in my chest. Who could flounder when they saw strength, admiration, and something deeper in this man's eyes? My heart thumped louder, outpacing the rhythm of my footsteps as I approached the dais.

To my right, someone huffed, but I didn’t look their way. No reason to grant disrespect attention.

From what I’d read in the library about monarchies and courtly traditions, protocol dictated that the king should remain seated on his throne to show his authority and status, even when approached by his queen.

With a smile teasing across his face, Merrick rose and extended his hand my way. “Reyla. Welcome.”

A guttural roar echoed in the room, and I spun. A man raced my way, a blade in his hand. His magical golden threads snapped toward me. They snaked around my neck and tightened, holding me in place and choking off my air.

With a growl, he lifted his blade and gouged it down toward my chest.
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Rage poured through me like molten lava, boiling and fierce. Every bit of logical thought went up in flames when I saw a high lord lunging at Reyla, his magic coiling around her neck, and his blade glinting under the grand chandelier lights. My breath hitched, a growl clawing up my throat. This wasn't the first attack on me or Reyla, and it wouldn't be the last, but fuck, I would destroy anyone who came near her with bad intent.

I snapped out with magic, but I could not drag the blade from his grip.

Surren flung out his sword, but it deflected before hitting the high lord. What kind of ward could withstand the magic I’d infused into her guards?

Reyla pulled the blades at her sides and flung them with eerie perfection. They would’ve hit him square in the chest if his wards hadn’t deflected them.

I’d never seen this high lord before in my life. Was he an unknown within my own court or was this yet another attack from one of the other kingdoms? It didn't matter now.

Flinging myself off the dais and onto the marble floor, I yanked a blade from the sheath at my side. It felt cold in my grip, and it begged to join the battle. I merged my elemental magic, wrapping it tightly around the steel. Fire surged in, hot and vivid, while ice coiled around it, creating a spine-tingling shimmer.

Reyla called shadows, and they strained to get between her and the high lord’s choking bands.

Time slowed, blurring the faces of the spectators who gaped, some in shocked dismay, others with glee. With both magic and blades slashing, her guard struggled to approach her, to get between her and the threat.

Bellowing, I rushed toward her. Reyla's eyes met mine, widening in terror as his strands constricted around her throat, choking off her air. I wouldn’t let this stand. Not again. Not ever.

She sent shadows gliding across the floor to attack the high lord, but he slashed through them with his magical strands.

Every ounce of my soul screamed in fury as I hurled my magically enhanced blade at the high lord. It exploded as it struck him, a churning mass of heat and frost slicking through his wards to drive into his chest. He staggered backward, the impact knocking the breath from his lungs but not taking his life.

No, I would not kill him yet.

Farris broke free of Reyla’s grip and followed my blade, leaping onto the lord, sending him slamming onto the floor. Snarling, the nyxin ripped at the man's throat.

Gasps erupted around the room, some in horror, others showing how thrilled they were with the latest entertainment put on for their view. I seethed. How dare any of them wish my wildfire pain? How dare they not help her!

Her gaze met mine again, panic swirling in the depths. She clawed at the magical bands, her breath hitching with terror.

“Merrick,” she strangled out. That single word cut through my fury.

Rushing toward her, I flared my magic, tugging in water droplets from the air, combining them with the dirt coating a few spectator shoes. I flung the magic at the magical strands. They shimmered and melted away like wax in a fire. A sharp gasp escaped Reyla as she sucked air back into her lungs. The fear in her eyes made my inner beast roar.

I wrapped my arms around her while searching her expression. “You’re alright?”

She jerked out a nod, her hands scrambling across her florid throat.

I tightened my arms around her. “You're safe now.” My voice came out low and intense, and everything inside me softened as I cupped her face in my palms. Her pulse pounded beneath my fingertips. “No one is going to hurt you again. Not while I draw breath.”

Farris snarled and scrambled, trying to bite through the high lord's hands clutching his throat.

“Come,” I said. Farris’s gaze met mine before he reluctantly leaped away from the high lord's chest. He bounded over to us, his fur bristling, and nudged Reyla’s side as if to tell her he would protect her with his own life too.

Relief spread through me, filling in the gaps in my fury. Safe, but for how long? I had to end this, though the tools I needed were not in my possession.

She stroked my cheek. “I'm alright. He . . . didn't hurt me.”

Yet he had. Anger snarled through me again, fueling my rage. I stalked toward the high lord pinned to the floor by Surren's magic. Blood trickled between his fingers as he pawed at his torn throat. My blade remained embedded in his chest, shifting with each of his sharp inhalations. Tension hung in the room; the air heavy with titillation.

“Who sent you?” I snarled, towering over him.

A twisted smile crept onto his face, and satisfaction gleamed in his eyes. “Yes, my king. Wouldn't you like to know?” Each word he choked out dripped with malice. “Your birthday’s coming quickly, is it not?”

“Tell me,” I bellowed, though I had my suspicions already.

He shuddered and focused on drawing in his next breath. Gold bands whipped out of him, but instead of attacking me or Reyla, they plunged into his chest beside the blade, others latching onto the hilt, shoving it deeper.

A shockwave rippled through the room. His eyes widened before they stilled, staring past my shoulder at nothing.

The room erupted around us, but I focused only on Reyla. Frustration churned through my veins. No closure, no answers. Who thought they could end things before I was given this final chance?

I returned to her side, wrapping my arms around her again as she tried to steady her ragged breathing. Heart racing, I poured my warmth into her body. Placing my fingers gently against her throat, I gently glided healing magic into her flesh. The redness disappeared, and her breathing became easier.

With infinite care, I lifted her into my arms. My insides lashed, twisting and churning, shredding their way through me. Carrying her up onto the dais, I walked to the throne that was my future if I could find a way to hold onto it. The weight of my crown tugged on my brow. When I settled into my seat, I held her on my lap, shielding her from any further harm.

Her eyes searched mine, still shadowed with fear from the attack. If only I could take away the terror she'd experienced today. Anger boiled through me as I thought of the high lord who'd tried to end her life. I wanted to revive him and strike him down again. I scanned the room, but other than feverish excitement on a few faces, I found no further threats.

“Are you truly alright?” My voice came out soft, my snarls replaced with bitter concern. What had I condemned this woman to? Was it too late to turn back?

“I am.”

Surren rushed over to us, concern wedging his brow. “I’m sorry, my king. I should’ve—”

“No.” My voice cut through his words like a blade. “I should've anticipated this attack.” My hope had distracted me.

“It’s my duty, my honor to serve our queen.” His gaze sought hers, his face tight with dismay.

“He used sophisticated magic.” Magic none of my high lords possessed. The other courts? They must. “You couldn’t fight it, though I know you tried. You and the others aren't to blame.” Seething, I looked down at the woman in my arms. Holding her eased the fire snarling its way through me, though only a small bit. It would lash across my soul for a very long time. “Remove the body.”

Surren lifted his hand and attendants rushed to the man, magically lifting him and taking him out through a side entrance. A sweep of his hand, and Surren removed the stain from the floor.

But the taste of the man’s foul magic still hung in the air, making me fume.

Reyla's ladies hurried up onto the dais, twitching around us like moths smacking against glowing glass.

Moira handed Reyla a goblet filled with water, her hand shaking so badly, the water nearly slopped over the rim. “Please, take a sip.”

Faelith brushed a lock of hair from Reyla's forehead and replaced it with a damp cloth. “My queen. My queen. Are you alright? Breathe. Please breathe.”

“You should return to your suite.” I told Reyla, rubbing her back while the court around us whispered and churned with gossip. Fuck them all. “You’ll be safer there.” But was she truly safe anywhere?

She handed the goblet back to Moira and struggled in my arms, fierce determination glowing in her eyes.

“No.” Her shaking limbs told me how frightened she was. She eased off my lap and stood in front of me, her expression unwavering. “I won’t let them win.” Resolve quavered through her voice. She plucked the cloth from her face and handed it to Calista. With steadier legs, she walked to her throne and sat, gazing out at the crowd still watching each installment of this event with anticipation.

I took her hand and brought it to my lips, kissing her knuckles. “You're sure?”

She gave me a pert nod before glaring at the room in general. “It’s time.” Command came through in her voice. “Time to elevate my ladies, Moira, Calista, and Faelith, to high lady status.”

My heart swelled with pride. Here she was, standing strong in the face of what happened, not letting fear drive her away. My wildfire was incredible.

The room buzzed, shock and disbelief mixing in with a spattering of applause. Those who stood against her would resent this decision, but this was essentially her court now.

This woman would always make her own rules, and because of that, I loved her even more.

She’d stand up to everyone who got in her way—even me.
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Stroking Farris’s head as he sat beside me, I gazed out into the sea of rapt faces. Doubt and defiance shone in many of their eyes. They challenged me while others refused to hold my gaze, theirs dropping away quickly. I understood why they might be confused. To them, I was a high-born lady, a daughter of both Bledmire and Weldsbane Courts, monarchies that rivaled their own. They expected me to behave like them, to cling to the hierarchy as fiercely.

Inside, I was still an orphan raised in a border fortress, skilled in combat and dragon training, not the schemes and intrigues of a high court.

I might tremble, but fuck, I would not show it.

My brother would know how to handle this, and I wished I'd had more time to learn from him. Wished I could’ve found a way to tell him and Tempest that I was alright.

But was I?

I lifted my chin and met each of the stares of my people.

I'd make this work one way or another. I would prove myself worthy, if not of their admiration, then at least their respect.

Merrick squeezed my hand before releasing it. He watched me through hooded eyes shining with encouragement and concern. Knowing he’d stand beside me, no matter what, helped. Yet in this, I wanted to rise to my own two feet. If I leaned on him for much longer, I'd never show this court I could grab onto the reins and make this dragon obey.

“Moira. Calista. Faelith,” I said, my voice echoing through the room. “Come forward.”

They hurried over to stand in front of me, all three dipping in deep curtsies. They rose, their expressions full of anticipation and dread. They must expect me to renege on my decision, to tell them I’d decided to continue the original traditions of the court. Sorry, and all that.

“Calista?” I asked, my voice weighed down with gravel. My throat ached, but I would not let it show. “Do you still desire this new status?”

She hesitated for only a moment before nodding. “I do.”

“Moira?”

She smiled warmly, her eyes sparkling with so much hope it gutted me. “I do as well, my queen.”

“Faelith? Please know you can step back if you wish. I won’t force this.”

Surren watched her intently, resolve deepening the blue of his eyes. He loved her. He wanted this for them, but if she said no, I sensed he would respect her decision.

“I want this, my queen,” she said grandly.

A collective gasp echoed in the room.

With each exchange, the room had fallen quieter, and the only sound now was the soft rustle of gowns and the distant echo of footsteps in the antechamber beyond. The impact of my decision shot through the audience, and I suspected this change would ripple through this court for a very long time.

I took in my ladies, standing tall in front of me, and I knew we were on the brink of something extraordinary. This moment was not only about giving them the title and status; it was about granting them empowerment and the courage to defy expectations.

All would see and know that nothing would be forbidden in my court.

Lord Briscalar emerged from the doorway beyond the throne room, followed by several servants who walked sedately on either side of a hovering silver platter. It gleamed in the soft light, holding items essential for the ceremony. My heart bruised itself against my ribs as the gravity of what I was about to do sunk in.

He approached me, his eyes filled with dismay as he leaned in close. “Are you alright, my lady? Are you sure you wish to proceed?”

I nodded, tightening my grip on the arms of my throne to hide their shake. Merrick's approving gaze made my skin tingle as I stood to take charge of the ceremony.

“Lords and Ladies of Evergorne Court,” I said in a voice loud enough to fill the room. “Moira, Calista, and Faelith have consented, and they will now be granted high lady status.” As the words left my mouth, a sense of accomplishment washed over me. This was only the beginning, but it was a crucial step toward a more equal and just court. “Surren, please ask my guard to line up behind my soon-to-be high ladies.”

They obeyed, their faces stoic, their eyes showing a hint of pride in my actions.

I walked over to stand in front of Calista, the oldest of the three. She looked at me with a mix of hope and fear in her eyes, and her posture remained tight. Turning, I met Lord Briscalar's gaze, thankful he'd insisted I practice this in front of him until it felt seamless. I carefully lifted one of the magical pendants from the platter, its delicate strands sparkling in the light, the stone a dark night winking with one solitary star.

“Calista,” I said. ”With this pendant, I grant you high lady status.”

Pulling in a deep breath, she bowed forward to receive the magical charm. I placed the gleaming strand over her head, letting the pendant slide into position at her exposed throat. When the necklace touched her skin, it vanished, fusing within her.

A gasp escaped her lips, and her hand flew to her neck. “It's gone.” Awe whispered through her words. “But I can feel it. It's now a part of me.”

“Yes, it is, high lady.”

I gave her a smile before moving on to Moira and Faelith, repeating the process with each of them.

The ceremony concluded, the atmosphere in the room full of excitement tainted with anger.

I'd made friends today.

And I'd fanned the flames of the rage burning inside my enemies.
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“Court is adjourned,” an attendant announced, her voice ringing in the room. “Please reconvene again tomorrow for the crowning of our new queen and the festivities to follow.”

While everyone but our guards left the throne room, my new ladies-in-waiting followed Lord Briscalar, who’d give them instructions and assure they were granted full status with the court.

Merrick left his throne and stepped over to stand in front of me. He lifted my hands and kissed them, his eyes locked on mine. “Well done. Very well done.” He tugged me into his arms, holding me tight enough I could barely grab a breath. “Are you sure you’re alright?” Leaning back, he traced his fingertip across my throat, but other than a slight ache deep inside, his magic had healed me.

“I’m fine.”

Shadows remained in his eyes. “You amaze me. Always.”

“Not what you expected when you asked for a willing bride, now is it?” I quipped. Inside, I still shook, but damn if I’d let that show to anyone who might still be watching.

“I thank the fates every single moment for bringing you into my life.”

Lord Briscalar stepped through the door behind the thrones and came around to hover nearby, clearing his throat.

Merrick grinned. “I think someone needs you, my wildfire queen.”

What about Merrick? Did he need me too?

I wouldn’t ask. Not yet. “I believe you’re right.”

Merrick's lips met mine in a kiss that surged through me, threatening to ignite the air around us. His hand brushed against my cheek, sending a shiver across my skin, but my eyes fluttered open.

Lord Briscalar studied the floor, the thrones, the ceiling, and the carpet marching up the aisle. With a soft exhale, I stepped out of Merrick’s embrace. We shared a smile that showed both of us were affected by our kiss, a smile that held the promise of more.

The corner of Merrick's mouth quirked into a knowing grin, the air between us charged with longing.

“Will I see you again today?” he asked.

“I suppose I should attend dinner.” As much as I wanted to avoid Erisandra, I couldn’t. She was part of this court, and if I didn’t face her often, she’d take control.

“I’ll join you. Hold your hand if you want. Snarl at my mother and her ladies.”

“And this is why I . . .” I couldn’t name my feelings eager to break free, also not yet.

He stroked his knuckles down my face, his gaze locked on mine. “Being near you makes the impossible seem within reach. Since we’ve met . . . You’ve given me hope, Reyla.”

“Hope whispers of dawn even within the darkest night.”

He startled. “Where did you hear that?”

I shrugged. “Somewhere. I can’t remember.” In a dream? Must be.

“I appreciate that you’re giving this a chance. Mother won’t thank you, but I do. If you want, I’ll cast a spell that will . . .” Grinning, he shook his head. “I’d better not. My mother isn’t without her own power, and she’s not above smacking me with magic as if I’m still a misbehaving child.”

Lord Briscalar cleared his throat.

“You need to go,” Merrick said. “I’ll see you soon?”

“I can’t wait.” I dipped into a curtsy and from the gleam in his eyes, he'd caught my unspoken message. The flames licking between us were growing into a blaze only being together completely would extinguish.

Surrounded by my guard, and with his gaze heavy on my spine, I left the throne room and made my way back to my suite, the weight of the upcoming coronation dragging on my shoulders. Dinner with Erisandra would feel easy when compared to what I’d go through tomorrow. I'd be glad when the events were over. Then, I could relax in the ballroom and dance with my king—my masked king, that is.

Inside my suite, I went through the final arrangements with Lord Briscalar.

He leaned back afterward, a pleased smile on his face. “I can’t see where anything can go wrong tomorrow.”

A chill scraped across my skin, and I got up and shut the open window, blocking out the wind.

“Is there anything we haven’t thought of?” I asked, returning to take my seat.

He shook his head. “I’ll keep reviewing my notes.” He tapped his open journal with the magical pen lying across it. “I’ll reach out if I discover anything.”

“Thank you.” I leaned forward and hugged him.

He coughed and awkwardly patted my back. “You don’t need to thank me. It’s my position here within the castle.”

I settled back in my chair with a touch of disappointment slicing through me. “Yes, your position.”

He frowned and shook his finger between us. “Now, none of that. You’re so much more than a job to me.”

“Your family has served ours for many generations, maybe longer than they’d like.” A discreet way of hinting that, if he wasn’t happy, he could do something else.

“I can’t imagine serving anywhere but within this court. Please don’t suggest otherwise.” He stood and magicked away his journal, probably to his own suite on the floor below mine. “I love working with you. You’ve brought joy to this court, to the king, and to everyone who interacts with you, including myself. Never doubt that.”

Smiling, I nodded. “I appreciate everything you do for me.”

He braced my shoulders, staring down at me, and for the first time, I felt like I had a father—or someone who’d taken on that guiding role I’d missed all my life. “Keep challenging this court. It’s good for us all.”

“I will.”

With a smile, he left.

My ladies bustled over, fluttering around me with Farris yapping, his energy high.

“I’ll take this fine fellow for a long walk, shall I?” Faelith asked with a smile. High Lady Faelith, that is.

“I know he’d love that.” I turned to Calista and Moira. “I’m dining with the king and his mother tonight, and I need to decide what I should wear. Can you make me look good?”

“Good?” Moira scoffed. “We can do much better than that. We’ll make you look fantastic.”
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Primped and coiffed and adorned with a rich blue gown, I carefully sat on the sofa, waiting until it was time to leave for dinner. The sun slipped below the horizon before someone knocked on my door.

Surren ducked his head in through the opening. “It’s time to leave for dinner, my queen.”

“Great.” I rose and sedately walked over to the door that my guard swept wide.

Lore stood in the hall, dressed in a deep blue tunic with only a hint of silver braid on his shoulders. The wind had caught his hair and tousled it, giving him too much appeal.

I looked down the hall, finding it empty other than my guards and this man I’d hoped to avoid.

“Are we meeting Merrick in the dining room?” I asked.

“I’m afraid he can’t make it.” He held out his arm. “I’ll escort you to dinner this evening, my queen.”
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“I’ll skip dinner.” Reyla backed into her suite and started to shut the door.

I wedged my foot into the opening before she could finish closing it.

“I think not,” I said. “You promised Merrick you’d dine with his mother, and you will.”

“Merrick,” she huffed. “I promised Merrick I’d dine with him.” She stomped out into the hall and started toward the king’s suite. “I’ll tell him I’m not feeling well, that I can’t dine with her after all.”

“Are you scared?” I called out to her backside.

Stiffening, she came to an abrupt halt, though she didn’t turn back to face me. “What in all the fates do you think I’d be scared of?”

“Facing the dragon.”

Pivoting, she rushed back over to me, not stopping until our clothing brushed.

My wildfire truly knew how to unnerve me. It was all I could do to remain in place and not put distance between us. She smelled sweet, faintly of flowers and fresh air, and it sunk into my skin, fusing to my soul.

She gouged my chest with her fingertip, which I supposed was better than one of the twin blades she wore strapped around her waist. Did she realize how badass those blades made her look? “There’s no dragon I’m not willing to challenge.”

Was that true? What about . . .

The thought slipped away, and I focused on the threat within this castle. “What about the queen mother of all dragons?”

Did she also realize how much I ached to remove those sheaths from around her waist and strip off her gown, how I’d give almost anything to carry her to her bedroom and love her body all night?

My fucking cock started to stiffen.

“Even that one,” Reyla grumbled.

“Yet you argue with me about dining in the same room with her. What do you think she’ll do? Mock you?”

“I’m sure she will, but I’ll shrug it off like I did when she told me she’d never like me.”

My growl ripped out. “She said what?”

The air around us chilled, tiny flakes of snow falling from the air.

“Neat trick,” Reyla said, gazing in wonder as the snow drifted around her. “I imagine it comes in handy during the heat of the summer.”

My anger deflated and the room warmed once more. “It’s not a trick. I’ll have you know that it takes considerable skill to do something like that.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure it does.”

“Do you truly think—”

“My queen . . .” Surren knew better than to say more than that. However, one word from her, and he’d challenge me. It was not only his job, but he also clearly cared for her and would do anything to keep her from feeling threatened.

I’d have to save my snarls for when we were alone.

“I apologize.” I sent a grand, sweeping bow her way. “King Merrick extends his kind regards. He wishes he could escort you to dinner himself, but he’s unavoidably detained.”

“With his advisors?” she asked.

“I realize I’m a poor substitute for such stimulating company, but I’ll do my best to fill in for the king.”

“You’re much too pushy, Lore.” Her softer tone told me she was relenting.

“You admire that, don’t you?”

She huffed again. “Let’s get this over with.”

I held out my arm, and when she took it, I escorted her down the hall and the stairs and into the dining room with her guards and ladies in attendance. Inside, I held out her seat and waited while she took it before sitting beside her. Her ladies arranged her napkin on her lap and made sure she was settled before taking their own chairs on her left.

Erisandra arrived with her staff before I could offer Reyla wine.

“That’s my son’s place.” The glare Erisandra sent me should’ve skewered me to the wall.

I smirked. “It’s my seat at the moment. My ass has warmed it.”

She grumbled but dropped into her own seat, her ladies fluttering around her, each sending matching glares my way.

“Serve us,” Erisandra barked.

The staff scurried from the room and started bringing out floating trays loaded with a variety of offerings, placing each on the table.

We ate with only the clink of the cutlery echoing around us.

Until Reyla gasped, gaping at her plate, swallowing hard.

“Is there something wrong with your meal?” I asked.

“My meat. It’s . . . crawling.”

It was not, but . . .

Erisandra smirked, watching Reyla with sly satisfaction in her eyes.

Leaning close, I whispered for Reyla’s ears alone. “I believe the dragon sitting across from you is crafting glamour.”

Reyla flattened her back against her chair and growled. She swiped a blade from one of the sheaths on her side and started to rise from her chair.

I laid my hand on hers, urging her to remain seated. “I suggest another way.”

“Killing her would mess up the room,” she whispered.

“I could handle this if you’d—”

“Leave it to me.” As she returned the blade to the sheath, a feral look took over her face. “Can I borrow something from you?”

Clever. “My shadow is yours. Always.”

“I like that about you Lore. You’re not one bit stingy.”

When it came to her, I was, but I couldn’t point that out. As a high lord in this court and the highest on the king’s personal staff, I was more than welcome to join the family on any occasion, but I was pushing it by taking the king’s seat in his own dining room. I’d no doubt hear about this later.

Fierce concentration took over Reyla’s face before a chill breeze swept through the room. Did she realize how powerful she was? Few learned to call power this quickly, let alone send it back out to make anything around them perform at their command. Yet this woman was mastering her skill within days. I could only imagine what she’d be able to do when she’d learned to harness full lightning and nullify.

My shadow left my right side where it had hovered since I sat, cast to the floor by the chandeliers hanging above the table. It slid away from me and rounded the end of the long table, slithering down the other side.

I sat back and drank my wine, watching with a sardonic smile on my face. Erisandra had never outright scorned me, though I was sure she ached to discover how she could get away with it without being chastised.

If only she knew.

But then, no one did.

My shadow crept up the wall behind the queen mother, hovering. It stretched toward her. Loomed over her.

Reyla gouged a bite of meat on her plate and delicately placed it in her mouth, chewing. “I love bugs, don’t you, Lore?”

“Bugs?” Moira gasped from Reyla’s other side. “What are you speaking of, my queen?”

“We’re eating insects, aren’t we?”

Erisandra snickered, though she covered the sound with her hand.

“My queen . . .” Moira’s gaze darted Calista’s way before returning. “It’s meat. The sauce is wonderful with just the right amount of spices.”

“Bugs,” Reyla declared, chewing loudly.

Her hand rose, and her finger swirled.

My shadow dove down toward Erisandra’s half-full wineglass and toppled it toward the queen mother. The liquid hit her plate with a splash, the blood-red wine spattering across the front of Erisandra’s pale blue gown.

“Oh my.” Reyla gaped at the queen mother. “Such an unfortunate mishap. I’m clumsy on occasion as well, but this . . . I can’t say I’ve ever spilled wine on myself. In front of my staff, no less. You look . . . Well, I’m much too kind to state the obvious.”

My shadow hefted the queen mother’s plate, and smacked it against Erisandra’s chest, coating her exposed skin and lovely gown with meat, potatoes, and vegetables in addition to the wine.

“My . . . My . . .” The queen mother’s ladies erupted from their seats, reeling away from the table.

“You.” Erisandra’s snarl hit me square in the chest. “What did you do?”

“I’m sorry?” I drawled. “Were you speaking to me?”

“You did this!” Her hand flicked toward the plate now sitting in front of her again. Bits of food oozed across the cloth as if alive, diving onto her lap. She rose and threw her napkin onto the table. “I won’t stand for this. I intend to speak to my son, and you will not enjoy the results of our conversation.” With a growl, she and her ladies surged from the room.

While my shadow tumbled back to fuse with me once more, I leaned back in my chair and lifted my glass of wine Reyla’s way in a toast.

“Well done, Wildfire,” I purred. “Very well done.”
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After we’d finished dining, Lore escorted me back to my suite, leaving me after giving a lingering look and stating that he’d see me soon.

“Know that my amusement will not last long,” he drawled for my ears alone. “I don’t like it when you avoid me.”

My ladies helped me out of my gown and into my leathers, and I dismissed them until tomorrow.

Surren knocked on my door, poking his head through the opening. “I was asked to pass on a message from Lord Lorant. He will not be able to meet with you tonight.”

“Thank you.” I shouldn’t be disappointed, but I’d puffed beneath his pride-filled gaze, and I was looking forward to laughing about how I’d paid Erisandra back. I also wanted to learn how to use nullification, because . . .

The dragon herself had been inside my suite on the day the book that could be Isodine’s diary went missing. Had she used glamour while she was here? It wouldn’t surprise me to discover she told everyone she did nothing with her skill only to practice and use it slyly—and to her own benefit.

If she’d done something with the book, how could I negate her magic’s effect?

I pawed around my room, touching everything, but I didn’t find anything out of the ordinary or anything that could be the book in disguise. Because I was worried they’d disappear as well, I secured them around my neck. The chain was long, and they hung low, between my breasts.

After stripping off my leathers and dressing in a nightgown, I flopped on my bed and remembered how I’d gotten even with Erisandra at dinner. I grinned at the bedding overhead while Farris scampered around beside me, first clawing at the blankets before lying down and rolling over to present his belly for rubs, which I dutifully gave him.

Merrick might scold me for teasing his mother with a shadow, but she’d deserved it. I couldn’t shove aside the horror I’d felt when I looked down on my plate to find bugs crawling across it. Not only that, but she’d also changed the table to a steep cliff, and one look over the side had made my belly lurch. I’d felt like I was falling.

Why would she do something that mean to her new daughter-in-law?

Jealousy, perhaps. I was stepping between her and Merrick, though that was never my intention.

I would soon wear the crown she considered her own.

I drifted to sleep with the memory of Lore’s satisfied smirk, though in my dreams, I kissed Merrick.

In the morning, I took a long walk with Farris in the woods behind the castle, my guards and ladies clustered around me with magic licking across their fingers. Thankfully, we encountered no threats. Since Lord Briscalar said he had everything handled, I lounged in my suite until it was time to get ready.

My ladies puttered around my rooms.

When it was nearly time, a knot started forming in my belly. I slid off the sofa and walked into my bedroom, announcing it was time to get ready, finding my new ladies-in-waiting standing in front of the bed with their faces beaming. They parted, revealing a gown draped across the surface, one of such ethereal beauty it had to have been crafted by fairies. The silver fabric shimmered with threads of rich red, casting a warm glow across the room.

“It looks too pretty to wear,” I said, standing close but not daring to touch it.

“Isn’t it lovely?” Pink climbed into Moira’s face. “King Merrick himself designed it.”

“It’s gorgeous.” My husband had wonderful taste.

They helped me bathe and dress, taking care not to snag any of the red strands weaving through the silver fabric. The dress brushed cooly against my skin, and as they secured each tiny fastening in the back, I looked in the mirror, my reflection beyond belief. The gown clung to my figure, flaring out at the hips in a cascade of magical luxury. After they’d finished, I twirled, watching the red threads catch the light. No other gown would ever compare.

“Hair, next.” Command came through in Calista’s voice. She pointed toward the chair placed in front of the vanity, though the sparkle in her eyes softened her words. “If you please, my queen,” she added.

I sat, and my ladies continued to work, weaving my hair into an intricate arrangement. Their nimble fingers tweaked and curled each strand, tucking bits here and there, securing them with silver pins until it swirled in intricate waves across the top of my head. I watched in the mirror as they transformed me from a lady into a queen.

The reflection staring back at me after was one of regal poise, a woman ready to claim her crown and her court.

Calista clapped her hands. “Your face next.”

They plied me with a powder that smoothed the appearance of my skin yet made it subtly sparkle. A pale pink color soon blushed my cheeks and lips, and whatever they put on my lashes darkened them and made them appear at least twice their normal length. Once they’d finished, I rose and stared at my image in the tall mirror, unable to believe my appearance.

“Gorgeous,” Faelith whispered.

“Stunning,” Calista added with a nod.

Moira’s tear-filled eyes met mine in the mirror. “My queen. No one will outshine you tonight.”

“You're right.” I grinned, giving each of them a hug. “Thank you so much.”

I stared into the mirror some more, turning this way and that to admire myself from all angles. Excitement danced along with my tension, entwining down my spine to make me fidget. With a laugh, I spun again, lost in the magic of the moment. Farris barked and hopped around me, his tail wagging wildly. This Reyla just might be worthy of the crown that would soon rest on her head.

My ladies fluffed my puffy capped sleeves and smoothed the skirt's fabric. Calista tucked back a stray strand of loose hair, securing it with yet another silver pin. They joined me in the mirror, talking about my appearance before Calista frowned.

Silence sucked away their laughter, though their eyes still glowed. When they turned toward the open doorway, I did too.

Merrick stood there; his eyes locked on me. A world of emotions swirled in his gaze: admiration, respect, affection, and a deep, unmistakable desire that sparked through me in heavy waves.

As if I was thumped in the chest, my heart came to a standstill. I took in his appearance. He wore rich dark red now, adorned with touches of silver, the perfect opposite of my dress. His deep brown hair hung around his face in a thick tussle, and I wanted to run my fingers through it, mess it up just to show the world that I could. No, that he was mine. His dark pants blended into his shoes as he strode toward me, his gaze never leaving my face. This man wanted more than just kisses; he wanted a future with me.

A lifetime of dreams fulfilled.

Only a twinge of sadness tangled in my belly. Kinart would want this for me. If only we could’ve had more.

But this was the new life I'd sought when I left the fortress, not knowing if I'd survive even one day in the realm of the fae. The overwhelming sense of joy and anticipation flooding my veins could no longer be denied.

My past was Kinart, but my future . . . It belonged to this man alone.

Merrick dismissed the others from the room. The door clicked shut behind them, leaving us alone in the glow of the sun stabbing through the curtains to make the world sparkle. He strode forward, stopping in front of me.

“You . . . I don't believe I have the right words to describe how beautiful you are.” Emotion gutted his voice and made my belly twitch and spasm in a good way.

He leaned in to kiss me with care, as if he was afraid he'd ruin my delicate hairstyle or smudge the light paint on my face. The contact was tender, yet it sent a surge of heat spiraling through me.

He reached into his pocket, pulling out a slender black case, holding it out to me, his eyes filled with a touch of vulnerability.

“It belonged to my grandmother,” he said softly.

“Not your mother?”

He shook his head. “She prefers bright things, but I think this suits you best.”

I opened the case, and my breath got stuck in my throat. A beautiful silver chain was nestled inside, its delicate links holding a golden pendant shaped like a dragonfly. A solitary, deep-red stone centered on the creature’s back.

I looked up at Merrick, awe and wonder washing over me.

“It's beautiful,” I whispered. “You remembered.”

Merrick's posture loosened, as did his smile. Had he worried I wouldn't like it? “How could I forget? This is a promise. One day soon, we’ll go on an adventure together.”

“Thank you. I love it,” I said.

He gently removed it from the case and stepped around behind me, his warm breath tickling my skin as he secured the chain in place. As the cool golden dragonfly settled against my skin, he leaned forward to kiss my nape. I shivered, a thrill dancing through me as if he was forging a path no one else ever had or ever would travel, as if he was marking me as his alone with a brand that would remain until my dying day.

Coming around to face me, he lifted the pendant, his fingers warm on my skin and his face pensive. He stroked his thumb down the dragonfly’s spine.

“It’s yours now, though it’ll never be as pretty or sweet as you, my queen,” he rasped. Something in his eyes . . . I sensed he ached for me in a way no one else ever had. “I hope it leads you on a great adventure.”

“With you, every journey feels like the destination.” Could he hear my heart in my words?

“Reyla,” he breathed, sliding his arm around my waist and sweeping me against his frame. “If I touch you, I’ll muss your dress. I don’t want to ruin your ladies’ hard work.”

“Who else can mess me up but you?”

He flashed a smile. “You’re right. It’s my duty and honor to mess you up completely.”

“You do that just by existing.”

His arms tightened around me until the warmth of his breath drifted across my face and the pounding of his heart beat against mine. A storm of desire and promise swirled in his green depths. I could taste the anticipation in the air, thick and sweet, as his fingers gently glided along the line of my jaw. My spine quivered, and heat flooded my body. He'd barely touched me, and I craved him already. I could only imagine how wonderful it would be when we were naked in bed together.

His lips brushed against mine, soft at first, a whisper of what was to come. A gasp escaped me, an invitation, and he deepened the kiss. His hot, hungry mouth explored mine, and the tension in his body told me he could barely hold himself back. His tongue teased mine in a way that both staked his claim on my soul and sent my heart flying in every direction.

His hands slid down, and he pulled me fully against his aroused length. A groan echoed in his throat, vibrating against my mouth, and I answered with one of my own. The world around us blurred, fading away until there was nothing but the two of us, bound together by this kiss that insisted it was time I came to a decision.

When he lifted his head, I saw so much in his eyes. Need. A hint of restraint. And a desire to match my own.

“You look even prettier now, Wildfire,” he rasped. “One day soon . . .”

I nodded. “Soon.”

After tracing his fingertips across my cheek, he lifted the matching gold and red earrings from the case to help me put them on. They felt light, barely there, and they sparkled in the sunlight. I watched him in the mirror, his hands gentle and sure as he secured them in place.

“This can remain.” He tapped the gold and red bracelet he’d left for me on the ship.

It matched the pendant and earrings.

Guilt twinged through my heart. I'd worn the bracelet to cover the mark that appeared on my skin when I first touched Lore, and it was a constant reminder of whatever he and I might share. But as I looked up at Merrick, I shoved aside the worry, determined to focus on the new life that waited for me by this man’s side.

Unaware of my inner conflict, Merrick held out his arm, his eyes shining with pride and what I took for the beginning of love. “May I escort you to the throne room for your coronation, my queen?”

Taking a deep breath, I looped my arm through his, allowing myself to be led into the future that awaited me.

As I left the room with him, our guards clustered around us and my ladies trailing behind, I put all thoughts of Lore into the past, where they belonged.
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I'd never forget how stunningly beautiful my bride was right now, especially in her silver gown etched with red fairy threads. The color suited her, enhancing the red gold in her hair and making her skin glow like the finest cream. She was the centerpiece rather than the gown, which had been my intention when I described it to the fairies who crafted it.

I'd love to run my fingers through her hair and see it spilling across my pillows. Soon. Her promise still clung to my mouth and simmered through my bones.

As we left her suite with our guards, I used power to gather water droplets from the air, forming tiny mirrors to float ahead and behind us, providing visual surveillance from multiple angles. I wouldn’t and couldn’t trust even our guards or my wards to protect us.

Reyla didn’t appear to notice. She held herself straight and regal, as if she'd been crowned already. She was born for this moment, even though she hadn't grown up knowing she’d one day sit on a gilded throne and rule.

As we moved from one level to the next, I infused tiny wind currents with magic, urging them to carry any threatening sound to me, but I didn’t hear anything other than those shifting with impatience in the throne room and staff bustling here and there, preparing for the upcoming events.

We paused at the top of the last set of stairs, and her eyes locked on mine. A feeble warmth rose in them, and I slid my arm around her waist, tugging her near.

“It'll be over before you know it,” I whispered in her ear.

“Will I wear my crown all evening?” Her husky laugh rang out. “I should've asked all the questions bouncing around inside me earlier, not when it's about to happen.”

I turned her in my arms and cupped her face in my palms. “We have all the time you need. Ask away.”

“They'll be mad if they have to wait.”

“Let them fume,” I growled. “One snarl from me will put a stop to their unjust agitation.” After waving for her ladies and some of our guards to continue to the foyer, I led Reyla to a small settee and we sat, her gingerly on the edge to protect her dress.

I manipulated light around us, using it to project mirrorlike images of her and I descending the stairs, strolling beside the balcony, and even pausing at the top of the stairs. All designed to confuse someone who meant us harm.

“You'll only wear the crown for a short time after it’s placed on your head,” I said. “After that, you’ll wear it during formal occasions. The rest of the time, you'll wear a smaller version like the one I wear during court in the throne room.”

“Why aren't you wearing yours now?”

“It slides around on my head, and I hate it. Would you believe it fell off my head the first time I wore it?”

Her eyes widened, and her laugh snorted out. “You're making this up.”

“It made a bang when it hit the marble floor.” I shook my head, smiling along with her. “You should've seen my mother's face. Such horror. She looked like she wanted to smack me.”

Her smile fell, shadows flitting through her eyes. “You were only a boy.”

“Ten. Old enough to run a kingdom, I suppose.”

“Your father died on his thirtieth birthday.”

My pulse stilled before surging. “How did you discover that?”

“Death at thirty seems to be a common thing in your family.”

“What other questions do you have? I'll answer them as honestly as I'm allowed.”

Her head tilted, and she watched my face. “Why do all the males in your family die on their thirtieth birthday?”

She'd been busy. I welcomed this, but still, it was hard. My throat choked off with pain. “After you're crowned, everyone will bow down and swear their allegiance to you. You don't bow back. You sit on the throne and gaze about the room as if it's any old day. When everyone is dismissed and has left, the elder will take back the crown for safekeeping, and you'll be given your first tiara.”

“Let’s talk about all the men in your family dying on their thirtieth birthday,” she barked. “Your birthday is not far away.”

“Five weeks and three days.” While I knew them, I did not mention the hours remaining.

“Are you going to die as well?”

The pain in her eyes punched me in the chest, driving through my heart. I swallowed—tried to, that is, but nothing would go down. I stood and held my hand out to help her rise. “Tell the elder her hair is gorgeous,” I croaked.

Reyla frowned. “I don't understand why you won't answer me.” She took my hand and rose to her feet.

“Life often unveils itself in ways we never anticipate, challenging us at our core. It takes considerable resilience and determination to carve a new path forward. It’s only in times of great need that true devotion emerges from inside a person, allowing them to seize control over what lies in the past and ahead. Seek the path where the dark meets light.”

She blinked up at me. “That sounds like a riddle.”

“Tell her that her hair is gorgeous,” I choked out.

Reyla sighed before nodding. “Why should I tell her that?”

“You'll see.” I linked her hand through my arm and urged her toward the stairs. “After that, we'll go to the formal dining room for the celebratory meal. Those invited to dine with us, which are only a select few—”

“How many is a select few?”

“Seventy or so.”

She rolled her eyes. “To me, a select few is four or five.”

“We'll be announced, and you'll enter the dining room ahead of me this time only.”

“I'm to trot behind my king every other time?”

I loved her fire. Loved her. Was it too soon? I didn't think so. Falling in love with this woman was like finding an endless horizon after years of being pinned between unyielding walls of gray. With her, everything was possible if only I could place my foot on the right path.

“What about the curse?” she asked, her gaze drilling into mine. “Will you talk about that?”

She’d been busy. How much did she know?

It might not be enough.

My heart clenched then tore itself open. Vulnerability screamed in every fiber of my being. Rage and tenderness merged inside me, turning my emotions into an exquisite ache. Falling in love with her was like grasping flames. Intense. Consuming. I welcomed the burn if it meant I could stay close to the fire only this woman could light inside me.

“Answer me?” she croaked.

“I share all I can.”

Her sigh bled out.

“Are you suggesting you don't want to trot behind me, my pretty little bride?” I asked as we started down the stairs.

“I balk at convention.”

“No,” I rasped, laying my hand over hers resting on my arm. I nodded to the guards waiting at the bottom of the stairs, and while their sharp eyes scanned the enormous foyer for threats, I gathered magic and fused it to the ground, using the earth to carry any hurried vibrations and voices my way, though again, I didn't hear or feel a threat coming. Yet. There was always a yet.

“I do what I must,” she said.

“I can't ask you for anything more than that.”

We made our way to the antechamber outside the throne room. Murmurs echoed from inside, the rise and swell of my people gossiping as they waited to watch this momentous occasion. Their queen would be crowned today. While they may not know its true meaning yet, and I hoped they never would, it was as solemn an occasion as every other time a willing fae woman was bound to the court and placed below only the Evergorne king.

“They'll announce me first.” I turned her to face me and took her hands, stroking out the trembles. Her gaze darted here and there, though again, I didn't feel or sense threats. “I'll take my throne and wait for you, Wildfire. I'll always wait for you, in this world or the next. Look for me?”

“Don't talk like that.”

“I mean it. Find me.” Please.

She jerked out a nod and nibbled on her lower lip. I'd kiss her if I thought it wouldn't mess her up even more than I already had. While I adored seeing her falling apart from my touch, I'd never do anything to cause her embarrassment. Her pride meant more to me than my own.

“They'll open the door and announce you, and it'll be like any other day at court. You'll walk down the aisle with your ladies in attendance, except this time, you’ll stop and wait for the highest lord in the court to escort you to me.” Her ladies stood nearby, shifting with the same nervous energy as my bride. “He’ll guide you up onto the dais where you’ll stand in front of your throne, facing the audience. After he returns to stand with our guests, I'll rise, and the elders will come forward, the oldest holding your crown. She's nice.”

“And she has gorgeous hair,” Reyla said with a sly smile.

“Exactly.” I grinned. “It'll be over before you know it. Then we can relax and enjoy our meal.”

“A glass of wine would be nice about now. Sipped courage, but I'd take it.”

“You don't need anything like that. You're strong, Reyla. Brave. There isn't anything you can't do. Remember that.”

“Thank you.” A frown wedged her pretty brow. “For everything. When I agreed to this, I didn't know what I was getting myself into. You know my past, and you know what kind of person my father was. I worried . . .”

“That I'd be the same.”

She shrugged. “It's not like I was given any other example. But you're not like him. You're special. Too perfect, actually.”

“I have flaws. Faults.”

“Show them to me sometime.” Her lips flickered upward, quivering like she still did. “Lay them out for me, and we can discuss them.”

“I will. Promise.” I gave her a quick kiss and waited until she’d nodded to show she was ready. After sending out power again, using all my tricks to ensure nothing threatening lurked, I left her, stepping into the throne room at my announcement.

The atmosphere shifted around me, charged with anticipation. The grand space, adorned with intricate tapestries and polished stone, felt even more impressive today. People of all ranks stood, lining the aisle, their elaborate outfits glimmering like rare jewels in the soft light. Dressed in fabrics of deep emerald, royal blue, and stunning crimson, each of them shimmered with fairy-wrought embroidery.

Silence filled the room as I strode forward, determination in my steps. Not once did I lower my gaze. I studied them all, and each bowing head showed that at least, in this, they gave fealty. None made eye contact; they'd be foolish to be that bold. I swirled my power around, coaxing the ground beneath us to share its secrets, the air to carry any whisper of rage. I even used the threads of their garments to tell me their intentions.

Nothing worrisome so far.

As I moved past them, they lifted their gazes, and I sent water droplets on their mirror mission, reflecting what might be hidden in their eyes. Any flicker of hesitation, any hint of disdain, could be a seed of doubt for Reyla, and I wouldn’t allow it to bloom.

A prickle of unease crept across my senses. Scanning the crowd, I met the gaze of several lords, daring them to test my resolve. They recoiled, my scowl making it clear that today, their loyalty must be unquestioned. They dipped their heads, acknowledging my unspoken command.

Assuming I didn’t love my queen would be a mistake they would not live to regret.

With my chin lifted higher, I climbed the dais. The throne of my forefathers waited, a symbol of our court and the hope of a kingdom. When I reached it, I turned and faced the crowd.

Three elders stood off to the side, dressed in simple red robes, the fine lines on their faces hinting at their wisdom. The eldest’s hair, a vibrant blue, framed a face etched with experience and authority. The crown rested in her hands, hidden inside a beautiful red box garnished with silver. Evergorne colors.

I sat on my throne, its coolness seeping into my bones. My heart raced just thinking of Reyla, how she would soon sit beside me for the rest of my life. The crown would not make her a queen; her courage, fierce spirit, and her relentless love for justice would. Would she thrive in this role, or would the weight of generations crush her just as it had all those who'd come before her?

My mother had not handled herself well after my father’s death.

Golden light filtered through the high windows, casting a warm glow through the room as I settled in my seat. My mother stood at the front of the rest, her regal presence drawing the attention of almost everyone in the room. She wore a lovely, deep blue gown, and it shimmered with intricate golden designs. She appeared the very essence of nobility, the fabric hugging her shape perfectly, as if woven by the hands of the fates themselves. Jewelry sparkled at her neck and wrists, diamonds, pearls, and opals all interwoven, catching the light and casting rainbows across her glossy dark brown hair that cascaded down her back in elegant waves.

Longing washed over me. I wished I could’ve had a better relationship with her. Words I never said had become birds trapped in my throat. Only once had she hinted at needing my forgiveness for things that hadn't been her fault. If only she knew how deeply I wanted to tell her that she hadn't betrayed anyone.

My gaze locked on hers across the room, and her emotions washed over me. Her swell of pride mingled with something sharper. Anger radiated from her like the heat of the sun. It was expected. Disappointment must snarl through her heart. She’d craved a daughter-in-law who'd kneel at her feet, a woman who'd let her maintain her queenship without interest in sharing the power. My loud, fierce, wildfire of a woman, Reyla, had burned through that hope, leaving only ashes behind.

How would my mother treat her when all this was settled? I wanted her to be kind, not cold. If she couldn’t see the strength in Reyla, all my bride's fire and courage would be met with harsh judgment. My mother’s hostility could shatter Reyla’s confidence. My wife deserved much more than that.

“High Lady Reyla Jarrn Weldsbane,” the herald intoned, and the room went silent again.

She swept into the room with her head held high. Only I could see the nervousness lurking in her eyes. With her ladies walking proudly behind her, she sedately glided down the aisle, a jewel among a thicket of thorns.

As instructed, she stopped at the end and High Lord Zeiger stepped forward, offering her his arm. She gave him a polite smile as she slid her hand onto his forearm, and with her chin up, she walked with him toward the dais. Surren and her guards remained at attention, each with weapons in hand, their magic and eyes scanning the room for anything unexpected.

My gaze landed on my mother again. Her stiff, impassive mask didn't hide her emotions. They seethed beneath the surface, waiting for the chance to strike. I’d laughed when Lore told me about the dinner last night. Reyla was amazing.

But in seeking revenge, she’d found a true enemy. Mother would find a way to make my wife pay for the slight.

High Lord Zeiger guided her up the stairs and onto the dais.

Every eye in the room remained on us, but when our gazes met, it felt as if we were the only two people in existence. She walked over and turned, standing in front of her throne while her ladies made sure her gown lay smoothly, before they stepped back, leaving us alone.

“Are you ready?” I asked softly, rising.

Her eyes met mine, fierce and determined. “You know I am.”

There was my wildfire bride.

I faced the court. “High lords and ladies.” My voice rang out clear and strong, projecting the pride I felt as all eyes turned toward her. “Today, we gather to witness a momentous occasion, the crowning of your new queen, Reyla Jarrn Weldsbane.”

The oldest elder, Justifar, stepped forward, the red box clasped tightly in her weathered hands. She carefully climbed the stairs to the top of the dais and approached us both, her unseeing gaze landing on me before focusing on Reyla. She didn't see like others but with the eyes within. What did she note about me, and just as important, what did she see in my bride?

She stopped in front of Reyla and with a flourish, she opened the lid, revealing the crown nestled inside. Crafted of the finest silver, its delicate design had been woven through with strands of vibrant gold and red. The companion to my own, it sparkled like captured starlight, radiant against the dark fabric lining the interior of the box.

As Reyla stepped forward, I could almost see the weight of expectation settle on her shoulders, a burden she'd carry until her dying day. This was no ordinary crowning; it was the moment she would claim her true power and rise above all the doubts swirling through the room.

“Reyla Jarrn Weldsbane, do you accept the responsibilities of Queen of Evergorne Court?” Justifar asked, her creaking voice booming through the room.

“I do.” Reyla’s voice came out steady, unwavering. Each word resonated through me, filling me with pride.

The two other elders stepped up onto the dais and stopped on either side of Justifar, linking their hands beneath the box to support it. With both hands, Justifar lifted the crown from its resting place. Every person in the room watched as she approached Reyla, the crown held aloft. The air crackled, magic swirling silently, as if the very world and the fates were holding their breath.

“By the will of the fates and the loyalty of our kind, I crown you queen.”

Reyla dipped her head forward, and Justifar placed the crown on Reyla's head, the weight of it resting gently, perfectly, on her fiery hair.

A hush blanketed the room as the crowd absorbed the moment, their expressions a mix of awe, astonishment, and only a touch of disdain. I met the gazes of the latter until theirs fell, before turning back to my bride, my queen. A smile pulled at the corners of my mouth.

Our eyes locked, a shared spark lighting up the space between us. The crown glimmered above her, a tangible symbol of her strength.

Sparkles erupted from overhead, fairy lights dancing through the air to land on Reyla’s hair, her gown, and the floor around her.

The air buzzed with more hope than I could find within myself.
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As the echo of the final gong faded, the throne room rippled with excitement. The sea of my people erupted into cheers and applause. I scanned the room, noting a few sullen looks among the smiles and enthusiasm. The challenge to win over these skeptics was a daunting one, but I held onto the hope that they would one day come to accept me as their queen.

One person's animosity was palpable and impossible to ignore. Erisandra stood with her ladies, her eyes blazing with rage. The waves of negativity emanating from her were almost suffocating. How had I gone from a stranger to an enemy in her eyes so quickly? The silly episode last night could not have been enough to solidify the hatred in her heart.

I promised myself I’d try to bridge the gap between us. I yearned for peace, not a relentless battle of wills.

The cold glares of Erisandra's ladies-in-waiting showed me their allegiance. No surprise there. They were pawns on a Wraithwaite board, moved by the hand of the woman they still saw as their true queen. The game required considerable strategy and conniving.

I’d won when I played before. I’d win this time as well.

Merrick stood by my side, his hand clasping mine in support that was both comforting and empowering. His eyes held steely determination as he gazed at his mother. In this struggle, he was my ally, not hers, and she knew it.

The emotions swirling inside me were overwhelming, yet I would not let them consume me. I took a deep breath, attempting to steady my racing heart. The crown I wore, heavy with silver, gold, and red gems, was a physical manifestation of the weight now settling on my shoulders.

Merrick lifted his arm, and like someone cast a spell, the room went silent. “Show my queen her due.”

As one, everyone bowed, even Erisandra and her ladies.

Cheers erupted in the room again, and the smiles warmed my heart.

Only when the clamber had died down did Merrick speak again. “May Queen Reyla’s reign bring wisdom, strength, and a new beginning to our beloved kingdom. Today, we celebrate a momentous occasion. We embark on a bright future together.”

More cheers rang out.

He turned to me and squeezed my hand. “Welcome again to Evergorne Court, my beloved queen.” Leaning forward, he gave me a kiss that was chaste yet full of promise.

We took our seats on our thrones, and the herald announced the upcoming dinner. Only the “select few” would eat with us, while the rest would take seats and enjoy a fine meal in the other dining rooms.

Once everyone had left, the elder collected the crown again, gently placing it inside the box. One of the other elders lifted a smaller tiara, securing it on my head with a smile.

“Your hair . . .” I gulped when the revered elder turned her seeing-but-not-seeing eyes my way. “It's gorgeous.”

“Yes, it is, isn't it?” She reached up to stroke it, and her smile turned enigmatic as her unseeing eyes pierced through me. “A long and prosperous life awaits you, Queen Reyla,” she said in her sing-song voice. “And the child you will soon carry.”

Merrick's eyes widened.

Stunned, I could barely think. We hadn't . . . My thoughts raced, flitting from one to another, but landing on one fact. I wasn't pregnant.

“What child?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

“A son to take his place like all others or a daughter of change.” The elder smiled again, her expression as cryptic as her words. “You must remain strong, Queen Reyla.” Her voice wove a spell around the room, empty except for me, Merrick, and our staff. “Seek within to find the parts that are missing. Fuse them to heal the wound that has long gaped wide.” Her words hung in the air, each a mountain pressing down on my throat.

She turned and strode through the door behind the thrones, the box holding the crown cradled in her arms, the other two elders following.

Her words stirred all sorts of feelings inside me. If only I held a blade in my hand, though I didn't feel threatened by the elder. There was just something about her, a creepiness that clawed across my skin. I felt the need to protect myself from it—or whatever she’d hinted at that was roaring my way.

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my furious pulse.

Merrick squeezed my hand, and the twinkle in his gaze drew me in, holding me tight. “Well. Maybe we should get on with that soon.”

My laughter burst out. Leave it to him to lighten my mood with a tease. “Maybe we should.”

He stilled, and a swallow worked its way down his throat. “You say the word, Wildfire, and I'm yours,” he rasped for my ears alone. I didn't know how to respond to his heartfelt plea, and it must be clear that I was flustered and unsure. Understanding softened his eyes, and he offered me his arm. “Dinner, my pretty little bride?” His warm tone was both comforting and playful. “The rest can wait until morning.”

“Amazing, my queen,” Lord Briscalar said, hurrying over to join us. “Simply amazing.”

“You’re calling me queen,” I said.

He dipped forward in a deep bow. “My queen forever.”

“Thank you for everything.”

“Of course.” He eased back to follow.

I took Merrick’s arm, and he led me from the throne room. Our entourage flowed around us, the guards on high alert and my ladies chattering with excitement, the swish of our gowns on the stone floor echoing through the corridor.

As we approached the dining room, the murmur of conversation from inside grew louder. While I wasn't worried about our reception, I knew better than to lower my guard until I was safely inside my suite after the masked ball had ended.

“My mask,” I said, my fingers darting up to my face that suddenly felt as naked as the longing still lingering in Merrick's gaze.

“Ours wait for us outside the ballroom,” he said. “They're special.”

“Lord Briscalar shared some hints.”

His smile rose as he glanced the lord’s way. “I knew he would.”

Lord Briscalar blushed. “I would never share anything you wouldn’t approve of, my king. Please know that.”

Merrick grabbed the lord’s shoulder, squeezing. “I trust you. Thank you for everything.”

The elder's words still stunned me. Me, carry a child? I'd always wanted at least one, though Kinart . . . He'd joked about us having many children. While my arms should feel empty, they didn't. They couldn’t while Merrick stood beside me, shooting me looks that deepened the creases of concern on his face. Now when I pictured myself holding a child, it had Merrick's green eyes and deep brown hair.

The thought of being with this man fully, of sharing the passion he'd sparked within me, sent a thrill all the way to my core.

Guards rushed ahead to open the grand doors, revealing a dining room filled with guests dressed in their finest clothing.

A herald's voice called out, “All rise for their Majesties.” The room erupted in cheers as Merrick and I entered, hand in hand.

We moved around the room, greeting each person in turn, our voices lost in the sea of applause and well wishes. It was clear that only those who’d welcomed me from the start had received a special invitation to dine with us tonight. Even in this, Merrick extended his protection.

I couldn't stop staring at the golden plates, the sparkling crystal glasses, and the intricate tapestries hanging on the stone walls. Even the air was filled with the scent of exotic flowers. Fairies fluttered around, sprinkling us and our guests with sparkles I suspected would still coat my skin come morning.

Merrick led me to the table, pulling out my chair with a flourish. I sat, and he leaned down, his breath warm on my ear. “I must say, you look absolutely delicious, my queen.” His voice, low and intimate, made prickles glide across my skin. “I don’t believe I need to eat anything but you.”

With that, he took his own seat on my right, and everyone else sat to follow. I glanced down the long expanse, amazed at the sheer number of guests attending this “small” function.

My ladies, their faces glowing with joy, fussed over me briefly before taking their seats among the others. Their happiness was contagious, and I was glad I'd played a part in their newfound status.

Once everyone had settled, staff erupted through the doors on one end, bringing out one dish after another. The clink of silverware and the hum of conversation soon filled the air.

The first course was a delicate soup swirled with cream and spices. I took a small sip, but my stomach was too full of dragonflies to eat.

Merrick noticed, his eyebrow quirking up. “Not to your liking, Wildfire?” Concern laced his voice, but it also held a hint of something more, something that stirred me in a way I hadn't felt in a very long time. Not since he kneeled between my thighs, gave me a crooked smile, and spread my legs wide for his view.

“It's not that.” Heat climbed into my cheeks. “I'm not very hungry.”

He leaned in, his voice dropping to a low murmur. “Or perhaps you're craving something else?”

I nearly choked on my wine, my eyes widening. His gaze held a wicked gleam, and my entire body flushed to match my face.

“Merrick,” I said under my breath, my smile blooming. This man could stir me like no other.

He chuckled, the sound sending a thrill through me. “Only making an observation.” His hand found mine under the table, his fingers tracing a slow, sensuous pattern on my palm. “You seem distracted. Should I be concerned or intrigued by the fact?”

“Definitely intrigued.” I swallowed hard, my heart pounding in my chest hard enough to break through my ribcage. It would land in this man's hands, and I wasn't sure I had the will to hold it back any longer.

Perhaps it was time we got working on that child.

“You're such a tease,” I said.

“It's only a tease if the barb doesn't strike true.”

Oh it had, alright. It fluttered in my chest, making me want to stroke his thigh. Let my fingers wander. What would he think if I did something like that?

As if he could read my thoughts, his eyes darkened, hooding with desire.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm the fire spreading through me. “You're impossible.”

“And you love it.” His thumb circled the pulse point on my wrist.

I adored every bit of this dance between us. The air felt charged, the pull between us growing stronger. I ate, but I barely tasted the food, my focus solely on the man beside me.

His mother sat further down the table, her presence only a distant concern. I was grateful for the space between us, for the chance to be lost in this moment with Merrick without her disapproving glare weighing me down. Tomorrow was soon enough for that.

As the dinner wore on, the heated tension between him and I grew. Each touch, each stolen glance was a promise of what was to come. The naked emotion in his eyes and the subtle tension in his body drove heat through me. He wanted me as much as I did him, and the knowledge intoxicated me.

“I can't wait to see you in your mask tonight,” he said, his voice a low growl.

I raised an eyebrow, playing along. “Oh? And why is that?”

He leaned in, his breath hot on my ear. “Because I want to be the one to take it off later.”

“Maybe I should keep it on . . . and nothing else.”

His eyes smoldered.

Anticipation made this meal delicious. I could hardly wait for the dinner and the ball to end, for the moment when we could slip away and be alone for the very first time.

As the final course was cleared away, Merrick stood, offering me his hand. I took it, my heart a furious beast in my chest as I rose to stand beside him. The room fell silent, all eyes on us.

“Ladies and lords,” Merrick said, his voice strong and commanding. “Thank you for joining us for this fine meal. We'll soon see you in the ballroom.”

He led me at an almost feral pace through a door exiting out into a hallway I hadn't seen before, closing the door in our guards' faces.

“Stand watch,” he barked through the panel, his voice thriving with tension. “Surround the hall but do. Not. Enter. Not until I give you leave.”

Merrick's hand swirled, and I felt his magic encircle us, creating a protective shell. The outside world faded to nothing, leaving the two of us alone in this quiet space. He nudged me gently against the wall, his eyes locked onto mine, reflecting a raw hunger that made my breath catch.

“You, my pretty bride, have been driving me out of my mind.” His low, rough voice rasped across my skin, lighting fire wherever it touched. “It's time to pay the price for your bad behavior.”

A husky laugh escaped me, oozing with sexual tension. Before I could say anything, he lifted my chin and kissed me. His mouth claimed mine, the pressure and heat of his lips making every nerve in my body spark to life. It was a kiss that said he wanted me desperately, a kiss that made my heart pound, and my body ache for everything.

I melted into him, grasping his shoulders, savoring the strength and power beneath my fingertips. His tongue slid against mine, deepening the kiss, and a moan escaped from deep within me. The way he moved, the taste of him, everything about this man drove me wild.

When his hand found my breast through my gown, I lost all control. I tugged at his clothing, wanting nothing between us. He groaned against my lips, the sound vibrating through me and fanning the fire deep within my core.

In one swift move, he lifted me, pushing me against the wall. One hand stayed on my butt, supporting me, while the other roamed freely. Every touch, every caress drove my longing to a fever pitch.

He slid up the fabric of my skirt, exposing me to the chilly air and the heat of his touch. My heart slammed in my ears as he snarled my undergarments to the side, his fingers grazing my sensitive skin and my clit that throbbed. When he slid a finger inside me, he groaned, “Wet.” His hoarse voice reflected his feverish desire. “Fucking wet and only for me.”

My body trembled, the ache between my legs growing more intense with every stroke of his fingers. I gasped, my nails digging into his shoulders as a world of sensations built inside me. His touch, both tender and fierce, drove me to the edge of insanity with every stroke.

Time stood still as he continued to explore me, his mouth moving from mine to my neck, leaving a trail of kisses and gentle bites that fanned the blaze roaring through me. Every part of me came alive, every sense rose to heights I’d never felt before. I wanted more of him, all of him, the need inside me growing stronger with each passing second.

Merrick's fingers danced against my clit, sending jolts of pleasure through my veins. I writhed against him, my breath hitching in desperate gasps. His fingers dove deep, moving in a rhythm that matched the need pulsing within me, driving me higher and higher.

“Merrick,” I moaned, my voice echoing in the empty hallway. My hands fisted in his hair, and I yanked before tugging him close, holding his mouth against my throat while his hand worked its magic on my body. Each stroke sent me spiraling toward the edge.

He locked his gaze on mine, his green eyes darker than night. “Come for me, Reyla.” Need grated through his voice. “Scream for me.”

As if his words were the key to unlocking every door inside me, the pressure built to an unbearable point. My body tensed, and with a sharp cry, I shattered. Waves of ecstasy lashed through me, leaving me trembling and clinging.

But Merrick wasn't done with me yet. His fingers continued their relentless assault, drawing out my orgasm until I thought I'd implode. He wrung every last drop of sensation from my body.

“Again,” he growled against my flesh, his breath hot and demanding. “Come for me again, Wildfire.”

I shook my head, panting heavily. “I can't. It's too much.”

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through me and sending a fresh wave of heat through my veins. “You can and you will.”

He lowered me to the floor only to drop to his knees and hitch my legs up onto his shoulders. Then he buried his face between my legs, licking. His tongue found that perfect spot, circling and teasing until I turned into a writhing mess in his arms again. My breath came in ragged gasps, my heart thrashing inside my chest, my body aching for the release only this man could give me.

His fingers pumped inside me, filling me completely. The combination of his rapid thrusts and his tongue sent me careening over the edge. This time, my cry came out hoarse and desperate, echoing through the hallway like a wild beast's call.

As the waves finally began to recede, I collapsed, my body limp and sated. Merrick gently lowered my legs to the floor, holding me when I would've slumped onto the cold stone floor.

I should sock him for giving me such a satisfied smirk, but all I could do was grin right back at him.

He'd owned me, and we both knew it.

I was his, completely and utterly, and I wouldn't have it any other way.

“You're incredible,” he whispered, gathering me into his arms and pressing a kiss to my forehead. “And you're mine.”
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After going to my suite and changing into my evening gown, I met Merrick in the hall. He held out his arm, and we strode to the ballroom. At the entrance, the head of Merrick's guard rushed toward us with masks in his hands.

“Magically inspected and deemed safe, my king,” he said with a short bow. “And heavily warded to prevent anyone from copying them.”

“Thank you.” Merrick took them and held one up for me, a delicate thing of silky fabric and feathers shaped like the dragonfly pendant I wore around my neck. Made in deep green etched through with gold, it perfectly matched my gown. Merrick's had been crafted to resemble two silver ravens, facing each other, their chests meeting in the middle. Their wings and tails splayed out in feathered spirals at the sides.

If the book was a diary, why did it wear the same symbol?

“I'm glad they’re spelled to keep anyone from copying ours,” I said as Merrick went around behind me to secure my mask over my face. “Otherwise, yours is so gorgeous, all the lords would wear the same thing. Then I'd have a hard time recognizing you.”

His low laugh stroked through me, flaming me all over again, and he leaned close to whisper by my ear. “There's only one of me, and he's yours.”

A thrill shot through me. I was eager to give into the feelings growing inside me, to step forward into this new life he offered by his side. We'd face adversity, but we'd do it together. And through it all, there would be love.

Love?

Before I met him, my heart had been a closed book, the pages brittle with grief. Falling for him was like seeing colors for the first time, my world suddenly bathed in vibrant hues after years of living in shades of gray. His laugh was sunshine yellow, his touch a soothing teal. Before, life was flat and predictable, but now every day held the promise of discovery and warmth. It wasn’t just that he made me happy; it was as if he’d reintroduced me to joy itself, allowing me to see beauty where I’d forgotten to look. He was painting my sorrow with bright strokes of hope.

I turned in his arms, holding my hand out for his mask. He gave me a lopsided grin as he pivoted and stooped down for me to secure it around his head. I couldn't resist sliding his thick hair to the side and kissing the nape of his neck, a shiver erupting across my skin when we touched.

He straightened and turned, sliding his fingertips along my jawline to meet in the front. He tilted my chin and kissed me, his mouth lingering on mine. “Think only of me tonight?” he whispered.

My words stolen by his kiss, I could only nod. I was falling in love with him—hard and fast and with no way of turning back.

We stepped inside and were greeted with applause and the lilting tune from the elf orchestra playing stringed instruments on a small platform on the far right of the enormous room.

Entering the grand ballroom was like being enveloped in magnificence. The ceiling seemed to touch the sky, the sparkling chandeliers twinkling stars overhead. At the far end, a towering wall of glass looked out on an endless vista of late-day sunlit gardens and the vast forest beyond. A sweeping balcony fringed the back of the castle, and a few guests stood at the rail, taking in the view.

As we stepped onto the dance floor, the music swelled, filling the room with a pretty tune. Merrick swept me into his arms, his strong grip guiding me effortlessly as we twirled around the dance floor. The room faded away, leaving only the two of us, lost in the joy of the moment.

The vast wooden floor gleamed underfoot, each plank polished to perfection, reverberating with the soft music notes skimming through the air. Creamy walls etched with intricate gilt framed each wall, accented by the fae high lords and ladies drifting gracefully around the perimeter of the room, their gowns and tunics in fabrics of every color.

Merrick's arm remained snug around my lower back, his warmth seeping through my gown. We moved in sync as if we'd danced together a thousand times. The room blurred into a whirl of color and light, the high lords and ladies spectators to this intimate moment between us.

He guided me with a commanding yet tender touch. Each step was a declaration, each twirl a testament to the growing bond between us. The eyes of the court remained on us, some of them tittering behind their hands, others applauding softly.

They meant nothing.

In this moment, it was just Merrick and I, lost in each other.

As we danced, the weight of Erisandra’s gaze raked down my spine, her hatred a blade gouging deep. I refused to look at her, focusing instead on the warmth in Merrick’s eyes. I would not let her bitterness taint our happiness. Nothing would come between us now.

As the dance came to an end, Merrick leaned in, his lips grazing my ear as he whispered. “This is only the beginning, my wildfire queen.”

I truly believed he was right.

“Tonight’s magical.” Our eyes locked, and the intensity in his gaze stole my breath.

He spun me out, the skirt of my gown flaring like moonlight, before pulling me back into his embrace. His arm tightened around me, our bodies pressing close, and the steady beat of his heart against his chest matched my own as if they were destined to beat in sync forever.

“You're mine, Reyla,” The possessive edge in his voice sent a thrill flashing through me. “Every dance, every moment, every breath. Don’t forget.”

I looked up at him, my heart bruising against my ribs. His eyes held a promise, a future filled with emotion and passion. It terrified me, this falling, this letting go. But it also exhilarated me, like I was jumping from a great height, trusting that he would catch me below.

“And you're mine.” I surrendered to the inevitable.

His lips curved into a smile, triumphant and tender all at once. “Never forget.”

The dance ended, and we remained on the ballroom floor, waiting for the next song to begin. When the head of his guard caught his eye from the edge of the dance floor, Merrick gestured for him to approach. Leaning near, he nodded as he listened to what his guard had to say.

Merrick turned back to me, his expression serious, and his eyes softening with regret. “I'm sorry. I have to leave for a moment.” He leaned down, pressing a swift kiss to my mouth before turning and disappearing through a door on the right side of the ballroom along with his guards.

The music swelled again, and couples stepped out onto the smooth floor, soon swirling around me.

I drifted over to a table set up with light snacks and a bowl of punch. I took a glass from one of the staff, finding the drink too sweet for my palate. After taking a few sips, I handed it to a different staff member and turned to watch everyone dance.

As the moments stretched out, Merrick didn't return.

The crowd buzzed around me, their conversations a dull roar in my ears. I needed a break from the noise and the constant scrutiny of the court. Slipping away, I escaped out onto the balcony.

The sun had set, and moonlight filtered through wispy clouds, casting silvery beams on the flowerbeds below. The forest beyond seemed to stretch forever, the trees swaying gently, their leaves whispering secrets I wished I could hear.

Far in the distance, a dragon flew. Or I thought it did. I could be mistaken.

I leaned against the railing, closing my eyes and letting the cool breeze glide over me.

Someone came up behind me, and I glanced back to see the familiar red tunic and silver raven mask.

“There you are.” I smiled at Merrick, extending my hand to him.

He took it and joined me, pressing his body against mine from behind, his arms wrapping around me, his hands meshing with mine holding the rail.

He leaned in, his breath hot against my ear. “Will you also dance with me, Wildfire?”

A tremor ripped through my core, and my pulse fluttered with both anticipation and dismay.

I gaped up to find hunger blazing in Lore's eyes.
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Icraved Reyla like no other. This ache within me had turned into a relentless beast, clawing at my insides every moment she wasn't near. I hated that I couldn't be with her always. Hated even more that she was spending time with Merrick. It was his right, I knew that, but knowing didn’t make the burn any easier to bear.

Reyla trembled, but I could smell her desire, the sweet, intoxicating scent that had captured me from the moment I met her. Every bit of my body pressed against hers, and the tension between us churned, a storm waiting to break. It was all I could do not to turn her around and claim her mouth with mine. Claim whatever else she might offer.

“You’ve been avoiding me, Wildfire,” I snarled into her ear, my breath hot against her skin. “I waited for you the past few nights. Every damn night in that tower, and you did not come.”

She stiffened in my arms. “You sent word that you were busy.”

“I. Did. Not. I waited and waited and . . . “

And I’d despaired.

“Maybe I didn’t want to see you.” Her voice came out sharp, but I could hear the undertone of longing there, the same one that was snarling along my spine.

“You didn't want to see me?” I growled, tightening my fingers meshed through hers. “Or you couldn't face the truth?”

“The truth is I'm married to Merrick,” she snapped, though she kept her voice low. We were alone on the balcony, though I doubted we would be for long. Many would seek the cool night air, a break from the heated press of bodies inside.

“And yet, here you are, quivering in my arms.” I tugged her away from the railing, taking her through the door and into the ballroom. “We're going to dance.”

She tried to pull away, but I held her hand firmly, leading her onto the dance floor like the polite, oh-so-debonair “king” everyone assumed me to be. I doubted anyone else would see past the mask to the fire that must be flaring in my eyes.

The music surged around us, and I pulled her into a fierce, fiery dance, my grip on her unyielding, my movements demanding something from Reyla only she could give.

“You stayed away from me,” I taunted again, my voice low and rough. “Because you crave me as much as I do you.”

“I don't crave you.” The heat in her eyes betrayed her. Wide, they flamed with the same heat burning inside me.

“Liar,” I rasped, spinning her out and pulling her back in fast enough she stumbled against my body. “You're lying to yourself, and you're lying to me.”

“I'm not.” The hitch in her breath gave her away.

I smirked, thriving on the emotions blazing between us. “Keep telling yourself that, Wildfire. Your body doesn't lie.”

Every step, every turn was a clash, a battle of wills. But beneath it all, hunger rose, a need that neither of us could deny.

Her body moved fluidly against mine, each step of our dance displaying the rhythm that existed solely between us. Her heat and desire pounded through me like the beat of a drum, echoing the craving I felt for this woman alone. The scent of her pleasure lingered on her skin, a sweet torture driving me to the edge of madness.

“Did Merrick make you come, or did he leave you unsatisfied?” The words snarled out of me, my voice biting both of us with the jealousy clawing at my insides. I’d turned into the viper I’d been so aptly named. Relentless and too far gone to pull back. The thought of her with him had turned into an insidious poison, eating away at my sanity.

Reyla's chin lifted, her gaze meeting mine with a fire that mirrored the unspoken challenge between us. “He's my husband. I was crowned his queen today. The elder said I'll soon be carrying his child. You're nothing to me, Lore.”

The words raked through me, as sharp and deadly as she’d intended. I tightened my arm around her back as rage simmered in my veins. “A child?” My jaw ticked with fury, the words escaping like a whisper of death. “Has he fucked you yet?”

She faltered, her breath shuddering, but she recovered quickly. “That's none of your business.” She could create ice with her voice, but I could see the heat in her eyes, feel the way her body leaned into mine.

I dipped her low, our forms pressed together, the sensual dance a reflection of the tension coiling between us. Her hand gripped mine tightly, her other arm wrapped around my neck, holding on as if I was all she'd ever need.

She kept glancing around.

“Looking for your husband, Wildfire?” I hissed, my voice low and dangerous. “He left you to my arms, to the fire I have ignited. Your body burns for me now.”

Her eyes flashed, but the truth could not be denied.

The area had emptied around us, the guests pressing to the sides to watch our dance, enthralled by our energy crackling through the air.

Her eyes met mine, her lips parting, and for one instant, I saw the truth that matched my own. She wanted this as much as me, and the knowledge intoxicated me, driving me feral.

“You can't deny us or what’s coming,” I growled, my voice a low rumble against her ear. “I'm more than capable of handling what Merrick left unfinished.”

“You . . .” The stark pain in her eyes, the confusion, gutted me as if she'd reached inside my abdomen and ripped out something vital. She wrenched free of me and fled back out onto the balcony.

I followed.

I'd always follow this woman.

But this time, I didn't wrap her up in me, didn't pin her to the railing or link our hands together. I stood beside her, not seeing the pretty view or the world around us. Everything inside me remained focused solely on her.

My wildfire. If only I could find a way to tame her.

She fidgeted with the bracelet.

“You wear it always,” I said.

“Merrick gave it to me.” She said it sweetly, poking the jealousy still gouging its way across my soul.

“He did, but that's not why you wear it.”

“I love it. That's why I’ll never take it off.”

“But what does it cover?” The taunt slipped from my lips before I could hold it back. “What are you trying to hide?” My hand snapped out, latching onto hers, holding it even when she tried to rip it away. I lifted our linked hands between us, turning her to face me while I did it. With delicate precision, I slid the bracelet down her arm, revealing the mark. “What could this be?” My eyes locked on hers, I did not allow her to look away. “Will you tell your precious Merrick that you have a mating mark that matches this?” I jutted my other arm up between us, twisting it to let the moonlight play across the symbol that branded me as hers and her as mine. I’d hidden it with magic to keep anyone else from seeing, including her.

“Fuck you,” she snarled, dragging her arm from my grip. She fled back into the ballroom, calling for her ladies to attend her, her guards to escort her to her suite.

Hidden with my magic, I followed. I could do nothing less. As long as this woman breathed, I'd pant by her side. She'd collared me as if I was the nyxin she adored, and if she stretched out her hand, I'd nuzzle it like her pet.

I'd drop to my knees and beg if she asked—though she wouldn't.

Outside her room, she tore off her mask and flung it to the floor. I generated a breeze that swept it up and carried it to my waiting hand.

Once she was locked behind the door to her suite and with her intent guard spanning either side of the hall, I backed away.

I lifted the mask and held it against my mouth, closing my eyes while I struggled to regain control. Bunching the mask together, I crushed the pretty thing as easily as I’d tried to crush the spirit of the woman I . . .

My sigh leaked from me, bled from me.

I turned and pressed my forehead against the cold stone wall.
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As the door to the hallway closed behind me, I let out a shaky breath. I wanted to punch something—one particularly snide fae man, actually, though I doubted he'd “permit” my strike to hit.

My ladies flowed around me, their gazes filled with concern, though they didn't speak. They could tell something was bothering me, and I appreciated that they could respect my privacy enough not to ask.

“I'll be fine, ladies.” I could only host a croaky whisper. “I won't need you any more tonight.”

“But my queen.” Calista exchanged heavy looks with Moira and Faelith. “We need to help you out of your gown. Your hair! And I'm sure you'd like to bathe.” She clapped her hand, taking charge. “Faelith, go start the water. Moira? I'd like you to—”

“No!” I lowered my voice when they stilled. “I need time alone. Please. I appreciate you all very much.” I could barely drag up a smile. “Go spend time at the ball. You're high ladies and entitled to be there. Faelith, I'm sure you and Surren want to dance. You're engaged. You deserve a night on the dance floor in his arms.”

“But . . . my queen.” She dipped forward in a deep curtsy. “He must remain here to guard you.”

“The others can handle this. There must be fifteen men and women out there. They can take care of me for one night.”

She swallowed with difficulty, her gaze meeting Calista's. “What about Farris?”

“I'll ask one of the guards to take him outside. Please. Go.” I flapped my hands at them, urging them toward the door. “Have fun at the ball.”

Moira's eyes locked on mine. “Are you sure you'll be alright? Truly?”

“I will be.” Eventually. By morning. Or tomorrow night. Or the day after that.

No matter what, I wasn't going to Lore again, ever.

They hesitated for a moment, but finally nodded and left the room, promising to see me in the morning.

I asked one of the guards to take Farris outside, and I fretted the entire time they were gone. Not because I was worried about the nyxin. I knew the guard would take good care of my pet. But I wanted to get out of this gown and put this wretched end to my evening behind me. I couldn't do that until the door to the hall was locked for the night.

I stalked into my bedroom and grabbed my knives, then started throwing them against the back of the door. Each satisfying smack of a hit did nothing for my inner tension, but it kept me from falling apart.

Finally, the guard brought Farris back, my little guy dashing into the room, bringing moonlight and fresh air with him. With a forced smile, I dismissed the guard, and she strode back into the hall.

I locked the door behind her and slumped against it, grateful to finally be alone.

Farris followed me into my bedroom, skipping along in a playful way that made me want to shriek or wither to the floor and cry. I patted his head instead.

“You’re a good boy, Farris. The best.” My voice broke.

Actually, everything inside me broke.

After removing the lovely gown from my body with a series of gentle tugs, I laid it over the back of the vanity chair, then stripped off my undergarments. I stood naked in front of the tall mirror, staring at my reflection, wearing only the jewelry Merrick had given me. Each piece, once a symbol of his affection, now felt like a betrayal.

With careful fingers, I took off the earrings and the dragonfly necklace, placing them back into the velvet-lined case Merrick had brought them in. My heart ached with each removal, and I couldn't hold back my snarl as I wrenched off the bracelet and flung it onto the bed. It bounced once and lay gleaming in the low lights.

It mocked me as much as Lore had on the balcony.

The mark on my wrist burned, a physical reminder of the connection I shared with the man who was not my husband. Conflict lashed inside me, a stormy sea. No matter how hard I fought it, Lore's pull was too strong to ignore.

Married to Merrick or not, I was drawn to another man. I couldn't deny it to him, and I'd be a fool to deny it to myself.

How could I continue to resist him when his every touch sent searing pleasure through my veins?

Frustrated, I stalked into the bathroom and turned on the tap over the tub. I watched as the water filled the luxurious stone monstrosity, hoping the water's soothing warmth would seep into my soul.

Farris watched, whimpering. He could sense my dismay.

When the water nearly crested the brim, I stepped inside, feeling it lap at my skin as I wrenched the numerous pins from my hair, flinging them against the wall like darts that pinged on the stone before plunging down to impale themselves in the wooden floor. I lathered my hair and rinsed it, then scrubbed the paint from my face. With each swipe of the cloth, I tried to wash away my inner turmoil, hoping to rid myself of the indecision determined to consume me.

When the water started to cool, I climbed out, shivering as I dried my body. I dressed in a simple nightgown and stumbled into the bedroom with Farris padding behind me. He hopped up onto the bed and gave me a mournful look that told me he'd not only picked up my mood but reflected it. I dropped down onto the blankets beside him, curling around him for warmth.

I drifted to sleep . . .

. . . and I dreamed.

Lore chased me through the halls, shouting to whoever would listen that I was his fated mate, that I'd only ever belong to him.

Merrick raced beside him, calling for me to come back.

Come back . . .
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I woke sometime the next morning to Calista calling out and knocking on the door of the suite I’d made sure to lock on the inside to keep everyone out. Slipping off the bed, I trudged into the sitting area with Farris padding beside me. I secured his collar and leash, then unlocked the door, nudging him through the partial opening until he impacted with her legs.

“I’d like you three to take him for a walk.” I shoved my hair off my face. It was a mess. No wonder they stared at me with shock blazing in their eyes and their jaws unhinged. “I’m feeling . . . unwell.”

Heartsick, actually.

“Oh, no,” Calista breathed in dismay, trying to nudge the panel wider, to slip inside where she could take control of my life. “My queen. Allow me to—”

“Please.” I swallowed against the lump in my throat. “I need to be alone. I’m fine. Just something I drank last night.” Or one particular conversation that still haunted me.

She drew herself up stiffly. “If you insist.”

Faelith sniffed. Moira continued to watch me with sympathy.

“What about food?” Calista asked.

“Bring a tray,” I said. “I’ll be happy to eat and give it back to you when I’m finished.”

“You expect us to wait out here in the hall?” she huffed.

“Can’t we join you in the sitting area?” Moira wrung her hands. “We won’t bother you a bit, my queen. You can remain in your bedroom, but you’d know we were near enough to serve your needs.”

“I don’t need anything.” Except silence. Blessed silence. “I’ll let you know if I need you. I promise.”

With that, I shut the door in their faces. What a lovely queen I was making already. My staff would soon revolt or demand they be assigned to someone new.

Other than taking trays from them with regularity, I remained in my room all day, pacing, grumbling, and, dressed in a tunic and pants, throwing endless knives against the door until I’d turned it into a scarred wreck.

Merrick didn’t come knocking.

Neither did Lore, thankfully.

As the sun started to slink toward the horizon, I found myself standing at the window, staring blindly out at the gardens.

And that’s when I finally—finally—knew what I had to do.

“Fuck it,” I snarled, loud enough Farris looked up at me from the sofa. His tail throbbed on the cushion and his eyes lit. He must think I was about to announce we were going outside.

Not quite.

I stalked to the door and swung it open.

Calista caught herself with her palms slapping onto the frame before she fell through the opening. “Yes, my queen? What can we do for you?”

“Where is King Merrick?” I asked.

Her gaze darted down the hall. “He has retired for the night.”

“I want to speak with him.” So much more than speak with him, but I wasn’t going to announce that to my ladies.

“He asked not to be disturbed,” Surren announced in a deep voice.

I lifted my eyebrows. “Is he sick?”

“Not that I’m aware of, my queen,” he hurried to say. “But he will not welcome anyone’s company.”

“It’s not even dark yet.” No one could be that tired.

Maybe he was ill. Was this why all the men in his family died so young?

“Nonetheless, you’ll need to wait to see him in the morning,” Surren said.

Not happening.

Pacing the sitting area until Faelith returned Farris from his walk, I ran this through in my mind. Once I'd urged her back into the hall and locked the door, I hurried into my bedroom and stripped, dressing in my old, familiar fortress leathers, including my new blades because they felt symbolic.

I strode to one of the tall bedroom windows and thrust it open, leaning out to peer along the side of the castle wall to Merrick's window down from my own. The height would frighten almost anyone but a dragon rider. Still, I gaped at the ground many stories below. Leave it to a king to claim a suite on the upper level where he could command the best view.

At least I wouldn’t need to cut handholds into the castle's pretty surface.

Hitching my leg over the sill, I perched, weaving the toe of my boot around until I could secure it on one of the many jutting stones making up the castle's outer wall.

I plucked a blade from the sheath at my side and clutched it between my teeth in case I needed to add to my grip. Large blocks jutted out here and there from the mortar holding the wall together. I clung to those, slowly edging my way across the surface, aiming for Merrick's window he'd thankfully left partway open.
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Resolution found its place in my heart, along with some skips that told me I was either completely out of my mind or decidedly eager to see this through. Merrick and I were going to consummate our marriage, a rather technical term for the hot, wild sex I had planned for my evening, but there it was.

Then I could settle on my throne beside the man I was falling in love with. I would put Lore and his “lure” behind me forever. I'd train myself in magic and avoid him. Before I knew it, the elder's prophecy would come true.

A mating mark meant nothing.

As the sun withered, encroaching on the horizon and slanting bitter orange and ominous red through the trees, I moved across the castle's stone exterior. Cool evening air whipped around me, pushing me this way and that, and for a moment, I considered stopping. I could climb back into my room and wait until morning.

But no. I had to do this now. He’d said to tell him when I was ready, and I was. I wanted to take this step with him. I craved him.

So I pushed on, slowly making my way across the precarious surface. Each block scraped my fingers, and my muscles already spasmed. Back at the fortress, this would've been nothing more than a thing done on a dare. My friends would stand on the ground below, cheering me on.

Despite knowing I was no higher in the air than when I rode on the back of a dragon, my heart battered against the cage of my ribs. I kept swallowing my rising fear and telling myself to take one shift to the right more, latch onto one more stone. Soon, I'd be in my husband's arms. He'd carry me to bed and . . . I couldn't wait to get started.

Gritting the blade in my teeth, I kept my focus on the next stone.

A gust of wind smacked my back, and my left hand slid. Falling. I was falling . . .

I caught myself by wedging my fingers between two stones and hung by one hand, my ragged breathing slamming into the rough stone in front of my face.

My fingers protested, but I made them drag me upward and to the right, slowly making my way to the open window.

A crow cawed overhead, diving toward me, making me flinch. By the fates, would the world just let me do this!

Wings flapping violently, it smacked against my head. Snarling, I wrenched my head backward, smacking the bird, sending it careening. Stay away, would you?

Finally, I reached the open window. My sigh of relief huffed from my lungs as I scrambled up to perch, my belly pressed against the sill.

Merrick lay on his bed, his deep brown hair glinting in the setting sunlight. I’d climb inside, stride across the floor, and stop beside him. I’d wake him, tell him firmly that I was done waiting, that it was time we were finally together.

He'd open his arms, and I'd fall into them.

My body throbbed in anticipation. There was no denying I wanted this man more than the air surging through my lungs.

Except Merrick wasn't asleep. His eyes were closed, but he smiled. And he whispered.

To whom?

A quick scan of the room showed me he was the only one there.

Such a cutie. Was he talking to himself? No need for that. We’d soon lie together, and he could share all his thoughts with me.

“You're ready?” he asked, and for an instant, I thought he was speaking to me. But he couldn't be, or he'd turn, smile, and beckon me closer. Maybe snarl at me for endangering myself to reach him, though I was sure he'd later laugh, shake his head, and kiss me until we were lost in moaning.

He flung back the blankets and stepped from the bed, striding over to stand in front of the mirror.

My husband slept naked, and seeing everything only heightened my anticipation. His long, thick cock lay flaccid—for now—and I couldn't wait to hold it. Grip it tight and stroke it until it smacked against his rippling abs.

He looked into the mirror, and I admired his tussled hair and the way his green eyes shimmered in the setting sunlight.

“It's yours,” he said to himself in the mirror. “Don’t do anything foolish.”

As the sun winked from view, usurped by the night, Merrick’s body began to shimmer. Swallowing and with my eyes as wide as they could be, I watched as he stretched, each beam of lingering sunlight winking across the perfectly sculpted muscles of his shoulders and back. His unmarred skin. His amazing ass.

That also shimmered.

Was this some sort of magic or . . .? I could not look away or finish climbing inside to demand he tell me what in all the fates was happening.

The sun slithered into the night and candles lit themselves inside the room, outlining my husband. In the mirror, Merrick's face . . . shifted.

No, it became . . .

Merrick turned around, but he was no longer my Merrick.

Now he was—he'd become—Lore.

Scars covered this man’s body, yet they . . . they . . . were one and the same?

Merrick by day.

Lore by night.

I slid off the sill, lowering myself from view, ignoring the scrape to my palms and the blood dripping off my fingers. Needing time to think, I clung to a long, flat stone, out of his possible view.

I tried to make sense of what I'd seen in Merrick's—Lore's—their room. The memory of Merrick leaving his bed and approaching the mirror, speaking to himself—no, to Lore.

Merrick and Lore were the same person.

Talking to each other before they switched.

Laughing about what one would do with me during the night before the other would take over in the morning to knot my heart even further.

Had they been playing with me all along? I’d . . . kissed them both. Let both of them touch my body. I’d come in both of their arms, and all the while, they knew.

Lore’s low laugh spilled out the window, finding me dangling against the stone wall, gouging me with his mockery. Their mockery.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

This new pain would be hard to shove away. Poor Kinart, moved aside as if there was someone—no, two someones—better.

The rage pouring through me now for them both? It drove my anger to a boiling point. I climbed back up and slipped in through the window quieter than a dragon youngling asleep in its nest.

Lore stood with his back to me. Oblivious to me and the fury churning across my soul.

They’d played with me. Laughed at me. Used me.

My knife slipped into my hand with ease, a knife that . . . both of them had given to me.

I rushed toward Lore.

He spun, but it was too late. Much, much too late for them.

And for me.

With a shriek, I gouged my blade toward his chest.
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