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      “Where is she?” I demanded for the tenth time in as many minutes, ignoring Maywin as she feebly tried to stop me from leaving the rehearsal dinner.

      It wasn’t much of an obstruction, the fae’s tiny frame hardly a blip around my towering form—not that she much stood in my way in the first place. My annoyance mounted with each passing second, and a servant would not stand between my bride-to-be and me—even if she was Zephyrine’s best friend. I couldn’t understand why she was trying to stop me.

      “Please, Alpha,” Zephyrine’s maid implored me again.

      I rose from the banquet table, where I was surrounded by guests for our rehearsal dinner in the main ballroom, each one just as perplexed as the last, wondering what had happened to Zephyrine, who had been there moments earlier. Dinner was about to be served, but my fiancée was conspicuously missing.

      “Please, what?” I sputtered, baffled by her behavior. “Everyone is waiting for her. What’s keeping her?”

      Maywin paled and reddened before paling again, lowering her dark waves to hide her embarrassed face.

      “Never mind. I’ll go for her myself, Maywin. Step aside.”

      “But you can’t!” Maywin squeaked again. My patience was fraying entirely. I steeled myself in front of the guests, among them Nikkoli and Sabine, who didn’t need to see me losing my temper on the night before I wed their daughter.

      “Maywin,” I tried again with forced breath. “What is going on?”

      I stared daggers at my fiancée’s personal maid, and she made a sound that resembled a whimper.

      “Miss Zephyrine asked for a few minutes to get herself together. I promised her I would ensure no one interrupted,” she mewled again.

      A few minutes ago, I had accepted that excuse, but as the guests grew antsier and the clock continued to tick, it wasn’t going to fly. I had to see what was keeping Zephy.

      “It’s been way more than a few minutes!” I insisted, glancing at Zephyrine’s confused parents and then at the enchantress, Aradia, who appeared just as confused by the hold-up as me.

      I summoned Aradia closer, and she swooshed toward me, her crimson hair fanning as she moved. She never seemed to walk but glide, despite her many, many years. There was a grace about the timeless enchantresses who tended to outlive any of us and somehow always remain youthful.

      “What is it, Alpha?” she asked, foregoing the usual smart-assery that she reserved for our time alone. She could read the worry on my face and knew the time and place for mockery.

      This wasn’t it.

      “Have you seen Zephyrine?” I asked warily, keeping my voice low. I didn’t want to alert the others to the issue. To my relief, Aradia nodded vehemently.

      “I saw her earlier—when I came to wake you,” she reminded me. “She was down here looking for you. I told you as much.”

      My hope faded. “Since then?”

      Aradia shook her shimmering, red waves. “No…”

      “Well, she seems to have taken on a case of the jitters. Can you check on her for me?” I asked tersely.

      “Of course, Alpha.” With her crystal eyes glittering, Aradia made a discreet exit for once, not leaving in a whirl of smoke and magic as she so enjoyed doing. Her lack of antics disturbed me more, as if she, too, could feel something wrong.

      I maintained my fake smile, my hands clenching and unclenching as I debated what to do with myself.

      “Is there a problem, Alpha?” one of the neighboring noblemen asked. He offered me a smug smile, as if he sensed trouble brewing, and I returned his stare evenly.

      “Are there ever problems in Ironhelm that I can’t solve, Lord Nestor?” I replied charismatically as my eyes cut glass in his direction.

      The anxiety in the pit of my stomach grew. I pursed my lips, determined to keep my composure, at the very least, in front of Sabine and Nikkoli.

      This is a terrible first impression for me, Zephy, I grumbled silently, wondering if she was punishing me for being late first. But I immediately dismissed the idea. Zephyrine didn’t play childish games. If she had been upset with me, she surely would have let me know about it.

      A chill of dread ran down my spine as another terrible thought crossed my mind, and I whipped around toward Maywin again.

      “What else did she say when you left her?” I hissed at the maid again. “And why did you leave? It’s your job to stay with her!”

      Maywin balked at the reminder, pursing her lips with shame as she hung her head, dark strands of hair falling in her eyes. The orchestra continued to play in the background, the wafting of roasted garden vegetables and lobster bisque wafting toward me as the servants waited for my order to serve, standing by in the hall, the silver carts laden with covered dishes, prepped to move on my command.

      But how could I give a command when the guest of honor was nowhere to be found? All eyes were on me, covert as they were trying to be. I stared steadfastly at Maywin, waiting for a response.

      Maywin visibly gulped. “She just asked to be left alone, Alpha. I wanted to stay, but she insisted I go. She seemed to be overwhelmed with the festivities, like she was tired.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Was she tired, or did something happen? Was there another attack?” I spoke so low, I was surprised she could hear me at all.

      But she had, and the question appalled her.

      Maywin gasped and shook her head so vehemently, her braid came fully loose. “No, Alpha! I would have never left her if that was the case, and obviously, I would have called for help!”

      I believed that. I wished a quarter of my staff were as loyal to me as Maywin was to Zephy. But I still caught the glint of panic in her eyes, a shroud of worry encompassing her, as if she already suspected that Zephyrine’s request had been completely out of character, and I was again on my feet.

      She had confirmed my concerns.

      I shouldn’t have left it for so long. I should have gone to check on her already. Something is not right here. Where the hell is Aradia? She should be back now, too. It doesn’t take her any time to move around with her abilities.

      All eyes at the table turned to me speculatively, as if I were about to make a toast, but I offered them a nervous grin instead.

      “Forgive me,” I told the party attendees with as much geniality as I could muster. “But I must see what’s keeping our bride-to-be.”

      “Oh…” Sabine whimpered, glancing at her husband worriedly. “Is she causing trouble?”

      The question startled me, as if Sabine had expected her daughter to be a problem.

      “Oh, no, Lady Sabine. I’m sure she’s just being fashionably late,” I fibbed. “Or perhaps she’s decided to change her dress.”

      Zephy had never been late for anything, and her mother immediately saw through my lie.

      “I’ll talk to her,” Sabine croaked, her complexion waxing as she moved to stand.

      Nikkoli returned his wife’s aghast expression and also stood, but I calmly gestured for Zephyrine’s parents to sit down. Until I had a handle on what was keeping Zephy, I didn’t want to start a scene.

      “I’m sure it’s a case of pre-nuptial jitters,” I reassured them. “Every bride has them, I’m told. I’ll check on Zephyrine, and I’ll return shortly with her on my arm. Eat, drink the local wine. We grow the grapes right here at the palace, you know? I’ll take you on a tour of the vineyards during your stay.”

      Smiling cordially, I turned away from the table, and my guards immediately joined my trail.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket, and I called Zephy on the phone that I had recently given to her. The call went straight to voicemail.

      My grin faded immediately. Fuck!

      The rubber soles of my brand-new dress shoes tracked along the marble floors of the ballroom before I ended up in the winding wooden hallways, leading toward the main staircase.

      The head of my Royal Guards and long-time friend, Ryland, chose that moment to tout tradition to me.

      “You’re not supposed to go to her room, Alpha,” Ryland reminded me, falling into stride at my side.

      His voice was no higher than a whisper, but he might as well have yelled it, the words irritating me as much as they did.

      I whipped my head toward him, my eyes flashing. “I wouldn’t need to be doing this if your guards were doing their jobs,” I fired back sharply. “Are they still stationed in front of her room? Where is she? Why isn’t she down here?”

      Ryland appeared taken aback by my question, and he nodded slowly, although I caught the uncertainty in his eye, which only increased the speed of my steps.

      “Radio up and find out what the hell is going on,” I snapped when he didn’t do it on his own.

      “No one has alerted me otherwise, Cade,” he promised, his words low and comforting. “If there was a problem, they would have called me first. All is quiet in the palace.”

      His familiarity was out of place here, surrounded by partygoers and security, but he was trying to calm me down in my mounting anxiety. It wasn’t working. I was getting increasingly frazzled, my well-honed instincts warning me that something was off.

      Through the maze of the Ironhelm Place corridors, I did my best not to run, my body fighting the urge to morph into my wolf form for faster results as the portraits of my forbearers passed by me in a whir. I usually paused to take in their features, no matter how many times I’d seen their familiar etched features over the past quarter century, but not tonight. I noticed nothing but the increased pounding of my heart.

      Up the intricate staircase, past the second floor, and up to the third floor I continued, Ryland on my heels, my breath only catching for the thought that something had happened to my queen. It had happened before, and the Royal Guards were none the wiser.

      As per tradition, Zephy and I had separated for the night, our marriage ceremony scheduled for tomorrow. I had kept our joint suite on the second floor in the east wing, while Zephy had moved into a room next to her parents for the evening on the third floor. But even with the trek and the distance, she should have been at the party by now. She was a stickler for keeping schedules. This was not like her at all.

      I rounded the corridor on the third floor, heading into the south wing, and the stench of chaos hit me before anything else.

      My gait quickened as Ryland rushed forward simultaneously, his hands extended to keep me back. “Wait, Alpha,” he pleaded, his formality returning as more beings enshrouded us. “Let me see what the fuss is about.”

      I ignored him and flew toward the room where Zephy was supposed to be, pushing my way through the ajar door, and stared blankly at Aradia in the otherwise empty space.

      The guards stood at the threshold, pale and visibly shaken as a breeze wafted through the open windows, allowing the night air to permeate the small but quaint room, fluttering the sheer curtains. My head pivoted from one side of the room to the other, taking in the open laptop with the sleeping screen and ajar bathroom door.

      “Where is she?” I demanded again, sick of asking the question. “Where is Zephyrine?”

      For a long moment, there was no answer to my question, only a blanketed, pregnant silence which almost answered itself.

      “ZEPHY?” I called out, craning toward the ensuite, but there was no response to my call.

      Aradia ambled toward the desk and clicked on the mouse, revealing a document on the computer. She gestured toward it, but I didn’t acknowledge it, my head swiveling toward the ensuite again, legs moving to push open the door fully. “Zephy?”

      “She isn’t here, Cade,” Aradia told me flatly. “She left this for you.”

      I ignored her, a swell of panic unfolding inside me. Inherently, I understood what Aradia was saying, but my mind refused to believe it. It made less sense than Zephy not showing up for dinner. I moved toward the door, peering into the hallway as the guards withdrew like they were trying to blend in with the wall.

      “Have you looked at the security footage?” I demanded.

      “Yes, Alpha,” Jasper replied shakily. “She’s not on it. There’s no adjoining suite here that she could have left from, and she didn’t come out the front door. I was here the entire time.”

      I snorted in disbelief. “Then look again. She’s around here somewhere.”

      “Cade!” Aradia barked sharply. “She’s not here. Come here and see for yourself.”

      Slowly, I retreated and forced myself to stare at the enchantress, her clear, blue eyes fixed on me. Again, she pointed at the computer, and I shook my head.

      There was just no way.

      We had spoken, agreed that all was as it was supposed to be. Zephy couldn’t be gone. She wouldn’t do this, not the night before the wedding.

      “She didn’t leave, not willingly,” I muttered, my mind whirling, twisting as I sought an explanation. “Was she taken? Have you searched the grounds for her?”

      “Cade…” Aradia tried again, but I brushed past her toward the halls again, unleashing my ire on the security once more. “Who has been in here?”

      “No one, Alpha!” Jasper insisted. “I would never allow it.”

      “Someone must have come here!”

      “No, Alpha.”

      “Then she must have said something to you when she left!” I roared, dizziness rushing through me. “What did she say?” My eyes bored into Wylie now. The guard withered under my gaze.

      “N-nothing, Alpha!” Wylie breathed, bowing his head, his cheeks pale. “She didn’t come out, not once! Her maid was with her and said that she needed a few minutes—”

      “Bring Maywin to me at once!” I interrupted.

      “Cade!” Aradia snapped, striding toward me and pulling me back into the room, closing the door to ensure our privacy. “Get yourself together!”

      For half a second, I thought she might slap me, but she settled for digging her gnarled, ancient finger deeply into my shoulders and steering me toward the computer desk, parking me in front of it.

      “She left a note for you. Read it.”

      Swallowing the stone that had formed in my throat, I finally accepted it, but I didn’t look at it immediately. For a long moment, I simply stared at it, the words all blurring together.

      “Cade, are you reading it?” the enchantress growled.

      “You can leave, Aradia,” I muttered.

      “No,” she told me flatly. “I won’t go until I understand what’s going on.”

      My head jerked up, eyes narrowing slightly. “You haven’t read it?”

      “I started to, but it’s addressed to you,” she replied with a shrug.

      I wasn’t sure if I believed her, but it made me feel slightly better. I had misconstrued her expression for pity, my instincts telling me what I already knew to be true of Zephy, that she had left of her own accord and not by the hand of another. Perhaps Aradia truly was just as confused as me.

      Now I really did need to read the note and understand what was happening here.

      Steadying my hands, I finally focused my eyes on the computer and desk around me, noting the round drops on the otherwise flawless wax of the desk.

      Were those tears? Had Zephy been crying when she typed it? Why?

      My One True Love, King Cade,

      By the time you read this letter, I will be on my way out of Ironhelm. Please don’t come looking for me. It’s not what your heart desires, after all.

      The words went blurry again, the world crashing in around me. My head whipped around the room, as if I sought someone to blame for the letter, but only Aradia remained at my side. Everyone else had the foresight to leave me alone.

      “What does it say?” the enchantress asked, leaning forward. My heart hammered so hard, I thought it might leap clear out of my mouth.

      Slowly, I leaned forward to finish reading what Zephyrine had clearly written as fast and as heartfelt as possible, her decision abrupt and cruel—and completely nonsensical. Inhaling deeply, I continued to read as each sentence chipped at me a little deeper.

      I’ll be long gone before you read this anyway, the note went on. In any matter of directions, as I don’t know this area at all. I’ve entrusted you with Maywin and Rufus, also my parents, none of whom is aware of my decision. I hope you won’t punish them for my choice. You weren’t given a decision in the matter of marrying, so I am making it for you. I’m sure that you can still hold on to your kingdom without me. My parents won’t fault you for this, and eventually, I will find a way to make them understand that this is for the best.

      I understand the repercussions of my actions, Cade, but I know in my heart that the kingdom will somehow survive with you at the helm, regardless of the blood oath. If it does not, it was never strong enough. I wish you all the best.

      With Much Affection,

      Zephyrine.

      I could only gawk at the words, not a single one making sense.

      “What does this mean?” I demanded, staring at the enchantress.

      A knock at the door stopped Aradia from responding.

      “Not now!” I yelled, but the door opened, anyway, and Maywin stood, trembling at the threshold, Jasper close to her side.

      “Alpha, you asked for her?” he said, his voice distinctly cold.

      The guard’s affection for the maid was obvious, but was the least of my concerns at the moment. I would spare no one until I understood what had happened to Zephy.

      “What?” I snapped, my mind far too scattered to keep up with anything. The world was moving too quickly around me.

      “Y-you sent for me, Alpha?” she whispered again.

      I had sent for her. I remembered. Maywin certainly had to know something. If anyone would know, it was her.

      “Come in here!” I ordered, ushering her inside before slamming the door in her wake, startling Jasper, who had accompanied her with Wylie at his side.

      Both guards appeared rightfully terrified. I still wasn’t sure how I was going to handle them, but I was shaking.

      Maywin winced at the sound of the door, jumping in her uniform. She looked as though she wished the stone floor would open up and swallow her entirely.

      “You must know where she went!” I hissed, my nose inches from hers.

      She recoiled, blinking. “Went?” the maid echoed. “W-what do you mean?”

      The surprise on her face was too genuine for her to be acting, but I couldn’t believe that Zephy would simply leave her only real friend behind.

      But then again, I couldn’t believe she would leave me, either.

      The reality struck me like a punch, and the wind knocked out of me. I slumped onto the bed as Maywin rushed toward me, concern alighting her face.

      “Alpha, are you all right?” she mewled, her eyes as wide as plates. “Should I call for…?”

      She glanced helplessly at Aradia, who shrugged. “He’s devastated, dearie,” she offered with her usual lack of tact. “Are you sure you don’t know where she went? It’s odd that she’d leave you here, isn’t it?”

      Maywin was translucent now, her knees buckling.

      “L-leave me here?” she gasped.

      “Yes, Maywin. Miss Zephyrine apparently climbed out of a window and snuck off like a thief in the night,” Aradia sighed. “Do you have any idea where she may have gone?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Maywin whimpered. “She only said she wanted to lie down, that the excitement of the day was too much, that she needed some minutes to herself…” She paused. “If I thought she was going somewhere… I would have… I never…” More blood drained out of Maywin’s face until I could see the veins in her forehead.

      I thought she might faint on the floor in front of me. That was all I needed.

      “Get out!” I rasped, realizing that every word Maywin spoke was the truth. Zephy had not even told her maid, her only real friend in Ironhelm. She had been so desperate to leave, she had kept Maywin in the dark. She’d left us all behind.

      “Alpha,” Maywin wheezed. “Please believe me. If I’d known—”

      “GET. OUT!”

      Sniffling, she spun around and rushed out as Aradia clucked her tongue. I wanted to conjure a spell and unleash the torrent of emotion whirling inside me, but I could do nothing but stare straight ahead.

      “You shouldn’t take this out on the maid,” she chided me. “It’s not her fault. She clearly knows nothing about this.”

      “Whose fault is it, then?” I shot back, glowering at her. “I just spoke with Zephy this morning. She was excited about the wedding. What changed in the past hours?”

      Aradia continued to stare at me with her wise, old eyes, willing me to answer my own question, but I had no plausible explanation for what had occurred.

      “Something must have happened,” the enchantress finally concluded in agreement. “Something must have scared her off.”

      A loud rap on the door forced my attention away from my thoughts. “I’m not to be disturbed again!” I yelled furiously.

      “Zephy?” Sabine called softly through the thick of the wood. “Alpha, is my daughter in there?”

      The rest of the blood drained out of my face. “Her parents!” I sputtered in a low whisper. “What the hell am I going to do with them?!”

      “I’ll deal with her parents,” Aradia sighed, pushing herself off the door to the walk-in closet, where she leaned. “You see about tracking down your runaway bride.”

      “She doesn’t want to be found!” I protested, gesturing at the letter. “Am I supposed to track her down?”

      Aradia scoffed at me. “You’re not going to?” she challenged, knowing me too well.

      “Zephyrine?” Sabine called out again. “Are you sick? Should I send for a healer?”

      Exhaling again, Aradia headed toward the door, and I hissed after her, “What will you tell them?”

      “The truth, of course. You can’t very well hide the fact that their daughter is not here, Cade. How did you intend to get through the rehearsal dinner without her?”

      I groaned loudly, my head spinning wildly as I tried to make sense of what was happening.

      “Hello? Is that you, Alpha?”

      Aradia opened the door, painting a smile on her face as I buried my hands in my face, willing the trembling in my body to stop. But as the door closed once more, and I was left alone in the bedroom, the silence only made my plight worse.

      Something happened, something so terrible that she ran rather than speak to me. But what? Who did she speak with? What occurred?

      I ran through the events of the day in my head as best I could, starting with the sweet waking of Zephyrine in my arms, the smoldering embers of her dark eyes, the silken tresses of her ebony mane across her bare olive skin. Her succulence flooded my nostrils as I reached for the nearby pillow, drawing it to my nose, but there wasn’t enough of her there to inhale. Her scent wasn’t here, in this room.

      Upset, I tossed the cushion aside and jumped up, determined to find her, but as I whipped myself around, Stralia stood before me, her luminous, verdant eyes wide.

      “Is it true? Did she run off? Is the wedding off?”

      She could barely keep the happiness from her voice, but to her credit, she tried.

      Dumbfounded, I stared at her. “You… how are you here?” I bumbled, conflicted by her appearance.

      I had warned her so many times to stay away, but I had to admit it was a comfort to have her there in this confounding moment. Simultaneously, I didn’t need the distraction—and certainly not from Stralia, who had only hours ago pledged her longing to be with me.

      Stralia sighed and ambled slightly closer but kept her distance, eying me warily. “Is she really gone?”

      My jaw slacked as the question sunk in. “How do you know already?” I spat bitterly. “Is nothing sacred around here?!”

      “I’m not just anyone, Cade,” Stralia said sadly. “I’m your oldest friend. You can talk to me. I wish you’d remember that.”

      The fusion of emotions bursting through me was exhausting, and I didn’t know which way to turn. I merely pointed at the computer, the screen still alight with the heart-shattering news. Stralia ambled toward the desk and began to scan it as I looked away, ashamed and infuriated.

      Stralia sighed heavily when she had finished.

      “She obviously was not meant to be, my love,” Stralia told me, and I bristled, spinning to confront her.

      “Don’t call me that,” I growled. “You can’t take this as an opportunity to move in, Stralia.”

      Her mouth parted, clear eyes shadowing. A hand snaked up to twine through the platinum strands, pulling them in front of her cheeks as she did when she was nervous.

      “I’m not the one who broke your heart,” she muttered, a deep sadness overtaking her as she turned away from me, instilling a deep sense of guilt inside me.

      She was right: I had no reason to be angry with her, but I didn’t know where to direct my feelings—or even what I was feeling entirely.

      “Cade, tell me what I can do,” she begged, reaching for my hand. “I’ve always been here for you. Maybe this is just a sign that we’re supposed to be together.”

      Baffled, I whipped my hand back and shook my head vehemently. “No, Stralia,” I told her firmly. “This changes nothing between us. I don’t want to be with you.”

      It was as if I had slapped her lovely face, her slender form recoiling in shock. “What?!”

      “Even if I never find Zephy—which I will—we will never be together. My heart entirely belongs to her.”

      Stunned, she merely gawked at me. “Are you that much of a fool?” she hissed, the plaintive consideration fully evaporating from her expression. “She just humiliated you, abandoned you in front of everyone! You’d take her back after this?!”

      “Yes,” I replied evenly. “I would. You need to get out. I’m growing tired of telling you the same thing over and over. I extend the courtesy out of our long-time friendship, but you are truly pushing your luck. This is your final warning. I will not tell you again not to corner me alone in a bedroom.”

      She sniffed defiantly and threw her blonde mane back.

      “You told me not to come to your suite,” she shot back belligerently. “This isn’t yours.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Go away, Stralia, and send Ryland in here immediately.”

      “Cade—”

      “Now.”

      After staring at me for another full half minute, and realizing I was serious about my position, she spun around in a huff and slammed out of the room. But when Ryland didn’t materialize, I went for him myself.

      “Alpha?” Ryland asked, bowing formally in the presence of the other, still nervous guards.

      “I want surveillance footage of the last four hours from everywhere in the palace.”

      “The guards are combing through it.”

      “I want to comb through it myself,” I told him flatly. “I want you to round up every single available guard and send them out in search of Zephyrine immediately. I want her found. Tonight.”

      Ryland paled at the request. “Is there any sign of where she might have gone, Alpha?”

      I pursed my lips and shook my head. “Have them contact every local precinct and sheriff, have them be on the lookout for her. Distribute photos of her to every town and city in the kingdom. Issue press releases.”

      Ryland nodded slowly.

      “Any idea how she’s traveling?”

      I scoffed furiously. “You tell me!” I almost roared. “Are there cars missing? The helicopter? Horses? Do any inventory and figure it out. We’re wasting time standing here.”

      “Yes, Alpha.” He bowed again and rushed off, more to escape my wrath than to get to work, I was sure, but again, I was plagued with the idea that I wasn’t mad at him.

      I was furious with myself. Why hadn’t I sensed that something was amiss with Zephy? More importantly, why hadn’t she come to me and told me? Everything we’d worked so hard toward over these past weeks was gone now, in a puff of smoke. All the trust I thought we’d built was for nothing.

      Inhaling deeply, I squared my shoulders and prepared myself to deal with her undoubtedly distraught parents. I wasn’t looking forward to undoing this mess, but Zephyrine had left me little choice.

      It was bound to be a long night ahead for everyone, but I would not rest until Zephyrine was in front of me, explaining what the hell was going on.
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      “It’s not senseless, Stralia,” Cade said huskily, his hands stroking the pale face in front of him as I gaped at the scene in horror. “I’m in love. It’s true. I believe that we’re mated. I feel it inside me and that it will come to fruition. You must accept it, Stralia, because it is the only way for us to move on—both of us.”

      My head drew back, tears filling my eyes as she answered his proclamation with a deep kiss. Dizziness swept over me, and I stumbled forward, gasping as I fumbled to escape my own eyes.

      Over and over, the same scene replayed in my head like a movie I had no control over, no matter how much I tried to scrub it from my mind. I took a deep breath, and the wind picked up, rushing in from the dropped top of the convertible. Sand bits of debris from the roadway slipped into the vehicle chipping against the car.

      Nothing took away the pain of the sickening reality that the fae I had fallen so hopelessly in love with had always been in love with his childhood sweetheart. I’d hoped that the more miles I put between myself and the palace, the easier the memory would fade, but after a full day of traveling, stopping only for gas and bathroom breaks, I felt worse, not better.

      I couldn’t get Cade and Stralia out of my mind.

      All the signs had been there in hindsight. Maywin had warned me almost from the moment we had driven into Ironhelm Place about their relationship. The whispers among the staff had reached her ears within days. The Alpha King-to-be was apparently not shy about his relationship with the dead stable keeper’s daughter. It had made sense at the time, the two growing up together as orphans after the war. Stralia, lost in the palace, Cade coming into his own. He had confessed his once-upon-a-time feelings but assured me they didn’t exist anymore.

      And I’d been stupid enough to believe that he had seen more in me than her and overlooked their long-time connection, even encouraging Stralia to come back when Cade had put her in the north wing, believing that he really could keep his distance from a romantic standpoint.

      The blinders were off now, and I wouldn’t stand in their way any longer.

      My body was broken and weary in my thirteenth hour, my eyes burning, the car now smoking as I tried to figure out where I was. My calves and buttocks were numb from so many hours of driving, and the car appeared tired of me, too. A swirl of smoke began to choke out of the hood of the car as I mentally debated where to stop.

      In my mind, I’d already decided to end my journey at the next major-ish city I found, the streak of small towns fully behind me now.

      I hadn’t headed back toward my childhood home in Carrottville, so I was truly out of my element now. But even as I was thinking about pulling into the upcoming city, the little black convertible I’d taken from the multi-car garage at Ironhelm Place died in the middle of the road. Panic seized me, and I gasped, putting the vehicle in park before turning it over again.

      The engine sputtered and wheezed, more smoke emanating from the engine, but it made no move to start.

      Dammit!

      Unsure what the car might do, I popped the hood and exited, peering at the billows of black emanating from the interior. I would have simply used magic to fix it—had I known what was wrong in the first place—but I didn’t know enough about cars to make a guess. The stench of burning oil drew me back, and suddenly, I was terrified the car was going to explode with all of my belongings inside it. I scrambled to retrieve my overnight bag and rush out before being caught in the crossfire.

      When I emerged, another vehicle had pulled up beside me, a curious face peering at me through the passenger window, via the driver’s seat of a miniscule vehicle. I simply stared at her, unsure of who she was or what she wanted.

      “Do you need me to call a tow truck for you?”

      I jumped at the sound of her raspy but feminine voice, the hairs on my arms raised as I realized I had already caught the eye of someone. Her sandy hair was chopped into a pixie cut, gray eyes solemn and conflicted by my appearance. I must have been quite a sight out there in my formal, ruby gown in the middle of the afternoon. I’d considered changing every time I’d stopped for gas, but getting far away from Ironhelm City and the palace had been my primary concern.

      Now, I wished I’d been smarter. I stuck out like a sore thumb.

      “Hello?” the sweet-faced driver called. “You need me to call you a tow?”

      “Uh… no, thanks,” I mumbled, turning away. “I-I’ve got this.”

      Behind her, a pickup truck drove up and honked as the driver was forced to slow down. “Get out of the way!” the owner of the truck hollered.

      To my shock, she raised her hand through the open window of the driver’s side and flashed the driver her middle finger. “Go around, asshole!” she shouted. “There’s plenty of room.”

      “Screw you, witch!”

      “Buzz off, prick,” she shot back, barely glancing at him as she turned back to me, giving me a wide smile.

      Charmed and shocked by this passerby, I wished she’d go away.

      The truck driver snorted, but to my surprise, he did exactly what she suggested, revving his engine loudly to zoom by her, flipping her off as he did. “Bitch!”

      “Fucker!” she fired back without looking at him, her gentle eyes still fixed on me.

      My nerves were ready to snap before this encounter, but now I backed away, toward the ditch. The car continued to smoke, a foul burning attacking my nostrils.

      “Hey,” she called out. “Don’t worry about him. All the drivers around here are assholes. You get used to it after a while. It’s like a sport, cursing them out.”

      I swallowed and nodded to show that I’d heard her, but I kept moving back.

      “Hey, are you okay? Can I help you?”

      My mind drew a complete blank as I stared back at her, blinking over and over. Besides the gas station attendants, who had taken almost the last of my money, she was the first real interaction I’d had with anyone in hours.

      Very slowly, she got out of the car, like she was approaching a wounded animal, and my head swiveled around. She seemed to be alone and truly trying to help, but how could I be sure?

      She neared me with caution, her gray eyes prettier up close, the worry genuine as she stopped a few feet away.

      “Are you hurt?” she asked kindly, her heavily rouged cheeks daunting as she cocked her head. She wore too much makeup for someone so young, her punkish style indicative of someone who truly didn’t care, but I had the feeling that she was a healer at heart.

      The young female extended a friendly hand.

      “Why don’t you come with me?” she offered. “Before this thing explodes. I can drive you into Anderlane. We’ll find a mechanic who won’t rip you off. We can shop around, if you like.”

      I stared at her hand in disbelief. I couldn’t go with her. I didn’t even know her name. For all I knew, she was employed by the kingdom. Although gauging by her appearance, I couldn’t imagine her being an agent of Cade’s. She caught my bewildered expression and grinned wider.

      “I don’t bite, friend, and it doesn’t look like you have too many other options right now. Come on. You look like you’re going to fall face-first onto the pavement. Just come with me. It’s going to really suck if the car goes up. Healing always makes me so tired afterward, and I have better things to do today than concoct spells to remove shrapnel from my ass.”

      She wriggled her fingers, and I swallowed, realizing that she was right.

      “O-okay,” I agreed, glancing at the still-smoking car.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she reassured me. “We’ll find someone to take care of that.”

      I choked back my protests, reminding myself that I had no money to pay anyone for the repairs.

      “I’m Shay,” she told me, opening the driver’s door to her tiny smart car.

      Tentatively, I let myself in the passenger’s seat as well.

      Shay buckled herself in and glanced at me. “You’re a fae, aren’t you? I have a nose for these kinds of things.”

      Of course I was a fae. Most residents of Ironhelm were faeries, except for the odd witch or warlock. Still, I just nodded in affirmation.

      “You’re running from something? You locked into some kind of arrangement?” she questioned bluntly, turning on her vehicle and zooming away from the broken convertible.

      I gave it a last look in the side-view mirror, knowing I’d never see it again. But I was really worried about leaving it there, in plain view, for anyone to find and track back to Ironhelm Place.

      “Are you a witch?” I mumbled, stunned at how well she could sense things.

      Shay grinned at me again and shrugged.

      “Enchantress in training,” she explained. “My mentor says I’m a natural. I tend to believe the professionals.”

      I tensed at the idea, swallowing the lump forming in my throat.

      What if she knew Aradia? Did all enchantresses know one another?

      I didn’t want to ask her too much, lest it fall back on me.

      “What’s the matter? What did I say?” Shay asked worriedly.

      “Nothing,” I whispered, keeping my eyes trained on the world outside, the lush landscape whirring by under Shay’s foot.

      “I know you don’t know me at all, but I promise I’m a friend,” she offered lightly. “In fact, all of my roommates have a story—some of which I don’t even know.”

      I glanced at her covertly, and she nodded vehemently, the sincerity flooding the interior of the tiny car.

      Hope welled inside me, but my guard remained up. I didn’t know her, but I was also out of options. I was distinctly out of place in my too-fine dress next to her blue jeans and tank top, her fingers covered in silver rings. I envied her freedom at that moment, but it didn’t overcome my aching, broken heart.

      “I promise, I’m a friend,” Shay said again, trying her best to convince me. “But I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want. I’m only trying to help someone who looks like they can use it. I’ve been in some pretty dark places myself, and if not for the kindness of strangers, I wouldn’t have gotten where I am today.”

      Her sincere tone and bright, verdant-gray eyes convinced me. It wasn’t as if I had much of a choice. It was either go with Shay, or… what? Find some alleyway in Anderlane? Panhandle in my ostentatious ruby gown? The gods had given me an out, and I’d be a fool to refuse it.

      “Thank you,” I rasped, thinking of how much she reminded me of Maywin.

      In another life, this was exactly how I could have envisioned Maywin living. A piercing sadness stabbed my heart at the thought of my maid and companion, whom I had left behind at the palace without any sign of where I was going—or that I was leaving at all.

      Is Cade treating her and Rufus all right, considering all this? What did he tell my parents?

      I wouldn’t have left them if I’d believed them to be in danger, but there was always a chance that he might react badly once he read the letter. The fate of the kingdom rested on our union, but there had to be a way to circumvent the blood oath, enacted well before either Cade or I were born.

      Or he might simply return to his love affair with Stralia, as he had always wanted, and leave me in peace, sending my parents back to Carrottrove along with my two servants. Both thoughts crumbled my heart. I hadn’t thought my actions through, not really. My sickened stomach had guided me out the window and through the shadows before the haze around my eyes had cleared, but even now, I wasn’t thinking properly.

      My hands curled into fists, the sweat soaking through to stop my nails from digging into the skin.

      Anderlane loomed before me, a mountainous city after miles and miles of relatively flat landscape. The night had brought me past crop fields and meadows, over an oddly shaped river of water, and then through a maze of moderately shaped towns, which seemed too small, too conspicuous. I couldn’t be sure if Cade had put out word to look for me, but if he had, it would be too easy to find me in little villages that I had passed along the way, and the cities had been too close.

      Assuming anyone would look for me.

      Shay continued to drive, her confidence radiating as she handled the main roads, swerving through the medium amount of traffic, navigating the “idiot drivers” (as she muttered more than once). I was too smitten by the new surroundings to pay too much attention to her sometimes careless maneuvers, even when she often flipped off other drivers at random.

      Anderlane.

      I didn’t know it, but that wasn’t surprising. I didn’t know anything about the cities outside of Carrottrove and Ironhelm City.

      Was this even part of Cade’s kingdom still? I hesitated to ask, lest I put any kind of scrutiny on myself, but I realized just how little I knew about how far his territory spanned. I wish I’d paid more attention to the map in his office, which clearly outlined the hold that Ironhelm held.

      But I wouldn’t stand out here. I would make myself as scarce as possible, making no waves until I could move on. I couldn’t keep going without transportation or money. I was hungry and tired. Moving through the mountain range by foot was out of the question, even if I took a horse or stole another car. Cade may not have cared or noticed that I’d made off with his convertible, but an unsuspecting resident would report a stolen vehicle to the police, and traveling by horse was no picnic when I had no idea where I was going.

      Plus, there was no telling what lay beyond the mountains—if anything did at all. Death was not a risk I was willing to take for my anonymity. I would sooner go back to Carrottrove and deal with my parents than wager my life.

      Here was as good a spot as any to start off before moving along. I could make some money and carry on to the next town if I felt chased, learning about the area more before I ventured onward. I could rest and plan for the next steps in my life.

      But there was no reason for Cade to chase me. I had given him the out he desired. He wanted to be with Stralia. I was holding him back, even if it had not been my choice. He might put on a show for the benefit of my parents and the others who demanded it, but in the end, he would be relieved, wouldn’t he?

      But he can’t be king without marrying me, a sensible voice hissed at me angrily. He’s not going to let me run off. He wants to be king more than he wants Stralia, doesn’t he? He’s always said that the kingdom is the most important. He’s going to come after me.

      Unhappiness seized my soul. He had played me so well, making me believe he had truly cared for me, but the reality had been exactly that. His only desire had been the throne and ensuring that the blood oath was fulfilled for the good of Ironhelm.

      Cade would have to find another way to collect his crown. I would not be taken for a fool anymore. If he had just been honest with me…

      I swallowed.

      What if he had been honest with me? Would I have still married him and let him carry on with Stralia?

      It was a moot point now.

      I fixed my eyes on Anderlane, determined not to think of the Alpha King of Ironhelm for another second. That part of my life was officially over. It had been from the second I had put my first foot out the window at the palace.

      The city was just as modern as the downtown area of Ironhelm City, updated in metals and stacked houses to preserve space. Although, Anderlane was much smaller than the capital city, even though there was still traffic and bodies packing the endless sidewalks.

      Everywhere I looked, there were flashes of spells enacted, faeries creating and disappearing their whims as easily as they walked down the street. Cell phones sat at their ears without hands, baby carriages pushed by nothingness as the mothers gossiped behind the invisible entities strolling with their children. Smoke and lights flashed at every corner, but Shay was impervious to it. I didn’t know where to look.

      “My place is just up here,” Shay informed me, abruptly turning away from the main roads and onto a side residential street. She stopped the car before a charming but rundown two-story house, painted in yellow and in desperate need of a touch-up.

      “It’s not much, but it’s mine outright,” Shay explained, catching my expression. “I inherited it from my deadbeat father. The only damn thing he ever gave me in my life.”

      She said this without an ounce of bitterness, her smile maintained. “And you can stay if you need to.”

      Suddenly, tears flooded my eyes. To my horror, the events of the past thirty-one hours overwhelming me in a tsunami.

      “Oh!” Shay mumbled, turning off the car as she parked in the driveway of her house. “It’s… it’s going to be okay. You’ll see.”

      Mortified, I tried to wipe away my tears in front of this stranger, but I couldn’t stop, and I buried my face in my hands. Shay put a calming hand on my shoulder until I finally managed to calm myself.

      “Come inside…” she begged me. “Have a shower and something to eat. You’ll feel so much better after you get out of that frilly curtain you’re wearing.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, but I was humiliated, and I raised my head and looked at her gratefully. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “Nah,” she laughed, looking relieved that I had finally stopped crying. “That’s what we do. We look out for each other!”

      She hesitated. “What can I call you?” She held up a hand before I could respond. “Any name will do,” she added quickly, warningly, her eyes narrowing.

      I inhaled, remembering the promise I’d made to myself as I’d left the castle.

      I have to become someone else now, someone not tied to the King of Ironhelm and his kingdom. I will rebuild and start fresh.

      “Liana,” I replied quietly. “You can call me Liana.”
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        * * *

      

      Although I was rife with apprehension about the entire situation, Shay proved true to her word. She allowed me to be right at home in her small, cramped house just outside the center of Anderlane, with its four bedrooms and one and a half bathroom, already hosting three other roommates.

      “I’m not going to ask you any questions,” she reassured me. “And no one around here is going to bother you. We mostly keep to ourselves, anyway. We all have our own baggage and stories. No one here wants you digging into their past any more than you want them digging into yours. It’s like I told you when we met—we all have our own demons.”

      After the sprawling palace, with its many corridors and rooms in Ironhelm Place, the boarding house which Shay kept seemed minuscule in comparison, but I quickly felt safe in one of the small rooms, off the kitchen. It hadn’t even been a real room but a pantry closet, but I was thankful that Shay had anywhere for me at all. I wasn’t living in an alleyway, and she refused to take a dime from me—not that I had many more to give her.

      “We’ll get you working, and then you can pay,” she told me, and I agreed, determined to start a job immediately, pressing her for leads every morning.

      On the third day, Shay informed me she had an interview for me. But as we buckled ourselves into the little, white smart car, I was consumed by nervousness, this being my first time in public since my arrival, and I said as much aloud to my new friend.

      “I mean this in the most respectful way possible, Liana, but no one cares about you here,” Shay explained with a rueful smile. “You’re interviewing to be a maid, not the CEO. No one is going to give you a second look—trust me.”

      Although Shay thought she was insulting me, the words proved to be a pep talk. That was exactly what I needed, to blend in with the scenery, to be overlooked.

      Shay pulled up to a huge building, the intricate iron placard announcing “The Marietta” in bold, black lettering. She jumped out and tossed her keys to a male in a red and gold uniform who caught them with his left hand. “Won’t be a minute, Rog,” she promised.

      “I’ll keep it running for you, Shay,” the valet promised as I climbed out of the passenger seat and rushed to keep Shay’s confident step as another liveried worker held open a mirrored door for us.

      I looked at the luxurious surroundings with appreciation. It was the kind of place where one might disappear for a weekend retreat or romantic overnight.

      If someone had a romantic overnight partner to go with…

      “Liana,” Shay murmured, my eyes trailing up toward the skylighted roof. Sunlight streamed in through the windows, birds soaring beyond. “LIANA!”

      I jumped, realizing that she was calling me. I blushed and looked at her sheepishly. “Sorry,” I blubbered. “What is it?”

      “The office is this way,” Shay sighed. “Are you sure you’re up for this? Maybe we should reschedule this interview, if you’re too jumpy. I mean, Gingerlynn’s probably not going to scrutinize you, but if you’re totally spacing out…”

      I shook my head vehemently, my hair almost shaking loose with the gesture. “No!” I insisted.

      I needed to get to work, to make money, and keep my mind busy. I couldn’t sit around, taking advantage of Shay’s good nature and staring at the walls with a mounting sense of dread.

      “This is what I want,” I told her firmly, forcing my mind to be in the moment. “Show me the way.”

      Shay continued through the wide, vast hall, and I focused only on following her, despite the many distractions of the hotel. There would be time enough to explore the many intricacies later.

      She paused at a heavy wooden door, the brass nameplate reading “Gingerlynn Hamm,” and knocked three times.

      “Enter!” a jovial voice called from beyond the door.

      Shay turned the knob, and my stomach flipped, but this was not the time for second thoughts.

      A heavier-set brunette sat behind a massive desk running the entire width of the room. Anyone else might have seemed lost behind such a surface, but Gingerlynn was perfectly centered, her springing curls spilling over the desk as she fussed among piles of paperwork.

      “Is this the new one you’ve brought for me?” she asked without looking up.

      Shay nodded, stepping forward. “This is Liana, Gingerlynn.”

      “Good, good,” the manager told us, still without making eye contact, just as Shay had predicted. “She can start right away. We need maids on the third and fourth floors. Have Hanover take care of her. Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” Shay chirped, spinning around and waving me to follow.

      Blinking, I stared first at Gingerlynn and then at Shay, but my new friend had already vanished into the hallway without me. I barely knew what to do but mutter my gratitude toward the harried manager, whom I couldn’t be sure heard me, and rush after Shay.

      “That’s it?” I rasped, glancing back over my shoulder as if I expected Gingerlynn to chase after us, realizing she’d made a mistake in hiring me.

      “That’s it,” Shay chuckled. “She’s too desperate for staff to care much.”

      She paused and offered me a shamed looked. “I didn’t mean that to sound insulting.”

      “I’m not insulted,” I promised her. “I’m very thankful for you, Shay. I don’t have any experience working in a hotel.”

      I didn’t tell her that I had no experience working anywhere at all, but Shay didn’t appear bothered by my confession.

      “That’s what Hanover is for,” she reassured me. “But be warned—he can be a bit of a prick. Actually, he’s a full-blown sadist, but…” She shrugged.

      “I’ll be okay,” I told her firmly.

      She stopped before a set of elevators and pushed the “up” button, and the door opened immediately. An awkward silence fell between us as the elevator rose.

      “Do you want to do this?”

      I glanced at her curiously. “Of course. Why are you asking that? Are you worried I can’t do this job?”

      “I’m sure you can do anything you put your mind to, Liana.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Then why are you asking me?”

      She shrugged. “You seem cut out for better things.”

      I balked. Did she know who I was?

      “I’m not,” I muttered. “You don’t know me.”

      I bowed my head and blinked, willing away the overwhelming sadness that threatened to break me as the elevator landed on the third floor. I worried about the gathering darkness around me and whether I would be able to control it in my current state of mind. My powers had never been tested with such distress before.

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and reminded myself who I was.

      I am Liana, a maid with no family. The sooner I accept that, the sooner this dark cloud will lift from my head. All I need is time. Time will take away this awful hurt inside me.

      I couldn’t afford to threaten my wavering security here, at least not until I had some money to move on. For now, I was no one, and I would have to learn to be content with that.
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      For ten days, there had been no sign or word of Zephy from the guards, a fact that I found inconceivable.

      “How?!” I raged, storming through the palace to howl at the Royal Guards. “You are the best in the kingdom, or you wouldn’t be employed here. How could she have escaped you with barely a head start?”

      “She appears to have gone into hiding, Alpha,” Ryland explained, hanging his head in shame as his underlings nodded in agreement.

      I didn’t accept the answer and slammed my fists against the desk in my office for effect. “Then you go into every household, every storefront, every motel, and find her!”

      “They can’t do that, Cade,” Aradia countered. “You’re not a tyrant. This isn’t the dark ages.”

      My head jerked up, and I glowered at the enchantress. “You’re acting as if you don’t want her found.”

      “I want her found as much as you do,” she replied evenly, refusing to rise to my anger. “But you can’t simply run into private residences without cause. You’re not being rational right now.”

      “Then knock on doors and ask for permission to enter on my behalf!” I barked back. “Those who are loyal to the kingdom will let you in.”

      “Those who are loyal to the kingdom won’t be hiding Zephyrine,” Aradia commented dryly.

      I hated her at that minute, but as usual, she was right. Wherever Zephy had ended up, she was not being hidden by those loyal to the throne. No one would risk offending me.

      “Your locator spells aren’t working?”

      “She has a blocker on,” Aradia explained.

      “You’re supposed to be the most powerful fae in the kingdom, Aradia! That’s why you’re here.”

      “I still am the most powerful fae in the kingdom, Alpha,” she bit back, irked by my words. “But if Zephyrine is adamant about being gone, there’s very little we can do about it. She’s probably out of my range by now, anyway.”

      “What if something has happened to her?” I rasped, sinking into my chair, the wind knocking out of me. “Why hasn’t anyone seen her? There hasn’t been a single verified sighting of her since she left!”

      Aradia placed a comforting hand on my shoulder and shook her head, the crimson of her hair falling over my cheek. “She is a fully trained fae, just like you. She can take care of herself.”

      I thought of all the sparring sessions we’d had together, rolling around in the gardens, Zephyrine’s laughter flooding my ears.

      It was all too much.

      “She doesn’t know these lands, Aradia,” I insisted. “She’s been sheltered her entire life, and I don’t know how she will survive on her own. Gods only know what direction she went. If she ended up in the mountains…”

      I trailed off to think of what kind of creatures she might have encountered on her travels. I knew now that she had taken off with one of the smaller, unused convertibles, a car that didn’t have a tracker on it. I used the little vehicle so infrequently, it didn’t seem important to put one in, although how she had managed to make off with it without anyone noticing still bothered me.

      Everyone had been so preoccupied with the rehearsal dinner and their posted stations, no one had been manning their usual spots, leaving Zephy ample opportunity to leave with the car. The garage hadn’t had a single guard on it, and Zephy had been granted her pick of autos.

      I had barely eaten or slept as I replayed the events of that day over and over in my mind, trying to understand what had gone wrong and why she had left. I still had no answers.

      “She could be anywhere by now, injured, starving, dehydrated. How much money could she possibly have on her?”

      She had taken nothing but the overnight bag she’d packed to spend the night away from me, and there was nothing else missing but the vehicle. How was she surviving out there?

      Every day, I had gone out in my wolf form, sniffing the ground for her scent, hoping my enhanced senses would lead me in the right direction, but given the way she had left, I was no closer to finding her than any of my guards.

      “I don’t believe she’s dead,” Aradia said flatly, echoing my most horrific inner thought as if I’d spoken it aloud. “But… we could call on a warlock.”

      I balked at the suggestion, and she shrugged. “It might be our only hope of finding her at this point, as you say. It’s been days now, and if she’s still on the move, she’s only gaining more distance by the hour.”

      “To where?!” I cried, anguished by the idea. “Even if she had decided to return to Carrottrove, she would have been there by now!”

      “Her father hasn’t sent an email or called?” Aradia asked, and I glared at her.

      “Don’t you think I would have mentioned it if Nikkoli had sent word?”

      Aradia rolled her crystalline eyes.

      “What about Maywin?” she pressed. “Are you certain she knows nothing?”

      I grunted and sat back, rubbing my fingers against my throbbing temples.

      I looked toward one of the nearby servants. “Get me a glass of water.”

      “Yes, Alpha,” she agreed, curtseying quickly and making her way toward the doorway.

      Jasper opened the door for her, and I whipped my head toward him.

      “You’re close with the maid still, aren’t you?”

      Jasper paled and visibly swallowed the lump in his throat. “Yes, Alpha.”

      “Do you get the sense that she’s hiding anything?”

      “No! No, absolutely not, Alpha. She’s just as distraught by Miss Zephyrine’s disappearance as everyone else.”

      “Departure, not disappearance,” Aradia corrected him, and my scowl deepened.

      “Get out. Everyone but Aradia,” I instructed them.

      Immediately, the guards obeyed, leaving me with the enchantress.

      “Why are you being so smugly contrary?” I demanded. “Disappearance, departure—is this really the time to be arguing semantics, Aradia?”

      “I am only reminding you that Zephyrine asked not to be followed in her letter,” the enchantress told me. “Perhaps it is best that you leave her be—at least for now.”

      I scoffed and leaned forward, hands splayed over the mahogany wood, my skin a pale contrast to the sheen, several shades lighter than its usual olive tone in my current state. I was sick with worry.

      “A few weeks ago, you were the one pushing me into this union.”

      “A few weeks ago, Zephyrine had not adamantly told you to leave her alone,” she shot back bluntly.

      I felt as if I’d been slapped in the face. “She doesn’t really want that!”

      “That’s what the letter said.”

      “I know what the letter said!” I yelled. “I read it first.”

      “Then perhaps you should honor her wishes.”

      My mouth gaped open, a dozen protests vying to fall from them as Aradia stared at me expectantly.

      “What?”

      “I can’t,” I sputtered.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I love her.”

      To my surprise, Aradia’s face melted into an uncharacteristic smile. “Oh, that’s the correct response, my dear.” She threw her arms around me, embracing me in the most uncomfortable hug I’d ever endured.

      “What are you doing?” I growled, shrugging out of her arms. “Stop it!”

      She tittered. “I thought you might say something foolish like you needed to find her for the benefit of the kingdom or to claim your throne, but if you truly care for her, then yes, I will bring in a warlock, and we will enact a locator spell.”

      I shuddered again, grinding my teeth. “I don’t like dealing with them. Owing a warlock is making a terrible bargain every time.”

      “I don’t particularly like dealing with them, either,” Aradia sighed. “But assuming that Zephyrine is out of normal range and has a shroud over herself, we need someone who is more in touch with the earth.”

      Slowly, I stood and wandered toward one of the stained-glass windows, peering at nothingness through the frosted glass. There was always a steep price to pay when dealing with warlocks, hidden costs that resurfaced later on. They were a sly, crafty lot, which was why my father and grandfather had worked diligently to make the kingdom a distinctly uncomfortable place for them to live.

      But I was at my wits’ end here and running out of options.

      “Let me go out again tonight in my wolf form,” I said, turning back to Aradia. “I’ll send every available guard out to every nearby city in a fifty-mile radius. If we still have nothing, we’ll call in a warlock.”

      “You’ve already done that,” Aradia grumbled, and her lack of confidence should have convinced me, but I didn’t trust the warlocks.

      Again, she was right.

      “Find the most reliable warlock you can think of,” I told her, striding toward the door, determined to find Zephy before I was forced to use the warlock’s services.

      I ignored Aradia’s snort when I made my way into the hallway, summoning the Royal Guards along with me.

      Where are you, Zephy? Why did you go?
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        * * *

      

      My snout pressed to the dry ground, the eastern skies pitch black now as my paws padded over the tiny town of Caranova. I had already been through the streets with Ryland at my side, knocking on doors, asking about Zephy, but the residents were clueless—their expressions didn’t lie. No one had seen her. She hadn’t been in the little village—or any of the pueblos we’d visited before.

      The search had again proven futile, not even producing a scrap of her dress or a trace of the car. It was another disappointing evening when I headed back toward Ironhelm Place.

      All the local sheriffs and police precincts came up empty, and every sighting on social media proved to be a dead end, wasting more time and resources. This was proving to be a lost cause.

      Morphing back into my fae form, I stopped at the gatehouse to find a pair of pants and a shirt. In bare feet, I padded back up the bridge, nodding at the stationed guards, who bowed fully.

      “Alpha,” they greeted me.

      I eyed them speculatively, waiting for them to add news, but the disappointment I should have expected twinged at me as they set their sights ahead again. Zephy had not returned.

      Sighing, I re-entered the palace, and in the grand foyer, I immediately saw Aradia… and a snowy-haired male who made my heart freeze. He was nothing to look at from the side, old, wrinkled, fading in a poorly kept suit and shoddy footwear. But knowing who he was churned my stomach.

      A warlock. In my house.

      I wished she hadn’t brought him inside the palace. I would rather have arranged a meeting outside. But it was too late now. He was already in the doors.

      “Alpha,” Aradia said formally, now that we were in the presence of outsiders, her manners recalled. “May I present Sandor of Lychem?”

      I stared at him, nodding curtly. “Are you able to do a locator spell?” I asked without preamble.

      Sandor smiled pleasantly, removing the tiny hat I hadn’t noticed until that moment from the crown of his head, placing it at his heart.

      “Yes, Alpha. I’m certain I can locate your runaway bride for you.”

      I cringed in annoyance, the label irking me. I glanced at Aradia, who cast me a warning look, and I choked back a biting response.

      “What do you need from me?” I asked the warlock.

      “Anything personal of the missing will suffice. A comb? An unwashed piece of clothing? A toothbrush? Something with her scent and feel.”

      Again, I was overwrought with a sense of disgust, using this warlock for this feat, but without any other way to find my lost love, I didn’t know where else to turn. It only enhanced my sense of helplessness and upset.

      It was an infuriating reality, having to deal with the warlocks, but a necessary evil, their ancestral knowledge of geology, herbs, and nature grounding them more to the realm than magic ever could.

      Practicing warlocks could locate up to a thousand miles away and through a shroud of protection. But to deal with them meant a trade, regardless of who made the deal. Even as the king, I wasn’t exempt from whatever the price might be. It was an age-old rule as stupid as the blood oath that had gotten us here in the first place.

      “I’ll see what I can find. Aradia, take Sandor to my study and see what else he needs. I’ll join you shortly when I’ve retrieved what I can of Zephyrine’s.”

      “Yes, Alpha.” Aradia extended her hand toward Sandor, and the shuffling, emaciated warlock followed after her as I watched him go.

      What will he demand of me for this? I wondered. I realized I didn’t care, as long as it got me Zephyrine back. I would have given him the entire palace if he demanded it at that moment.

      I moved toward the intricate main stairwell, my bare feet pounding against the runner until I entered the suite of rooms Zephyrine and I had shared. Her clothes still hung neatly in the walk-in closet, blouses, dresses, pants, and even some athletic gear. Most of her toiletries were scattered and still tucked neatly in the crevices of the six-piece bathroom, her fancy soaps and conditioners lined along the jacuzzi tub. I couldn’t bring myself to put anything away, wanting to leave everything for her when she returned.

      If she returned.

      Not for the first time, I stared around the room, noting how she had not returned to the suite to pack anything of her own. The departure had not been pre-planned. She hadn’t schemed it all out to take off on the night of the rehearsal dinner, weeks in advance. Someone had spoken to her that day, said something to her which made her flee the palace. But who or what was still as much a mystery as her whereabouts.

      I picked up the pajamas she had worn on our very last evening together, her succulent aroma barely lingering on it anymore. She was fading from the palace. I was losing her in more ways than one.

      Pivoting, I hurried out of the suite and back down the corridor, one hand clenched to Zephy’s pajamas, my other trailing over the banister as I headed back down the steps. The servants stepped aside, reading the determination on my face, and I burst into my office, thrusting the dress toward Sandor, who jumped at my sudden arrival.

      He rose hastily, bowing humbly. “Alpha.”

      “Never mind the formalities, warlock. Just enact the spell and find Miss Zephyrine,” I commanded. “Will this do?”

      Aradia clucked reprovingly with her tongue, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t trying to make friends with the warlock. Sandor was there for one reason only, and then I hoped to never see him again once our accounts were settled.

      Sandor reached out to take the silken ivory pajamas from my hand, inhaling with far too much pleasure for my liking, but I again stifled my anger, clenching my fists to the side.

      “This will do nicely, Alpha,” Sandor purred. “I believe I can work with this.”

      He ambled toward the door with the clothing, and my voice shot out like whiplash. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      He barely stopped walking. “To enact a locator spell, Alpha. Isn’t that what you asked me to do?”

      I stared furiously at Aradia, who merely shrugged, open-palmed.

      “With her pajamas?”

      “I can’t work here, Alpha. I will need my tools and potions—in my own element.”

      “Bring your element here!” I ordered.

      He finally stopped and exhaled as if I were irritating him. “It doesn’t work like that, I’m afraid. If you want the spell to work accurately, I will need to do it on my own terms.”

      I ground my teeth together with such fervor, my teeth hurt, but once again, I saw Aradia’s stare and steeled myself.

      “How long will it take you?” I growled, realizing that I could do little but relent if I hoped for his help.

      Sandor raised his shoulders with feigned innocence. “As long as the gods will it to take, Alpha. These aren’t things that can be rushed or timed, unfortunately. If you had come to me sooner, surely we would have had a spell by now, but you waited many days.”

      He shrugged again, and I resisted the urge to shift and pounce on him, Aradia laying a hand on my shoulder as if sensing my insurmountable desire.

      “That will be fine, Sandor. Do keep us informed as to your progress, yes?” she told him.

      “Certainly, Madam. Have a good evening.”

      He scurried out the door faster than I’d ever seen him move yet, leaving me hyperventilating next to the enchantress.

      “He was the most trustworthy warlock you could find?” I hissed, whirling around to shove her hand off me.

      “They’re few and far between in Ironhelm City. Your father didn’t much care for them, either, and didn’t make it a hospitable place for them to live, if you’ll recall.”

      “Rightfully so,” I muttered. “Creepy shysters. All of them.”

      “But they’re still necessary on occasion,” Aradia said quietly. “Don’t get on his bad side. We still haven’t discussed payment with him.”

      My eyes narrowed, head cocking to the side. “What do you mean, you haven’t discussed payment with him? You don’t know what he wants for this?”

      Aradia shook her red strands, the waves fluttering around her porcelain skin, crystalline eyes glittering worriedly. “No,” she muttered. “He said he would only discuss it with you when the time was right.”

      I drew in another breath to steel my nerves. I didn’t care what it cost. As long as we found Zephyrine. I was willing to pay anything.
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      The work was grueling, demanding, exhausting. Hanover was a tyrant to work for, his nasty tongue and mean-spirited remarks disheartening. He forbade the use of magic within housekeeping, only to make the employees work harder.

      “Haven’t you ever made a bed before? This washroom is disgusting! Are you trying to get yourself fired?” he snapped at me at least four times the first day.

      I wished Shay was there to play buffer, but of course, I couldn’t hide behind my friend’s skirt. I was still the same fae, even with a different identity and occupation. I just had to remember that beneath this crisp maid’s uniform, there was a core of steel… somewhere. I just had to find it.

      I gave myself a month to collect some money and sneak off in the night as I had in Ironhelm. Transportation was still an issue, but I was working on a plan. Maybe a train when the excitement died down, and I was sure it was safe to travel.

      But I definitely couldn’t afford to find myself too attached to Anderlane or Shay. I couldn’t set down roots here when I didn’t like my job or have a proper home in the enchantress-in-training’s boarding house—even if she did make it as comfortable as possible for me.

      I felt as if all eyes were on me, all the time, and that I wouldn’t be left in peace forever. Even if Cade abided by the request—which it appeared he had done—my father wouldn’t forgive this slight. I was promised to marry the Alpha King of Ironhelm. Backtracking on this would have consequences for everyone. The kingdom would fall if Cade didn’t find a solution. A blood oath had been secured on the matter. I would need to keep moving forever if I ever hoped to find any semblance of peace.

      And what kind of peace is that? I wondered. Forever on the run?

      “Are you deaf?” Hanover yelled directly in my ear. “I’m talking to you!”

      I jumped and pivoted my head toward him, a black strand escaping my high bun to fall over my cheek. I’d lost weight since my arrival, my appetite non-existent.

      “N-no,” I stuttered, afraid to antagonize my superior, much as I wanted to cast a spell on his shrill, angry head, dousing him in freezing rain and encasing him in ice. “I’m sorry. What did you say, Hanover?”

      He stomped toward the nearby bed and ripped all the sheets off, shoving all the freshly changed linens to the ground as I stared in dismay. I’d just struggled for at least ten minutes with the chore.

      “Do it again. It looks terrible. And you have five minutes left to finish this room. Chop-chop!”

      With that, he left me there, presumably to berate the maid in the next room, and I sighed shakily, moving to remake the bed. I would never finish in the timeframe he had laid out, but if I wanted to keep this job, I had no choice but to do what he barked at me. I closed my eyes and summoned strength from somewhere inside me, wishing that I had the guts to ignore his rule and use my magic to finish the room.

      “Psst.”

      My eyes flew open, and a small, sloe-eyed fae poked her head out from the adjoining door. She wore a maid’s uniform like me and gestured for me to stand back.

      “Get away from there,” she urged.

      I stepped away as she instructed, my own eyes wide.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded, surprised to see her there, but she didn’t respond, extending her hands.

      A flash of light extended from her fingertips, and in a blink of an eye, the bedding sat in perfect position, the room literally sparkling, a lemony scent lingering in the air.

      Gasping, I turned back to look, but the female figure was gone as quickly as she’d come, leaving me to admire her magical handiwork. Hanover returned in the allotted five minutes, sniffing rudely as he saw the cleaned bedroom.

      “Was Lottie in here?” he growled. “This smells like Lottie’s work, not your usual crap.”

      “Who?” I replied, sincerely confused.

      He glowered at me, but before he could press me, a commotion in the hallway steered his attention toward the open door. Loud voices filled my ears, distracting us both.

      “Where is she? Where is Zephyrine?”

      The little relief I’d garnered in the aftermath of Lottie’s help dissipated at the sound of my name. Ice water rushed through my veins as I looked for a spot to hide.

      How did he find me? Why now? Did I get careless? Did someone recognize me and call him?

      “There’s no Zephyrine, here, Alpha!” I heard someone protest. “Please, come to the manager’s office, and we’ll help—”

      The door flew all the way open, and I found my eyes locking with Cade’s panicked cobalt irises. A fusion of relief and pain flooded his face. Dizziness overcame me, but before either of us could speak, Hanover rushed back in behind him.

      “Zephy,” he mouthed, disbelief overtaking him as he looked at me, shaking his head.

      “Her name is not Zephyrine, Alpha,” he blubbered, bowing and groveling. “But if you come with me—”

      Cade ignored him and strode forward as I moved away, hands up.

      “Don’t,” I insisted. “I told you not to come, Cade.”

      My surly manager stared at us both in utter bewilderment, trying to understand our dynamic, but my focus was strictly on Cade and his next move. Ryland appeared in the doorway, then Jasper. My heart jumped to see Jasper. I wanted to ask him about Maywin, but I didn’t dare. Not when Cade was advancing on me, his expression indiscernible.

      Is he furious? Happy to see me?

      I genuinely couldn’t tell. Tension flooded the room.

      “What is this?” Cade hissed, anger in his words but pain in his eyes. “You’re working as a maid?”

      “Alpha, this is Liana,” Hanover called out. “She’s new here. She’s not who you’re looking for. Please—”

      “Get him out of here!” Cade barked without turning.

      Ryland immediately moved to escort my supervisor out of the room, but his removal only panicked me more. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the same dark-eyed fae who had helped with my room, watching us from the doorway, her stare accusing now, as if she realized who I was.

      My cover was blown. I couldn’t hide in Anderlane anymore—assuming Cade let me go.

      “I told you not to come,” I said again, sorrow lacing my words. “Leave me alone.”

      “No!” Cade roared, drawing closer, but I continued to move back, my hands up as if to ward him off. He stopped in his tracks. “Why are you acting this way, Zephy? You were so eager to marry me. You just left me…”

      He trailed off and squared his shoulders, jaw tightening. I dropped my chin, biting on my lower lip.

      He intends to keep up with the charade.

      “I want you to be happy, Cade,” I told him simply, honestly. “And it’s clear that I am not the one who makes you happy.”

      He stared at me, dumbfounded, and I again lowered my eyes. “You should go. I have work to do—”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” he interjected, and I turned away, gathering my cleaning supplies.

      “Please, Cade. You’ve already made a scene and probably endangered my position here. I had a difficult enough time getting the job—”

      “No, I want you to tell me why you left.”

      I grimaced but refused to face him, my heart sinking at his betrayal.

      Why won’t he just admit that he loves Stralia and not me? Why is he doing this?

      “Zephy!”

      I whirled around and glared at him, shaking my head. “No! No, I’m not Zephy. Not anymore. I’m Liana now. I work at this hotel. I live in Anderlane. I’m not going to marry someone who is in love with someone else!”

      “I’m in love with you, you fool!” he exploded. “How can you be so blind? What would make you think otherwise?”

      My chest tightened at his declaration, but I couldn’t easily forget what I’d seen between him and Stralia. I wouldn’t be the fool he claimed me to be.

      “Please go, Cade. I wish you hadn’t come.”

      I turned again, but without warning, his strong arm encircled my waist, my legs rising off the floor. A shriek fell from my mouth at the unexpected gesture, feet kicking out against his chest.

      “What are you doing?!” I yelled. “Put me down!”

      “No,” Cade growled, striding out of the hotel room, toward the corridor, my stomach folded over his shoulder. “Not until you and I have discussed this. I’m not giving up on you.”

      “CADE!” I gasped, my face flushed in utter embarrassment as the staff and guests watched in amazement, Jasper and Ryland following after with their stoic expressions. Cade ignored the elevator, his strides even and unfaltering on the stairs as I wriggled to get free. Blood rushed to my head as I dangled over his muscular shoulder; but the fighting was futile. He was too strong, too determined. I wasn’t going anywhere until he forced the entire sordid truth out of my mouth.

      Be careful what you wish for, I thought grimly. You might not like what you hear.
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      “Stop fighting me,” I growled, as Zephy continued to beat against my back with her fists.

      I’d forgotten how strong she could be when she was in fighting mode. It was not the greeting I had expected from her in my mind’s eye when I had imagined reuniting with her. But she had not been able to hide the pleasure in her gleaming, dark irises when I’d told her I loved her, even as she tried to turn away before I could see.

      “Put me down!” Zephy squeaked. “I’m not a toy, Cade!”

      I ignored the baffled looks as the nearby witnesses half-bowed, recognizing me, but their alliance wasn’t really to Ironhelm. Anderlane was a free state. They governed democratically with a respectful nod to the throne, which was why Zephy had been hidden so easily among them. All of my announcements, seeking her whereabouts, had been back page news in those parts.

      She came far fast, I thought, glowering at the few eyes I caught.

      Everyone looked away under my glare. I was feeling murderous, although I couldn’t fault them for not informing me. Half of them probably didn’t know the comings and goings of Ironhelm, and those who did couldn’t have known Zephy belonged to me, not in these clothes, working as a maid, under a false name.

      Someone must have helped her, and that drove me into a jealous frenzy, imagining another waiting for her in the shadows.

      It was not until we were outside of the pristine, blue and teal hotel that I finally planted Zephy on her feet, but I ushered her into the back of my armored SUV before she could get her footing.

      “I am not going with you!” she cried defiantly, struggling for the door. “Stop it!”

      “We’re not going anywhere… yet,” I reassured her quickly. I wanted her to be calm, to explain what was going on. “See? The car isn’t moving, Zephy.”

      She appeared to relax with the realization, but she wasn’t easily placated. “You can’t just burst in anywhere you like and grab me. I don’t belong to you!”

      The words stabbed me directly in the chest, but I held myself. “I’m owed an explanation,” I told her firmly. “What you did was hurtful, insulting, and disgraceful—not only to me, but to your parents. Not to mention Maywin and Rufus. Did you stop and think about what kind of consequences your actions would have on them?”

      She paled and stared at me. “Did you hurt them?”

      I frowned, my brow knitting. “Why would I hurt them?” I demanded. “Did they know you were going?”

      “No! I said as much in the letter. Did you find the letter?”

      “I found it, but it didn’t make any sense to me.”

      Zephy scoffed, folding her arms under her breasts as she swiveled her body to look out of the SUV window.

      “Zephy,” I growled. “Look at me.”

      “No.”

      The firmness of her tone took me aback. “Why not?”

      “Because I can’t look at you after the way you’ve led me to believe you cared about me. You’re a liar. And I gave you a chance to be with Stralia, but you insist on continuing with this lie because you want the crown so much—”

      I reached for her face, forcing her to look at me. “What are you talking about?” I barked. “I don’t want Stralia. I—”

      “STOP IT!” she yelled, her tone freezing me. “I saw you. I heard you. Go back to her and leave me in peace!”

      Baffled, I blinked, my hand dropping as my mind raced. “I-I don’t know what you’re…”

      Suddenly, I remembered the unexpected visit that Stralia had paid to my room on the night of the rehearsal dinner. I had been running late.

      What does she think she saw?

      “Oh? Do you remember now?” Zephy asked, unable to keep the anger from her tone. “When you told Stralia that you were mates and you kissed?”

      I began to chuckle, my chin dropping to my chest. Zephy’s eyes grew wide as she gawked at me.

      “You’re laughing?” she spat. “How charming.”

      My hand reached up to touch her cheek, but she drew away, shaking her head.

      “Don’t you do that, Cade. I’m not so easily manipulated.”

      I offered her a half-smile, not lowering my hand. “Zephy, I was talking about you,” I informed her. “Stralia came to me, asking to be together one last time. I explained to her that I couldn’t, that I didn’t want to. I am in love with you and only you.”

      My fingers contacted her cheek now, but Zephy seemed frozen in place. “She kissed me, that’s true, but I immediately pushed her off—did you not see that?”

      Zephy shook her silken, black mane, the remaining tresses slipping from her bun to fall along the fine lines of her jawbone.

      “It’s true. I warned Stralia that if she ever came around like that again, she would be banished from the palace altogether.”

      I inhaled deeply. “And then you were just gone.”

      Very slowly, Zephyrine’s shoulders sank. Guilt colored her face as her cheek fell fully into my hand. “Oh, Zephy, I wish you’d come to me, talked to me. That’s what partnerships are about.”

      “I thought you were playing me for a fool,” she whispered, biting on her lower lip. “I didn’t know what to do.”

      “I understand why you did it,” I told her, and in that moment, I truly did.

      I wished she had come to me first, but I might have reacted the same way if I had been in her position. Her eyes half-closed, and relief flooded my body as I realized I had her back, her doubts about me entirely resolved.

      Slowly, I slid closer to her on the leather seats, and she moved toward me, too.

      “My parents,” she muttered. “They must be heartbroken.”

      “They’ve returned to Carrottrove. I promised to keep them updated. I never had any doubt that I would find you, my love.”

      Her head moved up, her eyes locking on mine as I again mentioned love. Our lips were inches apart, but I didn’t kiss her yet, as more questions were burning in the depth of her smoldering irises.

      “And Maywin?”

      “She’s still at the palace, waiting for you to return… at Jasper’s side,” I promised.

      “She really didn’t know anything,” Zephy told me urgently. “I hope you weren’t cruel to her.”

      I scowled again. “I wasn’t.”

      Zephy’s hands came up and cupped my cheeks. “Thank you, My King.”

      Her mouth crushed down on mine, and all the stress I had endured over the past twelve days disappeared beneath the salty sweetness of her full lips.

      Breathlessly, we pulled apart.

      “Let’s go home,” I urged her. “Everyone is eager to see you.”

      She shook her head. “No,” she whispered. “Not yet.”

      Her legs fell over mine as she pinned me to the seat, and I didn’t fight it in the least. We had a little bit of lost time to make up for, after all.
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      Mini explosions burst through me as Cade’s arms wrapped around my waist. I truly hadn’t let myself accept how much I had yearned for him until this exact moment, and now that it was upon me, I thought I would drown in the waves that overtook me, one after the other, my mouth pressed to his.

      The tips of our tongues touched, forging bolts of electricity down my spine and into my veins, a sigh intermingling with our kiss.

      “Don’t ever do anything like this again,” Cade rasped at me, his mouth barely leaving mine, breath hot against my face.

      I wanted to assure him I wouldn’t, but I couldn’t find my voice. I wished I hadn’t left at all now, that I’d gone to him, or barged in on him and Stralia at the time, but hindsight was always 20/20.

      His hands tightened around my back, pulling me against his chest. His heart beat with such intensity that I could tell he wasn’t lying, just to feed me a line and bring me back to the palace to marry him for the throne.

      He really loves me. And I love him.

      There hadn’t been any doubt that I loved him all along, which was why the decision to leave had hurt so much. But somehow, knowing how much I loved him was different at this moment, the pair of us rocking the back of the SUV to squeak the giant wheels on their axles.

      Cade’s strong hands formed around the waist of my uniform, pulling me upward to adjust himself, and my entire body was overcome with the heat of his touch. Higher and higher, I floated, the shame and sadness lifting away with every brush of his lips against mine.

      “These past days have felt like an eternity without you,” he rasped, nuzzling his nose to mine, his bright blue eyes shining at me. “If I hadn’t found you…”

      He couldn’t finish his thought, and the sincerity of his statement was everything. He meant every word he spoke, his earnestness stroking my soul, confirming what I’d believed deep down before I’d seen that terrible scene with Stralia.

      But I had given him an opportunity to go, and he had rejected it. It was me he wanted, not her. It was me he loved, not her.

      I gasped, my heart aching in a way it had never done. Simultaneously, Cade jerked, his hand rising to his own chest. Our gazes locked again, the understanding of what was happening was apparent now.

      A powerful magnetic force suddenly aligned our two souls, creating an intense connection. A rush of warmth and familiarity flooded my heart, as if I’d known Cade on a deep personal level for a lifetime. A sense of completeness settled in, and I finally found the missing piece to my being, filling a void I never realized existed. The closeness of Cade was intoxicating, a harmonious symphony of emotions and sensations.

      Our mate bond had snapped into place.

      Our lips drew together again, and if our embrace had been passionate before, it was fevered now.

      Cade seized me roughly, taking me down to the seat of the SUV, his hands ripping away at the flimsy fabric of the hotel uniform. His face seemed to twist in the glinting shadows of the cab, as if he wanted to shift into his wolf form but fought against it, losing control of the unabashed emotions overtaking him.

      I gasped, squealing at the unexpected motion, but I didn’t fight, lifting my arms to allow him to free my breasts and hips, his frenzied movements heating me more with each passing second.

      Bare-chested, with only my underwear covering my lower body, Cade lowered his face into my breasts, his hand slipping between my legs to rub at me. A low moan fell out of his mouth.

      “You missed me, too,” he growled, running kisses along the flesh of my breasts, curving over the swell of my collarbone before latching onto a rigid nipple.

      My hands locked into the thick mass of his dark hair, drawing him down around me.

      One finger slipped the top of my panties down, freeing my damp core for his hands to explore further, his mouth tightening around my nipple. I mewled, head lolling back as my knees raised around him, a rush of heat bursting through my center. He dipped a finger inside me, and I shivered, bucking upward. A cry of pleasure filled the SUV, and Cade lifted his head to crush his lips to mine, cutting off my moan, his body crushing against me harder.

      The bulge of his cock aroused me, bringing my hands down to unfasten his pants, my fingers wriggling through the tight press of our bodies. I could barely get my fingers around the waistband, but somehow, I managed to free him, lowering the pants along his perfect hips, sighing as his skin made full contact with mine.

      Only then did Cade raise his waist, allowing me to writhe properly beneath him, positioning myself, ready and eager to have him inside me, but he had only just begun, as if discovering me for the first time.

      His mouth left mine, trailing over the cleft of my chin, drawing along the curve of my neck toward the arch of my breastbone. His faced lowered down my body, continuing his kisses, licks, and bites, until he reached the space between my thighs.

      Gooseflesh erupted over my entire body, wave after wave, fingers retreating into his hair again as the throb of my heart intensified. At the same time, his pulse rose, connecting with mine. I floated and sank, swimming and flying, my mind full and euphoric.

      This was what it meant to have the mate bond in place. I had heard about it, but until that moment, I wasn’t sure I’d truly believed in its veracity. Now, I could never again deny it.

      I was meant for Cade, and he was meant for me.

      Higher I bucked, his face lost in my folds, his handsome face gone between the quiver of my thighs. His rock hardness brushed over my calf, exciting me more. I wanted him inside me desperately, but his tongue swirled along my clit teasingly.

      I moaned again.

      “Oh, I missed you,” he grunted before fully diving in.

      Once again, his finger worked inside me, bringing me to an almost instant climax. I didn’t hold back, nor did he want me to. My raspy breaths made it impossible for me to respond, heat spilling through me in waves, the heady feeling of love and desire comingling to make me drunk.

      I was so hypnotized, I almost didn’t realize when Cade withdrew his hands from inside me and snaked up my body until the throb of his hardness brushed over my sopping slit. Spreading myself wider, I grabbed for his ass, throwing my head back to peer at him imploringly.

      But I didn’t need to say the words. He wanted me as badly as I wanted him. We had always been destined to be together, even before we had met. We were soulmates, bound together before we were born. Our lives were forever interlaced, and nothing would ever keep us apart again.

      His hand moved up to slide a stray strand of hair out of my face, his lips finding mine. But this kiss was tender, soft.

      “I love you, Zephy.”

      Gulping, I nodded, but as I tried to return the sentiment, he plunged into me with pure force, sucking the breath from me. I wanted to scream out, but it was impossible, the sound lodged in my throat. I was motionless as he drove into me, all the worry and fear Cade had collected over the past days, looking for me, coming to a head in this moment of passion. I could barely hold on, tears misting my vision.

      But I didn’t want him to stop. Not ever.

      I clung to him tightly, the sweat on his back making it difficult for me to hold on, but as I raised my body to meet his full, deep thrusts, I fell into his groove. Entirely, he met me, drowning out every last worry I could have held about him, about Stralia, about becoming the Queen of Ironhelm.

      Another orgasm rose inside me, my nails digging into his slippery skin as a cry once more flooded the SUV’s cabin. And again, Cade’s mouth came crashing to mine, stopping it in mid-yelp, and my walls tightened and relaxed in a delicious rhythm around his length, his own climax seconds behind. He groaned, the sound muffled by our joined lips, but I heard it all the same, and I squeezed around him, sucking him against me to ensure he was clenched inside me.

      Very slowly, Cade lifted his head to look at me, adoration lighting his face as beads of sweat dripped along his hairline, glistening his scruffy face. I hadn’t noticed how ill-kept he was until that moment.

      “Never again,” he warned me, and I nodded, swallowing the dryness in my throat.

      “Never,” I rasped, pulling him back toward me.

      I meant it, too.

      He was my mate.

      I wasn’t going anywhere.
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      I fell back onto Zephy’s quivering form, relishing her fragrance, the familiarity of sweetness piercing my soul as I collected my own breaths. I happily could have stayed there forever, the almost uncomfortable pulsating in my chest keeping me in place.

      This is what matehood feels like. I’d always wondered if it was true.

      It was undeniable, this feeling, this connection to Zephy. I had always suspected it, but laying on her, my heart throbbing as it was, my body melding into her as if we were one, there was no question in my mind.

      Eventually, Zephy’s breathing evened, and I sat up, still heady from our intense reunion. She offered me a meek smile.

      “Can I take you back to the palace now?” I asked her. “Or are you still determined to finish your shift?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t think I still have a job,” she replied with a sigh. “But I will need to stop at the boarding house where I’ve been staying to inform my friend who helped me.” She balked suddenly and narrowed her eyes. “You won’t punish her, will you?”

      Baffled, I returned her stare, even though I was relieved to learn it was a female and not a male that had been assisting her. “Punish her? For what?”

      “Harboring me.”

      “Ah.” I shook my head. “I assume you didn’t tell her who you were.”

      “No… but she didn’t ask, either.”

      “Anderlane is a free state,” I explained to her. “It’s not technically my territory, although they show some fealty to the throne here.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What does that even mean, Cade?”

      “It means that your friend technically didn’t break any laws, and I’m very grateful to her for helping you. I imagined all sorts of terrible situations when you were gone. You have no idea what lies in those mountains beyond.”

      I shuddered internally at the thought of her roaming, and Zephy’s eyes widened. “What lies in the mountains?”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” I insisted. “Let’s just get you home. I want to marry you immediately.”

      She drew back on the seat in surprise. “Immediately? You sent my parents back to Carrottrove, didn’t you? I’ll have to get them back here, and we need to organize a whole reception again.”

      “No,” I said flatly. “I don’t care about a reception or the ceremony. We’ll do it as soon as we get back. Never mind your parents or anyone else.”

      A fusion of pleasure and worry combined on Zephy’s face as she considered my words, but she didn’t argue.

      “Okay,” she breathed.

      “But you will need to send word to your parents,” I added quickly. “And let them know that the kingdom isn’t in dire straits anymore. Your mother…” I trailed off when I saw the shame in her eyes. “It doesn’t matter now. Just… call her or send her a text.”

      “I think I will text,” she sighed. “I don’t think I can deal with listening to everything I’m sure she’ll want to say to me. I want to put that off for as long as I can.”

      I snickered. “Where is this boarding house?” I asked.

      She told me how to get there from where we were parked. We gathered our clothes and got dressed.

      I lowered the window and informed the driver—who was respectfully standing far away from the vehicle to give us our privacy—that we were ready to leave.

      I lowered the partition when he got into the car and informed him where we were going. The SUV began to move.

      “Do you still have the car with you?” I asked.

      She paused and blushed furiously, shaking her head. “No. It broke down just outside of Anderlane, and that’s where I met Shay. She’s the friend who helped me.”

      I cast her a sidelong look, and she exhaled shakily. “I’m sorry about taking the car, Cade. I wasn’t thinking straight. I suddenly couldn’t breathe, and I couldn’t bear the idea of making you marry me when I thought you loved Stralia.”

      I sighed, sliding into my pants. “What’s mine is yours. I don’t care about the car, Zephy.”

      “I know.”

      I took a closer look at her in her work uniform, and I cringed at the sight of it. I wished I’d thought to bring her clothing, but I assumed she had something to wear where she stayed.

      Zephy caught my look and smirked. “You’re worried about what others will think when I arrive like this?”

      “I was worried about you,” I retorted sharply. “I don’t care if you’re dressed in a paper bag.”

      Her face softened immediately, and she reached out to stroke my cheek. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I overreacted to what I heard.”

      “I understand why you did,” I reassured her. “But we’re putting an end to this nonsense, once and for all, yes?”

      She nodded in agreement, but after another moment, her brow furrowed again.

      “How did you find me? I was gone so long that I was sure you weren’t even looking anymore.”

      I didn’t want to think about Sandor and the payment for which he had not yet asked. He was another matter I would have to deal with when we got back.

      “We’ll discuss payment after you’ve located your betrothed, Alpha,” was all the warlock had said when I tried to give him money.

      “Never mind that,” I told her firmly, not wanting to cause her undue stress. “Let’s just get you back to Ironhelm Place so we can marry.”

      Zephy’s mouth parted as if she wanted to ask another question but thought better of it and nodded instead.

      “All right,” she agreed. “I’ll stop and say goodbye to Shay, and we will go home and get married right away.”
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        * * *

      

      Zephy recommended that I wait in the SUV, but I was interested in seeing where she had been staying over the past two weeks, and I opted to enter the house with her.

      The place was charming in an unremarkable kind of way, with two floors and a wraparound porch. Two faeries sat out front, smoking out of pipes, and paid no mind to Zephy or me as we strolled up the walk. One of them did a double take when she saw me and nudged the other. But by the time her friend paid attention, we were inside, Zephy steering me toward the back of the house.

      “I hope she’s home,” Zephy murmured, more to herself than me. “I wouldn’t want to just leave her a note after the kindness she showed me.”

      “We can come back after we’re married and thank her properly if that’s the case,” I suggested, but when Zephy stopped before a closed door and knocked, it opened immediately, and we encountered a freckled face.

      She paled when she saw me. “Alpha!” she gasped, bowing formally.

      “You don’t need to do that,” Zephy muttered, looking embarrassed.

      Her eyes darted toward Zephy. “You brought him here?” Shay asked accusingly, keeping the taut smile on her face.

      “He insisted on coming in…” She paused and squinted at Shay. “Have you always known who I am?”

      Zephy’s new friend drew in a shaking breath. “Well, not when I saw your car broken down on the side of the road, but as soon as I got out of my car… I mean, it’s kind of hard to ignore the kind of social media attention he put out looking for you after you disappeared,” she admitted, throwing her shoulders back.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?!” Zephy cried, throwing up her hands, and Shay tossed me a sidelong look.

      “You obviously had your reasons for leaving. I told you right from the start that I wouldn’t ask questions, and I wasn’t going to judge you.” She glanced at me warily. “Is he going to kill me now?”

      I balked at the suggestion, and Zephy was appalled by the idea.

      She shook her head. “No, Shay, of course not! Why would he kill you?”

      Shay didn’t seem convinced until I spoke.

      “Thank you for taking such good care of her. We were all very concerned for her well-being, but I see now that she was in good hands. How can I compensate you for all you’ve done?”

      Shay’s gaze darted from Zephy to me and back toward my fiancée. “Are you leaving?” she asked, understanding coloring her expression. A fusion of disappointment and hurt crossed her face.

      Zephy nodded. “I should have never come here in the first place. It was all a miscommunication between us.”

      Shay’s gray eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?”

      Zephy looked at me and smiled, reaching for my hand. “Yes,” she said softly. “I have never been more sure of anything in my life.”

      Her words appeared to calm Shay, who nodded, her shoulders relaxing, and I again offered her money.

      “Friends don’t take payments,” Shay said haughtily. “I’m glad I could help.”

      “Will you come to Ironhelm Place for our wedding?” Zephy blurted out. “We’re getting married right away.”

      Shay appeared taken aback by the question. “I… I don’t know…” she hemmed. “I have a lot going on here…”

      “I understand,” Zephy told her, but I heard the disappointment in her tone.

      “Please try,” I interjected. “It would mean a lot to us.”

      Shay cast me another wary look, but nodded slowly. “All right. I’ll try to find someone to man the boarding house for a bit, and I’ll inform my mentor.”

      “Your mentor?” I asked. “What are you training for?”

      “She’s an enchantress,” Zephy explained.

      My brow rose higher, my interest piquing. “Is that right?”

      Zephy untangled her fingers from mine and threw her arms around Shay, who huffed out a breath of air.

      “No need for theatrics!” the brunette cried. “It’s just an RSVP!”

      Laughing, Zephy drew back and smoothed out the front of her skirt. “We’ll see you at the palace, then,” she said brightly. “Thank you for everything. Will you do me a favor?”

      “Sure…”

      “If you see Hanover around, tell him to screw off for me, and give him that infamous middle finger of yours.”

      Shay started to howl with laughter, a hand clamping over her lips. “I warned you he was a jerk.”

      My eyes narrowed again. “Who is Hanover?” I asked.

      “Don’t worry about it, my love. Come on. Let’s give Shay her house back.”

      Zephy nodded at me to follow her again, but as we started down the hall, Shay called out to us. “Miss…”

      Zephy’s smile faded slightly. “Oh, you don’t have to call me that. We’re friends. There’s no reason to be so formal,” she muttered, but Shay didn’t seem to hear.

      “You should be careful.”

      Stony-faced now, Zephy gawked at her. “Why?” she asked coldly, her body stiffening with mine.

      “There’s a darkness enshrouding you. It’s been with you all along.”

      Worry colored Zephy’s face, but I interjected again before she could answer. “You don’t need to worry about that. I won’t let anything happen to her,” I vowed.

      Shay didn’t smile or look convinced by my promise. She merely withdrew into her bedroom and shut the door, leaving Zephy to stare at the heavy wood in dismay.

      “What do you think she meant?”

      “Maybe that dark cloud is Hanover,” I offered lightly, urging the frown from her face.

      “Cade…”

      “She meant that you need to find your belongings, change your clothes, and get back in the SUV,” I told her firmly. “I’m going to show all of Ironhelm that you’re mine. You’ll be the Queen of Ironhelm in a few days, and there are no dark clouds in that position.”

      I gathered her in my arms and kissed her intensely to eliminate any of her doubts—and stop her from asking any more questions that I couldn’t answer. I didn’t remind myself that Aradia still hadn’t found the source of the attacks on us from weeks ago.

      Was I walking my love back into a trap?
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      Aradia fiddled with my hair nervously, and I wanted to swat at her, the movements only frazzling my nerves more, but I didn’t care. I looked toward the corner of the room where Maywin stood, pale and unmoving like a statue. I wished she’d say something—anything—but since I’d come back to Ironhelm Place, my maid had offered very little by the way of conversation.

      She’s angry with me, I realized, the understanding breaking my heart all over again. Maywin remained faithfully at my side, but she wasn’t happy with me. She didn’t instigate conversations as she once had, nor did she smile as often, punctuating our discussions with her sunny optimism. When I asked her about the time when I was gone, she was vague and shut down, leaving me to wonder if Cade had, in fact, punished her because of me.

      But I quickly realized that Maywin’s behavior was a result of my own actions. She had every right to feel betrayed, and I would have to regain her trust, as well as the respect of the entire kingdom, after what I’d done.

      I’m about to become the queen, I told my worried reflection in the mirror silently. I can do anything, just like the King.

      “That should do it,” Aradia told me, finally stepping away from my hair. “You look good enough.”

      I frowned at her comment, casting her a sidelong look. “Good enough?” I echoed. “It’s my wedding day. I want it to be perfect.”

      The enchantress offered me a scornful look. “You should have thought about that before you disappeared the night before your real wedding,” she retorted. “This wedding has no real guests, no hair stylist—your parents aren’t even here. I don’t know why you didn’t just plan another wedding.”

      I met her eyes in the mirror, and the enchantress smirked at me. “Never mind all that now. Hurry along. Cade is waiting for you.”

      She twirled once, vanishing in front of me in a swirl of smoke as I peered back at myself in the glass mournfully.

      “You look lovely,” Maywin offered meekly.

      I glanced back at her gratefully, and she gave me a weak smile.

      “You’re mad at me,” I said sadly.

      The maid shook her head. “No, of course I’m not mad at you.”

      “You’ve been at my side for most of my life, Maywin. You’re my friend,” I insisted. “You’re upset by the way I left. And I don’t fault you for that.”

      She stepped forward, dropping her eyes. “I was worried about you. That’s all.”

      “I didn’t know how Cade would react when he found out I’d left. I couldn’t risk you knowing anything in case he got it out of you,” I explained. “It was better that you didn’t know anything at all.”

      “You could have asked me to come with you.”

      I was aghast at the thought and shook my head so wildly, Aradia’s hairstyling almost came undone.

      “And put you at risk, too? I would never!” I inhaled. “I knew you were safe here, Maywin, but out there…” I gestured toward the windows. “I still don’t really know what’s out there. I couldn’t ask you to come with me.”

      She nodded. “I understand. I’m glad you were found and are safe.”

      “Thank you, Maywin.”

      She hesitated, and I sensed she wanted to ask me something else, so I rose to face her, placing my hands on her shoulders gently.

      “What is it, Maywin?”

      “Why did you come back if you were so determined to leave? What did he say to convince you?”

      Affection for my friend overcame me, and I drew her toward the delicate silk of my dress gently so as not to ruin the intricate design. Maywin returned my embrace eagerly, relief sagging her body entirely at my touch.

      “He didn’t have to say anything, May. He’s my mate. I should have never left in the first place.”

      She jerked back, her eyes wide and dubious. “Truly?” she gasped.

      Tittering, I nodded. “Yes. I know. It seems unlikely, given how much I rejected the idea of coming here, but it’s a fact. We are bonded. I’m exactly where I am supposed to be.”

      Joy colored Maywin’s face, her eyes gleaming with happiness for me. “Then we shouldn’t waste another second here,” she breathed. “Let’s get you down to the ballroom. Your king awaits you.”

      “Indeed,” I murmured, excitement tickling my stomach. “Let’s not keep him waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      Only the closest members of the household had been invited to this ceremony, the planning time much less for an impromptu wedding. Staff filled the ballroom, and I looked around for familiar, friendly faces in the crowd, but found very little in the way of comfort.

      Except Shay, who had made the trek from Anderlane, as she had promised. She stood in the shadows, near the door, as if she intended to make a break for it if things went south. But when I saw Cade, handsomely dressed at the altar before Aradia, my worries melted away with his growing smile.

      Nothing mattered but spending my life with my mate. I was precisely where I was supposed to be.

      I glided toward him, the train of my milky dress trailing behind me, Maywin gathering the hem at my back as I passed the rows of servants. A low murmur met my ears, but I couldn’t tell if they were pleased or annoyed. It didn’t matter. All I could see at that moment was Cade and his extended hands, waiting for me.

      When my palms clasped into his, warmth extended through my body, my eyes fixating on his face as Aradia began to chant the traditional wedding hymn. We were supposed to hang our heads in prayer, but we couldn’t seem to keep ourselves from staring at one another, as if we worried that, if we looked away, the other might disappear.

      Of course, no one dared to reprimand us. We were the King and Queen of Ironhelm now. We could do as we pleased.

      The realization sent a rush through me, one that I hadn’t allowed myself to experience before. With all the changes, the move from Carrottrove, the uncertainty of Cade’s feelings, the escape to Anderlane, I had not for a moment stopped to consider my position as queen.

      A thrill electrified me then, my fingers gripping Cade’s harder, and his smile widened as though he could read my innermost thoughts.

      Aradia cleared her throat lightly, and I turned my head, realizing that she had finished.

      “Do you, Cade, the Alpha King of Ironhelm, first of this name, take Zephyrine, the First Fae of Carrottrove, to be your queen?”

      “I do!” Cade agreed almost before Aradia had finished speaking.

      My heart swelled, my head cocking back to study his features. I wanted to remember this moment forever, to recall it whenever I was feeling sad or low.

      “Zephyrine, the First Fae of Carrottrove, do you take Cade, the Alpha King of Ironhelm, to be your husband? And do you promise to honor the King, and to abide by the laws of Ironhelm forthwith?”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      Why are my vows so much longer than his? I thought, bemused.

      “I do,” I agreed.

      “By the power vested in me by the new gods and the old, and the forces of Ironhelm and all of her territories, I announce this union solidified. You may—”

      Cade didn’t allow Aradia to complete her sentence, placing his mouth directly on mine and snatching my breath away with a gasp. At the same time, the ballroom exploded into a burst of fairy dust, a thousand butterflies fluttering toward the skylights. Laughing, I pulled back and stared up at the display, Cade winking at me to show he had arranged for it.

      There was a sprinkling of applause throughout the ballroom as my mate scooped me into his arms, and I squeaked at the motion, my legs dangling over his strong forearms. A glass walkway appeared before us.

      “Are we done here?” he growled, his eyes still boring into mine.

      “Yes,” Aradia sighed. “Off you go.”

      Cade strode across the grand hall, almost knocking over anyone in his path as he moved, and I threw my arms around his neck.

      “Shouldn’t we stay and greet the guests?” I giggled, but he shook his head vehemently.

      “They can wait for an hour or so,” he rasped. “Right now, I want to consummate this marriage. I’ve waited long enough for it, and I won’t wait another minute.”

      Heat rushed through me as I nodded. I had no argument, my body becoming jelly in his arms. I wanted him, not the mass of servants who lingered behind in the ballroom out of obligation. Even if they had been invited guests, I still would have chosen to be in Cade’s arms at that moment.

      We had finally done it. His throne was protected. He was king—even if we still had to endure that ceremony.

      He kicked his way into our shared bedroom. This time, we had spent the night together before our wedding. Cade had not wanted to take any risks again, and I didn’t want to leave his side. He threw me onto the freshly made bed and studied me, the passion in his gaze igniting me further.

      “You’re so beautiful, My Queen,” he told me, sending shivers of pleasure through me. “And you’re all mine.”

      “I am,” I agreed as he slowly, deliberately climbed toward me, inching his body along mine for me to feel every curve of his muscled frame. His hands cupped my face, his breath hot on my skin as his lips lingered teasingly over mine.

      “I love you, Zephy.”

      “And I, you,” I whispered, reaching up to pull him closer. His breath fell against my ear, his kisses starting there, a familiar rash of goosebumps rushing along my skin. Every sense of mine was on fire, rousing all my emotions at once. I turned my head to capture his lips, the crinkle of my dress the only noise other than his raspy breath.

      I was desperate for his mouth on mine. But I also wanted his mouth all over me, everywhere at once. I couldn’t explain it, the need to feel him consuming me entirely, taking me every which way. We were one now, and my body craved the sensation of our flesh joined together.

      Cade’s fingers dug into my back, pressing me closer, and my tongue jutted out to taste his lips, hands twisting up to snake into his dark tresses. It was time now to make up for all that lost time I’d created in Anderlane, alone and frightened.

      I would never feel that way again.

      His skillful fingertips worked at the buttons of my intricate dress, pulling it away with ease so as not to ruin the delicate material, although I could sense the urgency inside him building. He wanted nothing more than to yank it off me with a tear and see me naked in front of him, but he preserved the dress for the memory it would bring later.

      My breasts popped free, and Cade grunted with pleasure, lowering his face into my chest, a hand following to tease at the taut nipple.

      I moaned with pleasure as he tweaked at the skin, mouth latching to flick with his tongue.

      The dress bunched at my waist, my thighs raised as he pressed himself between my legs. His hardness only fueled my desire, and I was almost finished with this foreplay before it had started. I wanted him inside me.

      “My King,” I whispered, gasping as he nibbled against me lightly.

      He raised his head to stare at me, his eyes boring into mine. “My Queen.”

      He had said the words so many times to me before, but now, they meant so much more, rushing wetness down to my center. Cade buried his face back into my shoulder, biting lightly on the bare skin, and I bucked upward, clenching my thighs around him. His weight bore down on me, sinking me deeper into the round mattress of our bed, but all I could feel was his thickness growing excitingly against me, the promise of his thrusts enthralling me.

      His right hand fell along my hip, sliding off my panties, the garter along with it. Effortlessly, he managed to take them off, pulling them from my ankles, his head at my heeled feet, and then, without me realizing, my knees were spread wide.

      I choked out a gasp, barely managing to sit up on my elbows when his tongue met my throbbing core. I cried out at the unexpected sensation, losing my balance to fall back on my elbows.

      “Cade!” I whimpered as his tongue began to lap long, deep, and even against my already soaking middle.

      “Mm,” he murmured, the vibrations only enhancing my pleasure.

      Again, I propped myself up to watch him, a daze overcoming me. A part of me wanted to stop him, to make him take me as I craved, but the feel of his hot breath against my wet center was too delicious to stop at the moment.

      His left hand fell over my bare breast, easing me down before moving to caress my rigid nipple, right hand cupping beneath me to raise me against him deeper.

      Oh, how well he knew all of my spots, every crevice and line, his motions even and perfect. His rhythm led me exactly where I needed to go in minutes, my back tensing and arching against him.

      “Oh, gods!” I cried, fingers curling against the bedding.

      Again, he moaned, the pulse sending wild thrills through me and pushing me closer to the brink.

      “Oh… Cade!” My toes curled, and I moaned, loud, ferally, and without resolve, releasing my climax against him.

      Shivering and trembling, I struggled to sit up, but the effort was too much as I continued to orgasm, my body refusing to quit until Cade finally relented, pulling his face away, gleaming in the dim light of our chamber, his eyes aglow.

      He licked his lips, and then flashed me a coy smile, as he caught his breath and stared at me. Gritting my teeth, I reached for him.

      “Come here,” I ordered him, grabbing his shoulders to yank him on top of me. “Take me and make me your queen officially.”
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      She didn’t need to ask me a second time. My erection throbbed with such intensity, I was sure I wouldn’t be able to wait much longer. Her scent alone drove me to the brink.

      “Yes, my love,” I murmured, falling back on my knees to free myself of my pants, but Zephy was in no mood to wait.

      With far less finesse than I’d ever seen her use before, she grabbed at my buttons, ripping them away to free my shaft. I burst outward, falling back toward her as she wrapped her calves over my naked buttocks, locking me against her. The tip of my head rubbed over her swollen nub, and she moaned loudly, bucking upward to draw me inside her.

      I tipped my mouth to hers, sliding my tumescent cock into her, and groaned with pleasure, her sopping core hot and welcoming. Her breasts flattened against my chest, our bodies falling into a choreographed dance of heated thrusts immediately.

      Zephy’s moans were musical, inspiring me to move faster, harder, deeper.

      Her hands clung to my back, now coated with sweat, her tiny, slender frame arching to take me fully, legs quivering as she struggled to keep up with the intensity of my frenzy. She was going to release again, and I would not allow myself to go until she had fully undone herself.

      My lips trailed toward her ear, my tongue latching to nuzzle against the lobe as I whispered, feeling the prickle of her skin as she whimpered.

      “Are you there yet, Zephy?” I rasped. “Are you—”

      Suddenly, Zephy overtook me, flipping me onto my back. I never saw it coming, and I laughed at the abrupt motion. She did it with ease. She never lost our traction, her long, black mane covering her perky breasts as she leaned over my chest, hips undulating as she rocked over me. My eyes widened with interest, hands reaching up to capture her nipples as she rode me.

      Back and forth her waist moved, as if she were doing an exotic dance for me, my shaft growing harder and tighter inside her as she bit on her lower lip. Together, we climbed back toward the climax we had been fighting.

      “Together, then?” I purred through clenched teeth.

      She nodded, panting as she fell forward, my hands falling to her waist, guiding her as her breast teased my mouth. Small cries of pleasure escaped her lips, and I grunted, feeling myself grow tighter, hotter, my hands gripping her.

      Lips wrapped over her right breast, then her left, my sense of reality distorted then as all self-control disappeared and my primal senses overtook me entirely.

      Our joint moans of pleasure echoed through our bedroom, hers and mine comingling, melding together not unlike our bodies until I wasn’t sure whose was whose anymore.

      Waves of pleasure rolled one after the other until there was nothing but puddles of flesh on a mattress, quivering and panting, a mishmash of arms and legs, clinging to one another.

      I couldn’t be sure how much time passed before Zephy squeaked, “Is there any water in here, Cade?”

      Chuckling, I managed to raise my head and look toward the vanity, shaking my head. “I don’t think so. I could call on one of the servants.”

      She groaned and peeled herself off me, sprawling herself out in the shape of a star over the bed as if to cool herself.

      “No,” she sighed. “I imagine we should probably get back down for dinner, shouldn’t we?”

      I burst out laughing, and she eyed me warily. “What’s so funny?” she asked.

      “I’d forgotten about the dinner,” I admitted.

      Zephy began to laugh as well. “How?” she tittered. “We just left the entire household down there.”

      I propped my head up on my hand and peered at her earnestly, my eyes boring into her beautiful, smoldering face. “Because I don’t care about anyone else, Zephy. I only care about you. When you were gone…”

      She paled and looked away. “I wish you wouldn’t—”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. You’re here now, and we won’t rehash that anymore. But it was the worst time for me. I don’t want to be without you ever again.”

      She offered me a tentative smile. “And you won’t be,” she promised. “We’re together now.” She coughed, but covered her mouth with her hand and caught herself. When she composed herself, she offered me a sheepish look. “But I do need a drink. Come, my love. Let’s go greet our kingdom—and get hydrated, shall we?”

      I chuckled, gathering her into my arms. Eagerly, she returned my embrace, kissing me sweetly on the lips. “Yes, my love,” I agreed when we parted. “Let’s go greet our subjects formally. Welcome to queendom, Queen Zephyrine.”

      She started to smile, but another dry cough interrupted her.

      “Water first,” I chuckled, kissing her again. “Then we’ll rule the kingdom.”
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      I ground my teeth and stared at the dining hall, my blood boiling at the blatant disregard for my instructions. It was almost exactly the opposite of what I’d asked for, like someone was deliberately mocking the painstaking instructions I had spent hours creating.

      “Who did this?” I asked Maywin, although I had my suspicions already.

      “Grisella, I presume, Luna,” Maywin murmured nervously, the title again taking me aback.

      It had been a month, and I still wasn’t accustomed to the new form of address.

      “Where is she?” I growled, spinning around to look for the housekeeper.

      Maywin shrugged, shifting her gaze away. “I can find her for you.”

      “Never mind,” I grunted, my annoyance mounting. “I’ll do it myself.”

      I clenched my fist and hurried out of the dining hall, my heels clicking against the stone of the floor, distinctly aware of Maywin and Jasper following after me, as they always did now. They were my constant shadows in the palace. They followed me everywhere I went, without reprieve, until I ultimately turned into my bedroom with Cade at the end of the day, exhausted.

      The honeymoon phase had not lasted long, particularly because there had not been a honeymoon to speak of. Cade promised that we would go on a proper vacation after matters had settled in the kingdom, following the coronation ceremony, but every day, there appeared to be another matter to contend with.

      Although he didn’t openly discuss the matters of the cabinet, the Council of Ministers, with me, I suspected that he was dealing with issues there, and I certainly had problems of my own inside the household that I didn’t trouble him with, matters like the open defiance of my orders like the ones I had just faced in the dining hall.

      I found one of the maids, Lisette, in the main hall, dusting the decorative armored plates.

      “Have you seen Grisella?” I demanded.

      The maid paused, her feather duster mid-air as she stared at me. “Grisella?” she echoed, as if the housekeeper was a foreign entity and not someone she saw every single day.

      “Yes,” I barked, my patience expiring. “Where is she?”

      “Uh… the kitchen, I think.”

      Spinning around, I marched toward the kitchen, my cheeks flushing as I threw open the doors and abruptly ended a conversation between Grisella and the kitchen staff. Coraline and Heddy both straightened to see me, the female narrowing her eyes as the male paled at the sight of me. Heddy blubbered a greeting, but Coraline snarled outwardly before returning to her work.

      Heddy bowed, flustered as usual.

      “Luna,” he mumbled, but Coraline snapped at him to hand her a knife, ignoring my presence entirely.

      Grisella also pretended I wasn’t there and moved toward the back stairs.

      “Grisella!” I called out, stopping her in place.

      She visibly drew in a breath, squaring her shoulders in annoyance. Behind me, Coraline chopped with far more noise than necessary—or at least it seemed that way to my highly sensitive ears—and I cast the head chef an irritated glance, which she fully avoided as Heddy paled, shuffling back and forth uselessly, as if trying to figure out what to do with himself.

      “What is it?” Grisella asked impatiently, forsaking any formal title. Her milky white eyes no longer alarmed me as they first had, the appearance of blindness hiding only a cunning, cutthroat house manager who clearly couldn’t handle another in charge now.

      Her insolence only angered me more, but it didn’t surprise me. I’d come to expect it, not only from her, but from other members of the household staff among others in Ironhelm City, whenever I went into the bustling downtown area.

      At first, I thought I was imagining it, but as the weeks passed, it wasn’t covert anymore, their rudeness outright.

      “Why is the dining hall set up the way it is?” I demanded.

      “What?”

      I blinked, my eyes popping as I waited for her to add, “Luna,” but the formality didn’t follow as she held my gaze defiantly.

      “I specifically asked for the china with Ironhelm’s crest to be set for tonight’s affair,” I growled, my palms growing sweaty. “I asked for a completely different set of linens as well.”

      “And I thought that china was more appropriate for the event,” Grisella countered. “I’ve been doing this much longer than you have. I have more experience in what’s required. You’ll get there.”

      She may as well have patted me on the head like a puppy.

      My breaths began to escape unevenly. “I don’t care how long you’ve been here,” I hissed. “You’ll do what I say. I am the queen now.”

      Grisella smirked at me. “I’m only trying to help. I have more expertise in these matters than you do, Queen Zephyrine.”

      The sarcasm made my blood boil, and I glanced at Maywin, who paled, trembling as if she wanted to interject, but I knew she wouldn’t. Nor would I want her to. I could handle Grisella and the rest of them.

      “King Cade has always found my taste exquisite,” Grisella went on. “The palace has run seamlessly for years without your input, Luna.”

      She was taking pleasure in my utter discomfort, and I stood, humiliated, as several of the kitchen staff watched, some nodding in agreement with small smirks on their faces while others looked away, like Heddy, embarrassed for me.

      “I-I have ideas of my own,” I sputtered, not wanting Grisella to have the last word. “There’s no reason that we can’t both offer our ideas.”

      “Why fix what isn’t broken?” Grisella replied. “If there’s nothing else?”

      She didn’t wait for me to dismiss her and headed up the stairs, humming lightly, as if she had won the argument, leaving me with my cheeks on fire. I stood in place, wishing the floor would open up and swallow me whole.

      Holding my head up, I also turned, but to my utter horror, when I pivoted to leave, my gaze fell on a familiar set of crystalline blue irises. Sympathy oozed from Stralia’s eyes as she locked in my stare, and my cheeks flamed with humiliation. This was the first time I’d run into Cade’s former lover since returning to the palace, a fate I’d handled by design. I didn’t want to see Stralia, but I hadn’t figured out what to do with her, either.

      “Luna,” she murmured, curtseying deeply, bowing her head respectfully.

      I darted my head in every direction, never wanting to escape more than in that moment, but before I could think of anything to say, Stralia straightened herself and ambled closer tentatively, extending her arm toward me. “Could I speak with you privately?”

      “I’m busy,” I intoned, eying Maywin desperately for an out, but of course, my maid had no good answer for me.

      My maid’s cheeks were as red as mine, as if she could feed on my embarrassment through osmosis.

      “Please. It won’t take a moment,” Stralia begged, the need in her tone convincing me. “I promise I won’t take up more than a minute of your time.”

      I hesitated, but she closed the space between us and guided me through the kitchen toward the back hallway before I could protest again, my heart in my throat as I tried to think of a way out of this meeting.

      I had nothing to say to her. I should want to order her from the palace, away from the King, but if Cade hadn’t done that, it wasn’t my place, either. And he and Stralia had a history, a friendship, and a complicated relationship that I couldn’t begin to understand. I trusted my mate, but that didn’t mean I wanted to spend time with the fae who still loved him. The entire situation made me uneasy, but it wasn’t my place to fix it. This was for Cade to resolve.

      But that didn’t mean I had to put up with Stralia demanding meetings with me, either. I opened my mouth to tell her exactly this, but before I could speak, she beat me to it.

      “I made a terrible mistake, Luna,” Stralia blurted out the moment we were alone, Maywin and Jasper lurking by the kitchen doors, barely in earshot but desperately straining to listen. “The night that you left—”

      “I don’t want to discuss that with you, Stralia,” I interjected firmly. “Or anything else, for that matter. In fact, I would rather pretend you aren’t here at all.”

      She bit on her lower lip and dropped her head, the platinum strands of her hair falling over her cheeks to hide her shamed face. “I don’t blame you for hating me,” she murmured. “But I want you to know that I realize how wrong I was in what I did. Cade—the King and me—we were never meant to be together. I know that now.”

      I stared at her suspiciously, remembering the last time she had turned her big, clear verdant eyes on me and begged me for mercy in another situation. She was so damn convincing!

      “Good for you,” I said coldly.

      “I know you don’t believe me, and I’d be lying if I said I don’t still have feelings for him, but I’m not an idiot, Zephyrine.”

      Her voice had shifted, the familiarity taking me aback and causing my eyes to narrow. My jaw tightened, and I opened my mouth, but she again cut me off.

      “I know you’re mated. I can’t compete with that.”

      I studied her skeptically, but her remorse appeared genuine, her humiliation sincere.

      “I’m grateful that I still have a home in Ironhelm Place, and I promised to keep my distance from him and you—and I will,” Stralia continued quickly.

      “You’re here now, aren’t you?” I pointed out flatly.

      She raised her head, complexion waxing more. “That’s a coincidence. I happened through the kitchen when I caught the end of your discussion with Grisella—if you can call it that.”

      My eyes narrowed more. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I was going to duck away when I heard the way she was talking to you,” Stralia explained. “So I decided to listen to the end of it. I’m not surprised she’s behaving the way she is.”

      “Neither am I,” I admitted. “But everyone will take time to adjust.”

      Stralia shrugged. “I wouldn’t forget who you are. This is your household to run, not Grisella’s, despite what she likes to believe.”

      I stifled a sigh. She made it sound so simple. “It’s been Grisella’s house for many years.”

      “But it’s not anymore,” Stralia insisted. “You need to remind not only Grisella but the others that you are the queen now.”

      “I don’t know how to make that any clearer,” I sighed. “I am the queen.”

      Stralia smiled patiently. “Do whatever it takes—including replacing them if need be.”

      I gawked at her, shaking my head. “Cade would never agree to that!”

      “Cade—” She paused and inhaled. “The King will do whatever is required to make you happy, I’m sure. If the staff is not abiding by your wishes, I suggest you get serious with them.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I hemmed. Tempting as her advice was, I didn’t have it in me to fire them on a whim.

      “Of course it’s your decision, Luna,” Stralia agreed, bowing. “I am merely offering you a suggestion on a staff that I’ve known for many years. They aren’t going to respond to kid gloves. You need to show them some backbone.”

      She offered me another tentative smile and curtseyed again. “Thank you for permitting me the time. Please, know I won’t be any trouble to you or the King.”

      She backed away before disappearing through the hall, and I watched her go.

      I barely noticed as Maywin joined my side until she spoke breathlessly. “What did she say?”

      “Nothing,” I lied, turning my head away quickly to start toward the stairs. “I want a gathering of the staff at once. And I want the dining hall as I instructed. The crimson and black China plates with the silver goblets for the cabinet dinner.”

      “Yes. I’ll see them fixed at once,” Maywin promised.

      “And the staff gathering. Right away.”

      Maywin faltered at the request, and I eyed her. “What’s the issue, Maywin?”

      “I can try to gather the staff,” she breathed. “But I’m not sure that they’ll listen to me, Luna.”

      My brow furrowed, and I gazed at Jasper, who pretended not to listen in on our conversation.

      “You’re my personal maid,” I informed her, as if she did not know. “Of course they’ll listen to you.”

      “I will try,” she squeaked unconvincingly.

      I grunted, directing my attention toward Jasper. “What is going on here?” I demanded. “What is this disrespect?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he intoned.

      “You’re lying,” I snapped. “You can see as plainly as anyone that half the staff doesn’t respond to my commands here. Why not?”

      “I can’t speak to what others are doing. If you would like me to punish them—”

      “NO!” I cut him off, fuming. “I… I just want to know what’s happening in my own household.”

      I stared at him expectantly, but Jasper continued to stare straight ahead, refusing to meet my eyes, and I groaned aloud, storming off toward the stairwell.

      “Luna,” Maywin whimpered, following after me, but I whirled around and stopped her and Jasper from trailing after me.

      “I need some time to think. See if you can’t get that staff gathering in order,” I told her gently, rubbing my temples. I was starting to get a headache.

      “I’m sorry, Luna, but the King insists that you’re to be under guard constantly. After what happened with the attack,” Jasper reminded me.

      I groaned again, throwing up my hands, but I didn’t fight him as I continued up the narrow back stairs toward the second floor.

      The attack had been the furthest thing from my mind since I’d been back. It felt like it had happened so long ago, even though it had only been a couple of months. And despite what Shay had said about a darkness lingering over me, I hadn’t seen a hint of any threat around me.

      Is that still even a threat? I’ll have to talk to Cade about that.

      But at the end of the day, there were just so many petty things to discuss with my husband. Would I even remember to bring it up?

      It will get easier, I told myself. Maybe Stralia is right. Maybe I just need to put my foot down and show some backbone.

      But that wasn’t who I was. I couldn’t go around terminating house staff who had been part of Ironhelm Place since Cade was a boy… could I?

      I’d just have to give it a chance to settle and hope that I didn’t lose my mind in the interim. My nerves were fraying bit by bit, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I was going to be able to battle these slights among the staff.
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      I truly hadn’t believed that much would change after I was crowned the official King of Ironhelm. After all, for a decade I had basically run the kingdom myself as Alpha King, despite being a technical prince.

      In my mind, I would simply accept the title and whisk my bride off for a fortnight to Casterberry on the beach islands, where we could only be bothered by satellite phone in case of dire emergencies.

      The reality had been a slap in the face, the paperwork hurting my signing hand, coming at me in mounds, as I was meant to read pages upon pages of pacts and secrets that had never seen my eyes beforehand.

      “What is all this?” I demanded of Aradia, who brought me yet another box. I was ready to set them all on fire.

      “This is part of your duties to the kingdom, Alpha,” the enchantress replied with a smugness that irked me. “Surely you didn’t think that your life would be the same when you accepted your duties as Alpha King.”

      “I didn’t think it would require a mountain of paper signing,” I grunted, gesturing at the boxes filling my office. “I’m going to need carpal tunnel surgery when this is done!”

      “It isn’t bound to get any easier,” Aradia promised me. “But I imagine you’ll learn to handle it with more ease.”

      “That’s not comforting.” I inhaled and cocked my head, not wanting to ask her the question I’d been holding in the back of my mind. “Have you heard from Sandor?”

      She frowned. “Why would I?”

      “For payment, Aradia,” I groaned. “He hasn’t requested a payment for the locator spell. It’s been a month.”

      “He will,” she answered, avoiding my eyes.

      “Yes,” I growled. “I realize that. I wish he’d get on with it. I want to put this all behind me.”

      “Maybe he hasn’t thought of a payment yet. Or maybe he’s holding onto payment for a later time.”

      “Then he should say that. I really don’t like it hanging over my head like this.”

      Aradia sauntered closer to me, cocking her head in concern.

      “You’re very tense, Cade,” she said with that familiar, motherly concern she’d always used since my boyhood. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I grumbled.

      “Cade…”

      Sighing, I blurted out exactly what was on my mind, unable to hold it back any longer. Besides Zephy, Aradia was the only other that I fully trusted to speak with frankly, and this wasn’t a matter I could easily discuss with my mate for the simple reason that I told the enchantress.

      “I’ve barely spent any time with Zephy since our wedding night. We see one another at the end of the day, and we’re exhausted at that point. We’re like two ships passing in the night.”

      A glimmer of sympathy twinged in Aradia’s clear irises at the mention of my mate, the corners of her mouth twitching.

      “That is a problem,” she conceded. “You can’t create heirs that way.”

      I grimaced, our sex life hardly her concern, but again, she wasn’t wrong. “I would like to have more personal time with her. And take her on a proper honeymoon.”

      “A honeymoon is out of the question for now,” Aradia told me firmly. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t take a night off. I do believe she’ll appreciate it as well.”

      Alarm spiked through me, her tone striking something inside my gut. “Why? What’s wrong?”

      She turned away before I could fully catch the expression on her face. “I didn’t say anything was wrong,” she replied evasively.

      She was lying. I could hear it in her tone, but pressing her was futile. “But you said that you haven’t had the occasion to spend time with her. I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”

      Nodding slowly, I stood. “Cancel whatever we have planned for tonight—what is planned for tonight?”

      I could barely keep the endless functions straight anymore. It seemed the steady stream of delegates flooding from all territories was ceaseless lately.

      “Nothing that can’t be rearranged,” Aradia reassured me. “Shall I make the arrangements for your date this evening?”

      “No,” I told her, an idea forming on my own. “I’ll handle it myself.”
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      “What are you doing?” Zephy laughed, my hands still placed over her eyes as I guided her toward our bedroom. “I feel as though I’m going to run into a wall.”

      “I won’t let you,” I promised. “Don’t you trust me?”

      “Of course I do… I just wasn’t expecting you to collect me in the middle of the day.”

      Gently, I led her into our suite, closing the door behind us, and dropped my hands, turning her to face me. She smiled at me, but my own smile faded when I saw the drawn expression on her face. There were dark shadows under her eyes, as if she hadn’t been sleeping, and her shoulders were hunched in.

      “Zephy, what’s wrong?” I asked, concern overcoming me as I drew her into my arms.

      “What? Nothing!” she replied with feigned brightness.

      I pulled back and studied her beautiful, exotic features. She was tired, that much was evident, but so was I. This newfound power was taking too much out of both of us.

      “What is this, Cade?” she asked me again, withdrawing from my arms to perch wearily on the edge of the round mattress.

      I half-considered ordering her to take a nap, but the excitement of our evening stopped me. I vowed to have her home earlyish.

      “Put on a pretty dress. We’re going out tonight,” I informed her.

      To my surprise, her eyes brightened at the suggestion, and I realized that I’d made a good call. If she had shown even a hint of disappointment, I would have called the entire thing off and curled up with her to sleep the rest of the afternoon away.

      “Is it a delegate dinner?” she asked, the spark dying at the thought.

      I shook my head, joining her on the bed. “No. It’s a date. You and me, alone.”

      Again, light colored her face, and she turned to me. “Really?”

      “It’s not the honeymoon I promised you,” I sighed. “And frankly, I don’t know when that will happen. But tonight, we will forget about this place, about being king and queen, and just focus on being us… like we were before the coronation.”

      Zephy released a relieved sigh and threw her arms around my neck, embracing me tightly, my arms encircling her waist.

      “Yes,” she murmured.

      A stab of worry touched me, but when I pulled back to look at her face, she jumped up to head toward the bathroom.

      “Zephy…” She didn’t turn around.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. I’ll be out in a minute,” she replied, slipping inside the bathroom and closing the door.

      I frowned, unsure about her tone, but I didn’t pursue the issue, eager to prepare myself for our evening out together as well. We were both under stress because of the palace, but tonight, that was going to stay here.

      Tonight, we were not Alpha King and Queen of Ironhelm. We were newlyweds on a night out in the city. I was going to show my mate all of my favorite places, like I should have from the start.

      Zephy emerged from the bathroom in a fluffy, ebony towel, wrapped around her lithe frame a moment later, and I stood fully dressed in a pair of gray slacks and a freshly pressed button-down shirt.

      She raised an eyebrow speculatively. “You don’t look very kingly,” she teased. “Will the residents of Ironhelm City even know who you are, dressed like that?”

      “That’s the point,” I replied. “We’re going to blend in tonight.”

      She chuckled lightly, allowing the towel to fall away, revealing the sweet curve of her ass, and I immediately responded to her, but I refrained from putting my hands on her. There would be time for that later, I promised myself. I would make time for it. First, I would romance Zephy as she so richly deserved.

      “I suspect that the Royal Guards on our trail will blow our cover,” Zephy commented lightly. “Which reminds me—is it necessary to have Jasper follow me around everywhere still?”

      I sighed deeply. “Let’s not discuss all that now. The entire purpose of this evening is to forget about palace business, yes?”

      She glanced over her shoulder, her damp, black tresses spilling along her smooth, naked skin as she smiled. “Of course.”

      “But…” I added. “Maywin doesn’t seem to mind Jasper following you about.”

      Zephy made no comment as she removed a clinging, periwinkle dress from the depth of the closet, shutting the door before facing me.

      “If they choose to pursue a relationship on their own time, that’s of little consequence to me,” she replied with unusual sharpness. “I would prefer they do it without Jasper or anyone else watching my every move.”

      Again, my gaze honed on her face, the stress in her voice troubling me, but she turned away to dress quickly, changing the subject.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked, changing the subject.

      “That’s a surprise.”

      “Oh? Does that mean you don’t know, either?”

      I laughed. “Maybe,” I agreed. “I suppose we’ll see when we get there, won’t we?”

      I waited for her to finish brushing her hair and putting on her shoes before leading her into the hallway, where Ryland waited. I sent Zephy ahead and spoke with the head guard.

      “Keep your distance tonight,” I warned him. “I want the best illusion of normalcy I can get.”

      “Yes, Alpha,” he agreed, but he couldn’t keep the skepticism from his face. There was no normalcy, not in Ironhelm. We were the king and queen.
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      But being the king and queen did have its perks.

      Yelwon gave us a private balcony table overlooking the back of his prestigious restaurant in the center of Ironhelm City. The buskers still played on the street, entertaining the townsfolk, the children tittering gleefully as they sang and performed magic, collecting money as the sun began to sink over the horizon. Here, cars weren’t permitted, preserving the old-world feel of the city, and it was my favorite spot in all of Ironhelm City. Rarely was there a cell phone or TV screen in sight, like everyone had stepped into a time warp.

      Three bottles of honey wine sat on the table, all local blends. Zephy was slightly drunk, although she didn’t dare admit it, and I relished the pink flush of her cheeks as she enjoyed the evening.

      As the last of the sunlight faded away and the server cleared our plates to make way for a complimentary dessert, sweet violin music wafted toward us from the main floor of the restaurant through the open patio doors. I rose, extending my hands toward Zephy, who stared at me blankly.

      “What are you doing?” she giggled, her dark eyes slightly hazy.

      “Would you like to dance with me?”

      Her grin widened, and she rose, accepting my hand, ambling toward me, her body pressing to mine. I inhaled her deeply, the familiar waft of her pheromones overtaking me and reminding me of exactly who she was to me. Her head fell against my shoulder, and her tiny frame relaxed against me instantly, as if the anxieties of the past weeks simply melted away when we were together.

      “This is perfect,” Zephy murmured, and I clung tightly to her, grateful that Ryland and the others had remained in the restaurant and out of view of us for all the dinner.

      Between the wine and the darkness encumbering on us, Zephy had managed to forget her troubles, if only for a few minutes. My goal had been accomplished.

      “You’re perfect,” I replied, kissing the top of her head.

      “I could stay here forever,” she sighed. “Could we? Set up a bed and sleep on the balcony, drinking wine and eating cheese and chocolates until we’re too fat to move?”

      I chuckled. “Maybe not, but we can come back here more often. It’s my fault I didn’t bring you here before. I’m going to make date nights a priority.”

      “You’re doing the best you can,” she breathed, sounding sad again, and I drew her back to look at her face.

      “What’s wrong? Is something happening at the palace?”

      She shook her head, but avoided my gaze. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Zephy—”

      “I’m the queen,” she said firmly, cutting me off. “There are some things that I need to handle myself.”

      I wanted to say more, but her tone stopped me, and the melancholy tune came to an end, forcing our dance apart. I sent for the bill, but Yelwon refused to let me pay, much to my chagrin.

      “I should have seen that coming,” I sighed, collecting Zephy’s wrap as we descended the outer stairs of the restaurant to bypass the gawking guests.

      Back in the magic-protected SUV, Zephy curled up against me, the warm summer air wafting through the open windows as we made our way back to the palace, still floating in the aftermath of our date. I could hardly wait to bring her back to our suite, her nearness in the car driving me wild, my hand finding the exposed parts of her skin where I could, trailing my fingertips over the prickled flesh.

      “Why, Alpha, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you had ideas in your head,” she whispered as the door opened and the driver helped us out at the palace.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I replied slyly. “They aren’t ideas. They’re realities.”

      I started ahead, my fingers loosely laced in Zephy’s, when suddenly, she fumbled behind me. I turned and saw her whip her head toward the driver, her face aghast.

      “Zephy?” I called.

      She continued to stare at the driver, who half smirked but quickly turned away as she straightened herself. Shocked, I gaped at her.

      “Did he just trip you?!” I choked.

      Zephy pursed her lips together, and fury overtook my vision as I released her hand.

      “No, don’t!” Zephy barked, stopping me mid-step, but my fangs remained extended in rage.

      Janifer turned, realizing that I had been about to attack him, his face losing its parlor.

      “Did you put your hands on the Queen?” I choked, still in shock at his blatant and hostile action.

      His smirk had vanished as fast as it surfaced, and he looked hatefully at Zephy, who hurried toward us.

      “Cade, stop,” she told me quietly. “Leave it.”

      “I won’t stop!” I roared, advancing on the driver. “How dare you?! Have you lost your fucking mind?!”

      “Cade—” Zephy pleaded.

      “Answer me before I end you,” I hissed, my face inches from the driver’s.

      Ryland pulled Janifer by the arms, allowing me free access to his face, but Zephy again yelled at me to stop.

      “Please! This is for me to sort out.”

      I turned to her slowly, understanding churning my stomach, the disappointment in her face suddenly making complete sense.

      “Has this kind of thing been occurring a lot?” I demanded.

      Zephy dropped her chin without answering. Again, I fixed my attention on the defiant driver, who trembled under my stare.

      “Why? What would possess you to act like such a fool? And in front of me? Are you crazy? Do you have a death wish?”

      “I’m furious!” Janifer spat.

      Startled, I recoiled at his inflamed response, and Zephy exhaled.

      Collecting myself, I glowered at my long-time driver. “Excuse me? How dare you speak like that to me? And what the fuck do you have to be so angry about?”

      “Her!” he growled, jutting his chin toward Zephy. “She has no right to be the queen.”

      Ryland pulled Janifer away, but not before my punch landed squarely on his jaw, the crack ricocheting across the courtyard and causing all the nearby servants to wince.

      “Cade!” Zephy cried, grabbing my arm and pulling me back, but I fought against her as Ryland yanked the driver from the courtyard, Janifer howling in protest, semi-conscious with the blow I had just delivered him.

      I trembled with fury at his words, turning toward the rest of the staff, studying each of their faces as I realized now what Zephy had been contending with for the past month.

      “If anyone else shares his opinion, I suggest you see yourself from this property right now!” I hissed. “Or your fate will be much worse than his, I promise you that.”

      “Cade…” Zephy moaned.

      I grabbed her hand and marched toward the palace, still shaking. It seemed there was more of a mess to clean up in this kingdom than I thought.
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      There it was, out in the open.

      My innermost fear spilled out to the world, in front of the staff, to humiliate me in the worst way. And worse, Cade now knew I couldn’t handle the staff on top of it.

      “I’ll kill him,” Cade muttered to himself, almost dragging me back toward our suite. “I’ll kill anyone who speaks that way again.”

      “That will show them that I am meant to be queen,” I remarked dryly.

      He stopped abruptly and faced me, his expression twisted and furious.

      “Why didn’t you tell me what was being said about you? Why did you suffer in silence?”

      I tried to keep walking, but he didn’t allow me to pass, forcing me to answer him. I struggled to keep my composure, to not show him how much Janifer’s outburst had affected me. My throat closed up, and upset stole my voice, but I couldn’t let Cade know just how crushed I was to learn that the staff still had so little respect for me. Of course, I’d suspected it—it was blatant in everything they did. But to hear the driver say it, out loud and in front of the King…

      Their hatred was growing, not diminishing.

      “Zephy, why didn’t you tell me what was happening?”

      I swallowed several times to lubricate my drying throat and forced a taut smile. “I’m handling it,” I lied. “Things are settling. It’s been a big change for everyone.”

      “No!” Cade protested. “This should never have occurred. I can’t believe this disrespect has been happening under my roof, under my nose!”

      I reached up to cup his cheek. “You have far more important things to worry about than the petty gossiping of staff,” I told him weakly, my own words faltering.

      I meant them—Cade did have trying matters to attend to, issues pertaining to the kingdom. He didn’t need to be bothered about trivial things like this.

      “You are the only matter of mine, Zephyrine,” he rasped, his arm encircling my waist, drawing me toward him. “Your pain is mine. Your suffering is my suffering. I will banish anyone who ever speaks a word against you again—”

      I caught his mouth with mine, stopping him from finishing his promise. I knew he was sincere in his vow, but it was not what I needed to hear from him. This problem was mine to handle, not his. I wish he had never caught wind of it at all, but I would find a way to win the respect of the staff as my own being, without Cade’s threats.

      “Is that supposed to silence me?” he growled, pulling away to stare at me.

      “I want to finish our evening together,” I told him softly. “And forget about Janifer—and everyone else, just as you promised we would before we left.”

      His expression softened, and he nodded, brushing his lips against mine gently before leading me the rest of the way to our bedroom, closing the door in his wake. He barely had a chance to turn when I pounced on him again, the stress of Janifer’s words motivating my movements. With more fervor than usual, I attacked the buttons of his shirt as he embraced me.

      “Easy does it, Zephy,” he mumbled as my mouth trailed over his lips, down along the curve of his throat.

      I didn’t slow my movements, and he danced me back across the room until my skirt rustled against the mattress, my calves impacting the bed. My hands reached up to twine in his hair, guiding his head down over the swell of my cleavage as I fell unceremoniously onto the curved mattress.

      Without any effort, Cade’s hands propped my nipples from the low neckline, permitting his tongue access to the taut skin. A small groan escaped my lips as his mouth closed around the right one. My knee brushed against his crotch, and I felt him grow thicker inside his pants, beads of sweat collecting around his bare chest as he laid me back, head fully buried in my chest now. Goosebumps made the hairs on my legs and arms raise, the back of my neck bristling.

      Suddenly, I was distinctly uncomfortable in the remaining clothing I wore, and I desperately wanted Cade naked, too. Tugging at my dress, I felt the fabric rip in my hand as the clothing gave way to the floor, Cade’s breaths increasing with the action, but his tongue continued to manipulate the prickled flesh of my breast, his hands fumbling to remove his pants in unison.

      Only when we were both nude did he finally lift his head to peer at me, his vivid, cobalt eyes glowing in the candle-flickering chamber, setting my heart aglow.

      Very slowly, he inched down, resting his face over my quivering belly, my pulse roaring in my ears as I watched him from my place on the mattress.

      “You are my everything, Zephy,” he whispered.

      “You are mine,” I told him shakily, my voice trembling as I raised my legs around him.

      His hot breaths were driving me to an edge, bringing me high above myself, his hands sliding beneath me to cup my buttocks.

      “I would do anything to protect you,” Cade informed me, the sincerity of his words piercing my soul.

      I propped myself up higher and looked at him, biting on my lip, nodding.

      “You already have,” I promised him, my thighs falling apart.

      He inhaled deeply, a slow, happy grin overtaking his face as his lids half closed. Licking his lips again, he maintained his hold on my eyes and dropped his mouth to my middle.

      Instantly, he found the perfect spot, the sensation causing me to jump in place, but Cade held me, his tongue swirling firmly. His gaze finally broke, and he delved in fully, burying his nose inside me, and I moaned loudly, falling back against the mattress. I struggled to sit up again, but Cade anticipated my move, removing one of his hands from my rear to set me back, his fingers lingering on my breasts, alternating with teasing motions between them.

      My knees quivered, and Cade flung them both over his shoulders, his laps growing more intense, forcing my ankles to lock around his neck, my back arching up as he dipped his face inside me. My little yelps of pleasure became long, drawn out cries, my climax imminent. Each sound only enhanced Cade’s motions until I was at the point of no return.

      My body jerked violently, his hands gripping onto my breasts now for leverage, as if he didn’t want to lose his momentum as I released.

      Over and over, his tongue moved until I was numb in place, shaking and gasping, begging him for what I couldn’t say.

      “Shh, shh,” he purred, kissing his way up my body. “You’re all right. I’ve got you, my love.”

      My legs lowered onto either side of his hips, his face finding mine. My scent covered him as he kissed me, my hands snaking into his hair again, pulling him as close to me as possible. The feel of his throbbing erection against my slick, ready opening was more than I could bear, but my state of euphoria made words impossible.

      His eyes clashed with mine again, and he read what I wanted, what I needed so desperately, inside the depth of my irises. Still, he drew out the process, the agony so sweet as he kissed my lips again and again, pleading whimpers dropping from my mouth as I bucked up against him over and over until he finally succumbed to my wish.

      “I could never hold out on you, My Queen,” he chuckled, driving himself into me fully.

      I gasped as if he was taking me for the first time, his girth never failing to shock me, but my palms fell away from his head to grasp his shoulders instead, gripping onto him as he drove into me.

      At first, Cade started slowly, deeply, filling every crevice, hard but deliberate. I panted, my nails catching his flesh, hips raising to meet his, the meld of our bodies so perfectly in sync.

      I raised my knees to his ribs, grinding toward him, my mouth catching his ear to nibble and suck as I breathed, “Harder…”

      He released a sound that may have been a laugh, but he didn’t hesitate to do exactly as I asked. Immediately, he thrust into me, his pounding furious, as though he had been holding out on my behalf, waiting for me to give the order.

      Screams of delight flooded the room, another wave of sheer pleasure overtaking me as I clung to him, our forms slipping and sliding together until I was again brought to the heights that only Cade could take me.

      “Together,” he choked, falling forward, sweat dripping from his brow as he bowed his head.

      My chin tipped back to bite at his lower lip, driving his body back against me harder, and I barely managed to nod as the swell of my climax overtook my body, hazing my vision.

      “Now, My Queen,” he rasped. “NOW!”

      He didn’t need to tell me. Our bodies were already connected, and I was ready, my heat spilling over him as he released into me in unison. His shaft grew harder, throbbing and bringing me higher toward the formidable ceilings of our bedroom, up where I floated, staring down at our impassioned frames in the throes of our intimate union.

      Bit by bit, I returned to myself, becoming aware of Cade’s arms and legs against mine, stuck together with heat and slickness, our breaths evening as we clung to one another in the aftermath.

      His fingers slipped into the mess of my dark waves, now shaken completely free from our escapades, swirling around my body.

      “You belong here,” he told me so quietly, I almost didn’t hear him at first. “No matter what any of those jealous, petty imbeciles say.”

      I barely managed to lift my head and look at him, my limbs still wobbling in the aftermath. “I belong with you,” I told him. “I don’t know if I belong here.”

      He scowled lightly, unimpressed with my response. “I belong here,” he replied. “Which means that you belong here, too.”

      I sank back down over his chest and allowed the beat of his heart to lull me into submission, but the anxiety I’d been feeling earlier had all disappeared. In Cade’s arms, it was impossible to feel anything but safe and wanted.

      “You don’t believe that?” he pressed, unhappy with my lack of enthusiasm.

      “Believe what?”

      “That you belong here?”

      “I know that I belong with you. I know that we’re mates,” I told him. “And I know that this is your home.”

      This time, it was Cade who peered at me, his frown much deeper this time. “Zephy, why do I feel like you’re being enigmatic?”

      I giggled and shook my head. “I’m not,” I promised, stifling a yawn. The familiar exhaustion crept back in. “I’m laying out the facts.”

      “Do you think that we should go somewhere else?”

      I tittered again. “Yeah? Like back to Yelwon’s to live on the balcony?” I mumbled hopefully.

      “No. Like Carrottrove. Or Casterberry Or anywhere where we can have a fresh start.”

      I was aghast by the prospect. “How? Your legacy is here!” I demanded, sitting upright.

      He shook his head. “Or I can just fire all the staff and start over. If you’re unhappy—”

      I grabbed his hand and pressed it to my chest, shaking my own head with vehemence.

      “I never said I was unhappy,” I said. “I told you that this marriage, this coronation, was an adjustment for everyone. I am an outsider to the staff and the kingdom. They need time to know me, to see that I deserve to be at your side.”

      He offered me a tentative grin. “Your tenacity should be legendary by now,” he murmured, rising to kiss me softly.

      “I’m not sure if that’s the only thing I’d like to be known for,” I replied lightly. “But there are worse things, I suppose.”

      Cade opened his arms, and I snuggled against his bare chest, relishing our closeness. The staff could be damned. Cade wanted me there, and that was all that really mattered at the end of the day.

      But it would be nice if everyone was on board with that, I thought wistfully. I wondered what it would take to make them respect me, like me.

      Or perhaps I was destined to be the despised queen for the rest of our lives.
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      I made a conscious effort to listen for the rumblings of the staff, putting Ryland on high alert to bring any gossip or traitorous words to my ears immediately.

      “I want to know everything that’s said about the Queen,” I informed my head of my Royal Guards. “I don’t care how small.”

      “Yes, Alpha,” he agreed, but I caught the wariness in his eyes, causing my own to narrow into slits of suspicion.

      “You’ve already heard something!”

      Ryland shifted his weight uncomfortably, averting his gaze. “Nothing worthy of repeating,” he muttered.

      “I just told you that everything is to be repeated,” I barked. “I demand to know it all. I won’t be thrown off guard like I was the other night.”

      “The Queen wants to handle this on her own,” Ryland hemmed, and I fumed.

      In part, he was right, and I should have allowed Zephy to deal with the unruly staff. But after the attack, there was always the potential of another threat lurking, even if we had ramped up security. Or at least, that’s how I justified my over-protectiveness of the situation.

      “She doesn’t need to know about my covert asking,” I insisted. “What do you know about all this?”

      The head of the Royal Guards was torn between his duty to me and the duty to the Queen, but his long-time relationship with me won out in the end.

      “Not much,” Ryland admitted. “But there have been a few who have had a problem with her crowning from the start—as you are already aware.”

      “I would have hoped it would have diminished by now. She’s the Queen of Ironhelm and my mate. The kingdom would be smart to get on board.”

      “Of course, Cade…” my old friend murmured, looking over his shoulder to ensure that no one else was in earshot before he continued with his informality. “But you know it’s not that simple. You were always with Stralia. I think many expected you to marry her and make her queen.”

      I laughed despite the comment not being funny in the slightest. “What would ever make them believe such a thing? Even Stralia herself knew that would never come to fruition. That was never, ever proposed, not once, by me or anyone else.”

      “I warned you before she took the crown that there were many who were unsettled by the Queen being an outsider.”

      “She was born and raised in Ironhelm, like the rest of us. Carrottrove is part of the kingdom!”

      “She’s an outsider to those who have never left Ironhelm City,” Ryland explained in a clipped voice.

      “Then they need to travel more,” I snapped. “That’s not Zephy’s fault.”

      “It didn’t help that she up and left the kingdom to sort itself out the night before your wedding,” Ryland added bluntly.

      I tensed, but I had to have known that this would eventually come up.

      “Thank you for your candor,” I said stiffly.

      “It’s a compilation of problems, Cade. It’s not just one thing. Miss Zephyrine had a bunch of strikes against her.”

      Ryland exhaled and straightened himself, smoothing out the front of his uniform, and I realized that he was among some of those who had a problem accepting change. I steeled my bemusement and rose from my desk, shaking my head.

      “I never misled anyone in the kingdom,” I told him firmly. “If they got the idea in their heads that I was going to marry a local, that’s on them, not me.”

      “You’re right, Cade. But that doesn’t change the fact that this is where some of this animus is coming from. You asked for the truth, and I gave it to you the best I could.”

      I paused. “Is this coming from Stralia?” I asked slowly.

      “No, Cade,” he said quickly, and I exhaled, glad that Stralia wasn’t causing trouble.

      I still wasn’t sure what to do with her. I’d kept my distance from her in the palace, but I couldn’t bring myself to put her out. Ironhelm Place was as much her home as it was mine, and despite how close she’d come to ruining things with Zephy and me, she couldn’t be faulted for what had happened. She hadn’t deliberately sabotaged our union. She hadn’t known that Zephy was going to come looking for me and overhear us that night, but still, I couldn’t help but feel like Stralia was responsible for not getting her emotions in check. It wasn’t fair or rational, perhaps, but neither was Stralia sometimes.

      Since Zephy had returned, I’d seen very little of her, Stralia keeping to her duties in the north wing where I’d re-stationed her, and our paths crossing rarely, if at all.

      If she remained out of my view, I had no reason to banish her—and given our long history, that was not what I wanted to do. But just knowing that she was still around and apt to run into Zephyrine… it made me distinctly uncomfortable at times.

      I realized that Ryland had more to say on the matter, and I jutted my chin toward him.

      “But?” I prodded.

      “But I’m not surprised that there is unrest because of an outsider,” Ryland added.

      I glowered at him. “Zephyrine is not an outsider. She’s the queen, who has been here for months, working her butt off to learn the ways of the kingdom. The sooner everyone gets that through their thick skulls, the better off they’ll be, because she’s not going anywhere.”

      Again, Ryland dropped his gaze, nodding. But I didn’t feel as though he entirely agreed with me, and that bothered me a great deal. If my oldest friends didn’t side with me, what were the others saying and doing behind my back?

      A knock on my office door ended our conversation, Grisella appearing as Ryland moved to open it.

      “The Queen would like a word, Alpha,” the house manager informed me.

      My scowl deepened. “She doesn’t need to be announced, Grisella,” I grumbled. “Let her in.”

      Zephy brushed past Grisella, casting the gray-haired matron a wary gaze, which I caught, but Grisella ignored it, remaining in place at Ryland’s side.

      I stared at them both expectantly.

      “You can go,” I snapped when they didn’t move.

      “Are you sure, Alpha?” Grisella asked, causing my jaw to slack in amazement.

      I glanced at Zephyrine as if to ask her silently, “Her, too?!”

      “I wouldn’t have said it if I weren’t,” I replied shortly, raising an eyebrow.

      Grisella hesitated, casting Zephy an indecipherable look, but the air in the office chilled at least ten degrees since their arrival, and I tensed, waiting for the guard and servant to leave.

      “Is Grisella giving you a problem, too?” I asked, stunned at the depth of the issue.

      “I’m not here to discuss the staff,” Zephy told me, ambling closer toward me, her hands extended.

      For the first time, I noticed how flushed her cheeks were, eyes glazed peculiarly as she neared me. My head cocked toward her, a fusion of alarm and interest spiking through me as I studied her beautiful face. Something was different about her today, something elusive; her aroma changed in a subtle but alluring way.

      Her dark hair flowed freely around the bare skin of her shoulders, tendrils sweeping over the swell of her breasts, and she’d never looked more lovely than in the pale sunlight dappling through the windows of the study as she took hold of my hands.

      Instinctively, I thought, “I need to remember her exactly like this.”

      “What is it, my love? What’s wrong?”

      Zephy shook her head, leading me toward the settee and sitting me down. “Nothing,” she reassured me. “Nothing at all.”

      “Then why are you so serious?”

      A smile curved her full lips, displaying the ivory of her teeth, and the gleam of her eyes increased. “I have news,” she informed me, her voice lowering to a near whisper, her hands drawing me closer.

      “What news?”

      Without another word, she splayed my palms on the lace of her dress openly, pressing my fingers to her abdomen, tilting her head to stare at me. For a moment, I didn’t comprehend her gesture, but when she tittered, biting on her lower lip, the understanding overcame me.

      “You’re pregnant!” I almost roared, jumping up, excitement overtaking me.

      Like a child myself, I leaped, and Zephy laughed outright, a hand flying to her mouth to smother her reaction.

      “Shh!” she insisted, waving me down.

      Immediately, I sank back to her side, cupping her face in my hands.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her earnestly. “Is everything all right? Have you spoken with a pre-natal healer? Is there a problem?”

      Her brow furrowed, and she shook her head. “No… nothing’s wrong,” she replied slowly. “I haven’t told anyone but you.”

      I whooped and laughed, again bouncing up to pace and wring my hands excitedly. “We’ll find the best pre-natal healer in the kingdom!” I promised, wracking my mind for a name. Of course, in my happiness, I could think of nothing but my upcoming parentage. “I’ll have Aradia tend to that at once.”

      “Cade—”

      “We’ll have one of the adjoining suites designed as a nursery at once,” I went on, making plans, my pulse racing as I envisioned my son’s face already. “Are there any twins in your family? We might plan for twins in case. Or triplets! Could you imagine triplets?!”

      “Cade—”

      “And I’ll make a formal announcement tonight!” I went on, still not hearing her until she finally rose from her place and stood in front of me, grabbing my arm to stop me mid-pace.

      “CADE!”

      I stopped my babbling and stared at her, exhaling sheepishly. “I’m sorry,” I chuckled, embracing her to rain kisses over her face. I paused long enough to look at her and stare fully into her dark, endless eyes. “Thank you.”

      She laughed lightly, nervously. “For what?”

      I kissed her again and rubbed my nose against her tenderly, unleashing a spray of rose petals over her head, only to hear her giggle again. “For being my mate, my partner, my lover. And now…”

      I placed my hands firmly on her belly. “For building our family and bringing along the next generation to Ironhelm. The kingdom will be so pleased as soon as it’s announced. You’ll see.”

      My final kiss landed on her lips, but she didn’t return it, her lithe frame withdrawing as she stared at me with concern. At last, I read the worry on her face.

      “What is it, Zephy?”

      “You can’t announce it yet,” she told me quietly. “We should keep it a secret.”

      I balked at the idea. “What?”

      She withdrew and laid her hands protectively over her womb, staring down at her not-yet swollen stomach, biting nervously on her lower lip. “There are those who still want me gone, Cade. If they find out that I’m going to have your baby—”

      Dread shot through me at the thought, but I refused to let it encompass me. I grabbed for my mate, pulling her into my embrace firmly.

      “No one is going to harm you or our child,” I growled firmly. “And I won’t hide your pregnancy out of fear. We are the Alpha King and Queen of Ironhelm, Zephy. The impending birth of our child should be welcomed and celebrated, not hidden.”

      As always, her body melted against mine, my arms washing away her doubts, but her breaths were uneasy. “But—”

      “There are no buts,” I insisted sharply. “We’ve dealt with the gossiping, unruly staff.”

      She stiffened in my arms, and I pulled back to look at her warily.

      “Haven’t we?” I pressed.

      She nodded, but looked away.

      “Zephy, you would tell me if there are still servants who are disrespecting or disobeying you, wouldn’t you?”

      “I told you that I would handle the household,” she grumbled. “I have it under control.”

      “Good. Then we have no reason not to announce this incredible news. We have an heir to the throne due in just months. We’ll release the message together.” My face brightened. “In fact, we’ll have a ball! We haven’t had one in a while. A gala to celebrate!”

      “Oh, Cade, I don’t know…” Zephy murmured.

      I peered down at her face, brushing away a loose strand of hair to clear her dark eyes entirely.

      “What are you worried about?” I asked softly. “Let’s show the kingdom that we are united and not concerned by their silly chatter. Ironhelm will always prevail.”

      “If you think that’s best,” Zephy agreed, without sounding convinced.

      “I think it will be good for everyone. A party is exactly what we need,” I told her, placing a peck on her cheek. “And we will have the best healers at your side for the whole pregnancy.”

      Offering her another kiss, I released her and strode toward the door to call on Ryland and Grisella again.

      “Send for Aradia,” I called into the hallway. “And gather the staff. We’re having a gala this weekend. Invite delegates from every neighboring kingdom and region. We have wonderful news to spread!”

      Grisella stared at me, her stony expression turning more sour than usual.

      “What news might that be, Alpha?” she asked coldly, her gaze turning to Zephy.

      I glanced at my mate, who shook her head, and I smiled enigmatically.

      “You’ll just have to wait and hear it with everyone else,” I informed her brightly. “In the meantime, we all have some planning to do. Let’s get to it, shall we?”

      I ushered them out, reminding Grisella to find Aradia, and turned back to Zephyrine, but to my surprise, she had slipped out in the commotion.

      She must have been overwhelmed by the news of the pregnancy, too, but when it all wore off, she’d see how good this was for everyone. Things would finally start being normal around here again.
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      By the evening of the gala, Zephy seemed to have let go of some of her apprehensions regarding announcing the arrival of our child. She had gotten into the planning of the party, although she did permit Aradia to handle most of the arrangements, forbidding Grisella from overseeing any of it, much to my surprise.

      “Grisella always does these kinds of things,” I told her slowly, sensing that this was a sore spot for my wife.

      “Not anymore,” Zephy said firmly. “I think it’s time that Grisella takes on less responsibility around the palace. I think the job is getting a bit too much for her to handle.”

      I wisely bit my tongue on the matter. The underlying tension between my bride and the long-time house servant was no longer my priority, but I admitted that I did like this assertion that Zephy was showing, putting her foot down.

      Aradia was thrilled to take on the role of planner in the interim, the enchantress bubbling over with ideas for themes for the baby’s announcement. She was the only other being in the palace who was aware of our news, only because I wanted her to scout for pre-natal healers—after we had released the announcement.

      “Why don’t you let me take a peek and see if it’s a prince or princess?” Aradia complained. “The decorations could be more accommodating if I knew.”

      “We don’t want to know until the child is born,” Zephy and I answered in unison, our gazes meeting as we said it.

      We had agreed on the matter without hesitation. All that we cared about was having a healthy child. Male or female was irrelevant, nor did it matter to us.

      “Well, I did the best I could, given the information available to me,” Aradia complained, staring at us as we finished readying ourselves for the party below.

      “I’m sure it’s lovely, Aradia,” Zephy told her. “Thanks for taking the lead on it.”

      “I had help,” Aradia told us slyly, wriggling an eyebrow at Zephy. “Shay has proven herself quite resourceful.”

      Zephy gasped and whirled around from the mirror, gawking at the enchantress. “Shay? My Shay?” she demanded. “From Anderlane?”

      “Is there another Shay?” Aradia asked sweetly.

      “She’s still here?” Zephy demanded. “I thought she had returned to Anderlane weeks ago.”

      “She did… but I managed to coax her back,” Aradia replied coyly, steepling her hands wickedly. “Her mentor couldn’t offer the same perks as me.”

      I stared at them uncomprehendingly. “What’s going on?”

      Zephy continued to gape at the enchantress in disbelief. “You stole Shay from another enchantress?” she sputtered. “Is that legal?”

      Aradia grunted, and I groaned. “Aradia!”

      “Shay is fully grown and completely capable of making her own decisions. It’s not my fault if I offered her a better package as my protégé, is it?”

      “What about her boarding house?” Zephy demanded.

      “She was happy to sell it to one of the boarders when I made her the offer. Trust me, she is very pleased to be here.”

      “And why didn’t she tell me?”

      “You’ve been busy, Queen Zephyrine. I’m sure she intended to come and see you… once she was fully ingratiated into the craft.”

      “Oh, Aradia,” I grumbled. “Why are you always stirring up drama everywhere you go?”

      “I didn’t go anywhere,” Aradia corrected me. “She came to me. And you should be glad I brought her here. I’m not going to live forever, you know, despite how it looks. You’re going to need a fully capable replacement. Queen Zephyrine trusts her. She’s a good fit.”

      I glanced at Zephy, who rolled her eyes, smoothing the front of her crimson dress. Perhaps because I was looking for it, I could see the start of a bump at the base of her stomach, my eyes lingering there now.

      “Never mind that now,” Zephy sighed. “Let’s get downstairs and greet all of Mystara that you invited for this birth announcement…”

      She paused and eyed Aradia. “Did you tell Shay about the baby?” she asked worriedly.

      Aradia shook her head. “No. I would never disclose your secrets to anyone. Not even my protégé. That is part of my oath as enchantress.”

      She grinned evilly, and Zephy snorted, reaching for my suited arm as I shook my head reprovingly at the enchantress.

      “Are you upset with her about Shay?” I murmured as we entered the corridor, our guards falling into steps behind us.

      “No… I’m just surprised that Shay hasn’t shown herself since she’s been here. It feels… odd.”

      I cast her a sidelong look. “Are you worried about it?”

      Zephy shook her head, but it was short and unconvincing, as if she wasn’t sure what worried her anymore. I curled her hand tightly around my bicep, her fingers wrapping over the sleeve of my jacket.

      Gliding down the stairs, music from the live orchestra filled my ears, the chatter of guests almost overtaking the sounds of the string instruments as all eyes fell upon us. Halfway down the intricate, winding staircase, I stopped, squeezing Zephy’s hand.

      “What are you doing?” she asked nervously.

      “I want to tell them now,” I whispered back. “Start this party off right.”

      “Cade…” she breathed.

      But I had already begun to call everyone’s attention toward me.

      I enacted a spell to amplify my voice, since I didn’t have a microphone, as this wasn’t how we planned on telling everyone our news. “Thank you all for being here tonight. Queen Zephyrine and I have called you here for a very special and important announcement.”

      The music came to an abrupt stop as the orchestra heard my voice, the foyer thickening as bodies swarmed in from other areas of the palace to hear the rest of my words.

      “Cade… maybe we should wait,” Zephy rasped again, her eyes darting over the sea of partygoers.

      I clenched her fingers reassuringly again and chuckled heartily.

      “It seems my queen has developed a modest case of nerves, but rightfully so. Over the past months, it has been a whirlwind of activity, change after change in Ironhelm Place and in the kingdom. But as Ironhelmites, we have always overcome adversity and challenges, remaining loyal to tradition and the throne, accepting that the fates have always placed us where we were supposed to be. And the fates have struck again, in their infinite wisdom, ensuring that the throne will sustain with my bloodline. In just months, the Queen will be holding the heir to Ironhelm in her arms.”

      A collective gasp ran through the rotunda, followed by a thunderous round of applause and laughter. I beamed happily, pulling Zephy close to me as the guests raised their glasses in a toast, cheering on our unborn child and our everlasting monarchy.

      It wasn’t until much later that I realized that, for the first time, when I held Zephy in my arms in that moment, she didn’t instantly relax against me. The announcement that filled me and most of the kingdom with elation was consuming her with unexplainable dread. But I’d been too blind to notice it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          

      

    

    







            Zephy

          

        

      

    

    
      I did my best to absorb Cade’s good mood throughout the party. His excitement about becoming a father warmed my heart and emboldened me for the future, but I couldn’t shake the dark cloud that slunk behind me, trailing after me no matter where I went. It was ever-present to warn me that things were simply not all right, no matter how much Cade wanted them to be, the uneasy feeling that I was being scrutinized, judged, and followed, like someone was waiting to make a move that never quite came.

      I’m being paranoid. I’m overtired and grumpy. And now I’ve got a child growing inside me. I’ll make myself crazy if I keep this up.

      “Are you all right, Luna?”

      Maywin’s timid voice brought me back to the ballroom, where I stood with a glass of water clenched so tightly in my hand, it was a small wonder it didn’t shatter.

      I flashed her an absent smile and nodded. “I’m a little bit tired,” I admitted. “I think I might find the King and retire for the night.”

      “I’ll see you to your suite. Let me find Jasper.”

      “Thank you, Maywin.”

      I looked for my mate, locating him easily at the center of the room, spinning some lavish story among a throng of admiring followers as I approached, their laughter music to my ears. Everyone appeared to be enjoying themselves well enough. My imagination was the only thing that kept the night from being perfect.

      “My love,” Cade called, immediately catching sight of me. “There you are.”

      He proffered a hand toward me, and I drifted into his embrace easily. “Are you all right?”

      “I think the festivities have tired me out,” I told him honestly. “Jasper and Maywin will see me upstairs.”

      Disappointment colored his face, but he nodded. “You do need your rest now more than ever,” he agreed. “Do you want me to join you?”

      I shook my head. “No, of course not. Enjoy your party. It turned out very well.”

      “You see?” He winked at me, and I chuckled in spite of myself. “You have nothing to worry about, Zephy. Our kingdom may not be accustomed to change, but they will handle it as we always do.”

      I tipped my head back to look at him adoringly. “I should have believed you,” I confessed. “I promise to heed your advice more often.”

      “Axel has been telling you that all along.” My face puckered at the reminder of his earliest ruse, the “trainer” he had pretended to be when we had first met.

      “Is it too soon to bring up Axel?” he joked.

      “It might forever be too soon to bring up Axel,” I grouched jokingly and followed up with a snicker, kissing his cheek. “Take your time and enjoy your party. I think I’ll be asleep the moment my head hits the pillow.”

      “I’ll try not to wake you, My Queen.”

      We parted, and I found Maywin with Jasper outside the ballroom doors, the pair joining me on either side.

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying…” Jasper piped in quietly. “Congratulations.”

      I glanced at him and nodded, sensing that he was genuinely pleased for us. “Thank you—”

      “Luna!”

      My attention immediately diverted toward a snowy-haired, ill-dressed male with yellowing teeth and a wide, almost terrifying smile.

      “How wonderful to see you here—and with such good news!”

      I stepped back, offended by the odor of rank garbage emanating from him, the sight of his unkempt dress among the others alarming me. Jasper jumped in front of me, his hands extended to force the stranger back.

      “Identify yourself at once!” Jasper growled.

      The eerie male did not falter, his leer expanding as he pressed his face closer to mine, fully ignoring the guard as Wylie crashed in at the other side.

      “You’re glowing!” he said gleefully. “Truly! You are a sight to behold!”

      “Sandor!” Aradia appeared, standing between Jasper and the misanthrope, her own eyes wide with a panic I had never seen in her before.

      “You know him?” I asked, my words shaky.

      Aradia nodded but kept her eyes trained on the aging male, who continued to grin as a small crowd gathered around us.

      “I didn’t realize you were on the guest list,” Aradia said coldly. “This gala is by invitation only.”

      Sandor finally flicked his gaze toward the enchantress, his smile fading slightly. “I would think that you would show more appreciation after what I did for you,” he replied curtly. “Maybe you can bend the rules a bit for an old friend.”

      “What is the meaning of this?” Cade roared, storming toward us. “What are you doing here, Sandor? Who let him in?!”

      I looked from Cade to Aradia, silently demanding an explanation, but my mate turned to Jasper.

      “Take her to her room immediately! Why are you still standing here!?”

      I started to protest, but Jasper insisted, ushering Maywin and me through the crowd as I sputtered. “Who was that?”

      “I don’t know,” Maywin answered honestly, her voice trembling.

      “I believe he is the warlock enlisted to find you when you were in Anderlane, Queen Zephyrine,” Jasper told me, and my blood ran cold.

      Cade always said that there was a cost to doing business with warlocks.

      “Why is he here?” I asked.

      “I really don’t know, Luna,” the guard promised. “But I’ll see if I can find out.”

      “Please do that,” I whispered.

      It was bad enough that they had used a warlock to find me. I didn’t want to know what kind of debt Cade had incurred for that.

      As we drew closer to my suite, I slowed my nervous gait, my mood lightening slightly. Dozens of gifts lined the hallway from well-wishers, the ambrosia of flowers, candles, and sweets reaching my nostrils and brightening my earlier disgruntlement.

      “Who are these from?” I asked, stopping by the door.

      “The staff, I assume,” Maywin said. “I can bring them inside your suite.”

      “Thank you, Maywin.” My stomach growled, making me realize that I hadn’t eaten a bite all evening, my nerves keeping me from sampling even a taste of the delicious spreads that Aradia had arranged. “I could use a nibble before I sleep.”

      “Right away, Luna.”

      Leaving the door open, I entered and removed my wrap from my bare shoulders, setting it on the vanity stool as Maywin began the daunting task of bringing in the gifts, Jasper helping. I sat at the table and removed the pearl combs from my hair, allowing my tresses to fall loose, the memory of the warlock still fresh in my mind.

      Why did he come tonight? Has Cade not paid him?

      The room quickly filled with the plethora of baskets and gifts, the sight of them again distracting me from the negative thoughts. My eyes drifted to the closest one, a lovely wicker arrangement, filled to the brim with cookies, cakes, and wrapped in a beautiful violet bow.

      I searched for a card, but there was none to identify the giver.

      I was touched by the offering as I reached for a sugar-glazed cookie.

      But as I parted my lips and put the cookie to my mouth, Maywin rushed toward me, her eyes hysterical. Her hand flew upward to hit me, and I yelped, dropping the morsel to protect my face.

      “MAYWIN!” I choked. “What the—”

      Jasper ran to grab her, his face equally confounded as he pulled her back.

      “Look! There’s something in it!” Maywin rasped, pointing at the fallen cookie, her hand shaking.

      Slowly, I turned and looked where she pointed at the broken pieces, and I saw the chunks of green now.

      “Is that… ebonleaf!” I gasped, dropping the piece again and dusting my hands wildly as Maywin rushed to find me a soapy cloth to take the offending agent off my skin.

      How could someone do this? Ebonleaf was poisonous and could be fatal.

      My eyes closed, and the overwhelming sense of doom overtook me once more. This time, it wouldn’t go away. I wouldn’t allow it to leave. This time, it was coming after my baby.
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      Trembling with anger, I advanced on the warlock, baring my fangs, which had inadvertently sprung forth with my ire. “What are you doing here, warlock?” I spat. “You weren’t invited.”

      Sandor’s sooty eyes grew hard and cold, his bushy eyebrows knitting into a vee of displeasure. “Is this any way to show your gratitude?” he hissed. “You owe me.”

      “Then name your damn price already!” I retorted, heat flushing my cheeks, the euphoria from the party fading away to leave me quivering.

      “I will,” he agreed. “Perhaps my price was merely admission to this fine gala.”

      “Good. Then consider yourself paid and see yourself gone!” I fumed, signaling for the guards to take him out.

      “Cade,” Aradia whispered, her voice so low that only I could hear it.

      My head jerked toward her, catching the warning in her single word, but I didn’t stop my Royal Guards from taking him from the grand ballroom, flanking his filthy shirt on either side, his beanie cap falling from his head to slip onto the pristine floors.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” Aradia told me in a hiss. “You really shouldn’t antagonize him!”

      “He shouldn’t have come here and antagonized me,” I snapped back, distinctly aware of how all eyes sank onto me.

      The music fully stopped in the wake of the event.

      Forcing a smile, I clapped my hands and turned my back to Aradia, rolling my fingers around to encourage the music again.

      “Is this not a celebration?” I declared. “Where is the music? Where are the drinks? What kind of party is this?”

      Instantly, the music began again, and couples began to filter back over the dance floor, but there was a heavier air over the festivities, and my mood had soured considerably.

      “I have to check on Zephy,” I told Aradia, turning away. I had barely gotten out of the room when Jasper rushed toward me, his face pale and wild. I gawked at him. “Why aren’t you with the Queen?” I demanded furiously. “Get back to your post at once!”

      “I came in search of you, Alpha! She—there’s…”

      My gut flipped, and I pushed the guard out of the way, sprinting toward the main stairs, knocking down everyone in my way.

      “Where is she?” I choked, barely looking back to ensure that Jasper had kept stride. “What happened?”

      “Nothing, Alpha!” Jasper panted, keeping up with me. “I mean—she’s fine. Nothing happened.”

      My feet barely slowed, but I finally looked at him, my eyes calling for an explanation, which Jasper sputtered out as we continued to run.

      “There appeared to be—well, I can’t be certain—”

      “Out with it, Jasper!” I snapped. “What happened?”

      “There were gift baskets in front of your suite, and the Queen went to eat something inside one of them. Maywin stopped her before she could consume it, but it appeared to be poisoned with ebonleaf.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks, my knees almost failing. “Ebonleaf?” I repeated. “That’s a warlock herb.”

      He nodded in agreement.

      “The basket has been removed and—”

      “Who sent it?” I yelled, my cheeks so hot, I was certain they would explode. “Where did they come from?”

      “No one knows, Alpha. Half the baskets are without names—”

      “Someone tried to poison the Queen and my unborn child, but you don’t know who?” I spat. “What good are the guards if you can’t do your jobs?”

      “Alpha…” Jasper whimpered, and Ryland caught up to us.

      “You’ve heard,” he muttered. “The tarnished items are being examined, but there’s no way to trace the ebonleaf.”

      “Who has access to ebonleaf? It has to have been Sandor! That’s what he was doing here!”

      “We’re checking the security footage,” Ryland promised. “If he was up here, we’ll know, but it might be difficult to tell who left what basket with so many.”

      “It was Sandor! Even if he wasn’t up here himself!”

      “Keep your damn voice down!” Aradia whiplashed, materializing out of nowhere in front of me. “You’ve already found yourself on the bad side of him. Would you like to make matters worse if you’re wrong?”

      “How could I possibly be wrong? He was here, uninvited, uttering veiled threats to us about nonpayment—”

      “He said no such thing!” Aradia countered.

      I brushed past her and rushed onward toward our suites, my entourage on my heels.

      “Find him and bring him to me!”

      “Be sensible!” Aradia cried. “He’s a warlock, not some servant who will merely leave with his tail between his legs if this proves to be a mistake on your part. Think of the consequences.”

      Again, I whirled to confront her. “I’m not wrong! You heard them. It’s ebonleaf. He was here! How much more proof do you need?”

      “He has no reason to harm Zephyrine or your heir, Cade!” the enchantress snapped. “Think about it before you do something that makes the situation even worse.”

      In my rage, I couldn’t think straight, but there was an inkling of truth to Aradia’s statement. Sandor had still not asked for any form of payment. It was not as if we had held out on him. Why would he go after Zephy, particularly on a night like tonight? It didn’t make sense.

      But if not him, then who?

      I thought of Janifer, banished from the kingdom, and the staff giving Zephy so much trouble since her coronation. Would any of them go so far as to hurt her and our child?

      “Should we go for him, Alpha?” Ryland asked uncertainly, waiting for a direct order.

      I pursed my lips, meeting Aradia’s eyes, and shook my head.

      “Wait for my instructions,” I growled, striding the rest of the way toward my suite, where I found Maywin and Zephy perched on the round mattress.

      “My love,” I rasped, dropping to my knees, grabbing her hands. “Are you hurt? What happened?”

      “I’m not hurt,” she told me. “Maywin caught it before I could take a bite.”

      I looked toward the meek servant with gratitude shining in my eyes. “You will be properly rewarded for your astuteness and diligence, Maywin.”

      “No, Alpha,” she said nervously. “I didn’t do anything out of the ordinary.”

      “You saved my wife and my child.”

      I fixed my gaze back on Zephy, shaking my head. “I will find whoever was responsible for this and bring a plague upon their entire family,” I vowed. “You don’t need to worry—”

      “Stop saying that!” Zephy cried, standing abruptly. “How can I not worry?”

      Through my peripheral vision, I saw the guards and Aradia discreetly back out of the room to leave us alone, Maywin trailing after them, closing the door in their wake.

      “Zephy—”

      “No! You said there was nothing to worry about anymore. I told you we shouldn’t announce this pregnancy. I knew something like this was going to happen, Cade!”

      I stopped her, collecting her in my arms as she exhaled a shuddering breath, my own still jagged, but I struggled to keep control.

      “No one is going to harm you or our baby, Zephy. I will die before I let that happen.”

      “I don’t want anyone to die!” she protested, but dropped her face against my shoulder, trembling slightly. The scare had rocked her to the core, despite the brave front she had put on for the staff, and it only fueled my ire. “Was it the warlock? Did he do this?”

      I wanted to tell her yes, that I knew for certain who was responsible, and that I would take care of Sandor to put her mind at ease, but Aradia’s warnings sat heavily in my mind.

      “I can’t be certain, but I strongly suspect it was him.”

      “I’ll kill him myself if he tries to come for our child,” she vowed, her tone reminiscent of the woman I remembered so well, but I could still hear the underlying fear.

      Because it wasn’t just about her anymore.

      “Shh,” I begged her, wanting to alleviate her anguish. “I will bring the perpetrator to swift and merciless justice. I promise you that. His trial will be public and humiliating.”

      Zephy lifted her head to look at me, her expression fraught with pain and anger. “This is never going to change, is it? I’m never going to fit in here, no matter what I do.”

      “No!” I growled. “No. You are carrying my child, and the kingdom will respect you because you are worthy of their respect. I’ll see to it.”

      Zephy laid her head back against my shoulder, and I stroked her back, my mind racing. I would tear the entire kingdom apart, looking for any traces of ebonleaf. Anyone caught with it would be locked in the dungeon and questioned until the truth prevailed.

      And the poisoner himself would suffer in ways I hadn’t even thought of yet. The life of my unborn child depended on that justice.
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      Unsurprisingly, I was encased in guards again, reminiscent of the days after the fae attack before I had left the palace and ended up in Anderlane. I hadn’t liked it then, and I liked it even less now. I didn’t feel like the queen. I felt like a prisoner, a delicate, helpless flower who could not be trusted to look after herself.

      “I am a trained warrior,” I muttered to Maywin. “It’s insulting that they put so many soldiers on my watch.”

      “They are not only protecting you, Luna,” Maywin reminded me gently.

      I scowled. “I am fully capable of protecting my child as well.”

      But even as I said it, I thought of how close I’d come to putting the ebonleaf-laced treat in my mouth, and shame flooded me. Regardless, the guards would not stop another poisoning and an attack I could save myself from. I didn’t like this hoard of uniforms marching alongside me as I attempted to go about my day, and yet there was absolutely no way around it. Cade had been unrecognizable since the night of the ball, his senses on high alert, refusing to come to bed until the wee hours of the morning, pacing the halls with the Royal Guards to search for signs of threat.

      “They won’t strike again with so many eyes on them,” I pleaded with him. “Please, just come to sleep.”

      “I can’t sleep, I won’t!” he insisted, fueling my own anxiety.

      Without him by my side, my own nights were hopeless for slumber, leaving me tossing and turning, despite the fact that I knew half the Royal Guards stood outside my door and below my window. No one was getting in our suite, my food being tasted and checked before it touched my lips, and yet I couldn’t shake the sense that the danger lingered and held all around me.

      I didn’t dare ask if the warlock sat in the deep cells in the bowels of the palace. I hadn’t been told that he had been captured yet, so I wasn’t sure. The thought of him being in the same building as me—even though it was a heavily guarded palace—terrified me.

      I had only been down to the dungeons once, on a tour of the palace with Cade, a few weeks after I had first arrived, and that was more than enough for me. The eerie stench of musk still idled in my nostrils, even though it had been months ago when I’d first and last seen the awful, stinking prisons which Cade assured me were barely ever used anymore.

      All I could think about was Sandor, stewing as he plotted his revenge against me, furiously pacing through his little cell, where magic was abolished, the cage of magic encasing the entire basement. I could envision the old man rubbing his hands together and electrifying himself into a frenzy. I was going crazy, being kept in the dark, not knowing.

      This was the third day of such apprehension, and I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take without answers.

      I needed to get some answers.

      “Where are we going?” Maywin asked as I abruptly turned toward the back stairs, avoiding the main hallway, forcing the guards to shift awkwardly.

      Under normal circumstances, it may have been amusing, but today, the sound of their boots on the halls only made me more irritated.

      “To find my husband.” I marched toward the back steps, brushing past the many servants who tried to curtsey in the narrow, stone way, but I ignored them all.

      “He’s not here, Luna.”

      I stopped in the middle of the stifling stairwell and looked at whomever had spoken, a young guard, a recruit from the town who looked appalled that he had uttered words, unbidden.

      “What do you mean, he’s not here?” I sputtered. “Where is he?”

      “He’s gone into Ironhelm City,” Jasper explained quickly, casting the recruit a scathing look. “He’ll be along shortly.”

      “Shortly? He left me here without telling me?”

      “He’s… investigating the poisoning,” Jasper said nervously.

      I balked at the prospect. “What does that mean, Jasper?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” he admitted. “But he did seem quite determined when he left.”

      Drawing in a breath, I continued down the steps, but I didn’t stop on the main floor. Instead, I pivoted at the heavy iron door at the back of the kitchen and stared at it.

      I need to know if Sandor is down there plotting my child’s death.

      “What is this?” Maywin asked timidly.

      “The dungeon,” I replied flatly. “I’m going down.”

      “Luna?” Jasper called after me. “You really shouldn’t go down there.”

      I didn’t stop, mustering my courage before throwing open the heavy door as the staff paused their work to stare at me in horror.

      “What is she doing?” I heard Coraline mutter. “Has she gone completely off the rails?”

      “Shh!” Heddy pleaded. “She can hear you.”

      “I can hear you, Coraline,” I agreed, glancing over my shoulder, the door in hand. “Is anyone down there?”

      I glanced at the head chef, and she paled at my question.

      “How would I know, Luna?”

      “You haven’t seen anyone go down there?” I insisted.

      Coraline ignored me and returned to her chopping, but I caught her watching me through her peripheral vision.

      I would deal with her later. I was at the end of my rope, and I wasn’t going to stand for her rudeness any longer.

      “Queen Zephyrine…” Maywin pleaded when I started toward the dank underbelly of the palace. “Please, don’t go down there. Who knows what’s in there!”

      “That’s why I’m going,” I replied, gently stepping along the ancient, crumbling steps. “See if you can find a light, Maywin.”

      “Jasper!” Maywin cried out desperately, but I continued through the spiraling walkway, darkness encompassing me as I swallowed the anxiety mounting within me.

      “Queen Zephyrine!” Jasper cried from behind me, a beam of light shining in front of me as he shined a flashlight through the passageway. “It’s not safe for you!”

      Ignoring him, I hurried forward, determined to see if Sandor was indeed captured below. I could feel the evilness swimming all around me, and I had to know if he was the cause, but the cries behind me were making me second guess my bold movements.

      “Queen Zephyrine, please don’t go any further!”

      My senses were on high alert, the feeling that I wasn’t alone overtaking me as I descended into the terrifying underbelly which I’d never hoped to see again.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Is anyone down here?”

      It was still, too still, the air stale and unmoving, and yet, in the pitch blackness, as my heel touched the bottom, I felt another presence.

      “Hello?”

      The scurry of footsteps met my ears, too heavy to be rodents, and surprised breaths reverberated through the air.

      “There are others down here!” I barked at the guards, who were now behind me. “Give me light! Hurry up!”

      Suddenly, light flowed all around me, the guards obeying my commands and a single bulb emitting power overhead, but when I blinked, the disgusting cells I recalled sat empty. Spider webs interlocked through the bars, indicating that no one had sat in them for quite a long while. I’d been wrong about Sandor and his vendetta.

      And yet when I looked into the dust below me, undeniable footprints marked the way, scattering in every direction.

      “Someone was down here,” I muttered again. “Just down here.”

      “Come,” Jasper urged me. “The air quality down here is terrible, and as you can see, no one is here now.”

      “But someone was here, and they ran…”

      “You must have startled them. Kids, maybe?” he offered, sounding nervous himself. “Please? If the King learns that I’ve allowed you to come down here in your condition…”

      I grimaced, but I didn’t argue. I didn’t want to get Jasper in trouble, and I had seen what I’d come to see. Sandor was not locked in the dungeon. That was not the presence that I had been feeling, that had been overtaking me.

      But if not him, then what and who?

      “Fine,” I grumbled, accepting Maywin’s outstretched arm to lead me back up the steep stairs, the guards closely following behind me, lest I fall back.

      No one wanted to explain that catastrophe to Cade.

      “Someone send for the King right away,” I ordered the guards. “I need to speak with him.”

      “He’ll return soon,” Jasper tried to placate me, and I whipped my head around to glare at him.

      “Send for him now.” I was tired of his shit, too.

      I was the queen, and I was tired of not standing up for myself.

      “Y-yes, Luna.”

      I made it the rest of the way up the steps without incident, but a plan was forming in my mind. With the guards distracted, I intended to return to the basement later that evening and catch the being hiding down there. I knew in my soul that someone was responsible for the darkness that enshrouded the palace, whoever they were.

      Now to find a way to evade my litany of nursemaids.
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      This section of the palace consisted of four adjoining suites: the main for Cade and me, and three for our servants at hand.

      Ryland took one, and Maywin had since been moved into another. Rufus, my personal driver from Carrottrove, remained in the adjoining suite from my original room, leaving one of the adjacent rooms empty. This was my best plan to escape, reminiscent of the time that I had last dodged my security team… and found myself endangered as a result.

      It would be different this time. I was more cautious and would take proper note of my surroundings. I only needed to be in and out to get the information I needed.

      I peeked outside the door to see how many guards stood in the hall beyond my door now. If they had taken my request to find Cade seriously, I couldn’t say, but Jasper stood alongside the recruit and two others, their spines straight and eyes vigilant, as if they, too, could smell the danger that I could.

      More the reason for me to investigate whatever is happening underneath us. Someone is doing something nefarious there. But who and why?

      Content that the guards were not coming inside the room, I silently closed the door.

      “Luna?”

      I whirled and gasped, paling at the sight of Aradia and Shay standing in my bedroom, anger overcoming me.

      “You can’t do that! Maybe Cade puts up with you coming and going like this, but I definitely will not!”

      Aradia was unfazed, as always, but Shay waned at my tone, lowering her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Luna,” she said.

      “You should be sorry that you haven’t come to see me since Aradia has taken you under her wing,” I challenged, hoping to steer them away from the fact that I was planning another escape.

      “We just came to make sure that you’re all right,” Aradia told me, studying my face with too much interest, and shame flooded me. I was only snapping at her out of guilt. The damn enchantress and her astute senses. I’d have to be more careful if I wanted to be sneaky. She was very good at her job.

      “I was about to retire for the night,” I lied.

      “Were you now?”

      “Has Cade returned?” I asked, changing the subject abruptly. “I think he’s going into the city to find the warlock, and I would like to speak with him.”

      The comment made Aradia pale, as I had suspected it might. “What?”

      I nodded. “No one told you?” I asked innocently. “He’s been gone a long while now.”

      She gritted her fine, white teeth and glanced at her stolen protégé. “Come along, Shay. I’ll teach you how to deal with a king who doesn’t listen well.”

      Smothering a smile, I turned away as the pair vanished into a puff of smoke and again ensured that I was alone. Padding across the room in my slippers, I tried the door to the empty room and winced when it groaned under my touch. It had clearly not been opened in a long time.

      I paused, waiting for someone to react to the sound, but when no one came, I exhaled the breath I’d been holding and continued onward. Again, I pushed the door, ignoring the moaning creak that it made when it opened, and stepped into the dusty, unused servant’s room.

      The motes tickled my nostrils, almost eliciting a sneeze from my nose, but I didn’t let it out as I hurried across the surprisingly large quarters to the door. Again stopping, I listened for noises in the hallway, but when I looked, I saw nothing but the sleeve of one of the guards in the neighboring corridor. If I was quick about it, I could disappear down the maze without anyone knowing I was gone.

      And I intended to be gone and back before anyone was the wiser.

      In a pair of gray, silky pajamas, I stole along the wall, keeping an eye on the angle of the security cameras, my movements even and slow as to not arouse attention. I winced at every noise my slippers made until I was out of the passageway and heading down a lesser-used hall that the servants typically favored.

      I only hoped that no one was watching the cameras.

      I kept my head down, not wanting to call attention to myself, but at this hour, there were very few bodies around, most having retired for the night, and I took advantage of the quiet to sneak off toward the closest stairwell, this one leading to the far end of the back hallway, close to the kitchen.

      But when I headed toward the kitchen, I paused at the double doors, hearing voices near the patio doors, a gentle breeze wafting in from outside.

      “… to be tonight. She almost caught us downstairs, Coraline. Why did you let her go there?”

      “I didn’t have a choice!”

      “You should have stopped her!”

      “How? Jumped on her? She’s a stubborn bitch, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      There was a rumble of laughter. “Oh, I’ve noticed.”

      I drew closer, the familiar voices pulling me outside and tightening my chest as I instinctively understood they were talking about me.

      “Now we have to move things along. It’s only a matter of time before she comes back down and starts looking around again.”

      “It’s too soon, Stralia,” Coraline grumbled, and I almost tripped, the realization slapping me in the face. “We haven’t gathered enough forces, and the King is on high alert. The Royal Guards are walking around like they’re just looking for a fight.”

      “We have enough support,” Stralia insisted. “I’m tired of waiting.”

      The darkness I had sensed since my first day at the palace—and the darkness that Shay had sensed hanging over me—was coming from Stralia.

      Unable to hold back, I slipped forward to hear better and see who else stood with Stralia, my body running both hot and cold simultaneously.

      Stralia. Of course it was Stralia. It had always been Stralia, a threat to me, to Cade, to us and the kingdom. And my baby. That two-faced snake.

      She stood with the head chef and two other faeries whom I recognized from the household, ones who had cast me sneaky smirks over the past weeks. I hadn’t been paranoid. There truly had been an uprising happening under my nose.

      But what were they planning? What was this?

      “We should have handled her before…” Stralia’s voice cracked, and Coraline put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

      “You should have been queen, Stralia. Everyone knows it. But once she’s gone, nothing will stop you from marrying Cade.”

      “It won’t be so simple,” one of the males piped in worriedly. “Queen Zephyrine has gained some support of her own. We have to make it look like an accident, and she has guards watching her. If we don’t, King Cade will tear down the kingdom. He’s already on a tear because of the poisoning. Thank all the gods for that weirdo warlock.”

      There was another mutter of agreement as gooseflesh raised the hairs on my arms painfully.

      Stralia shook her platinum strands. “No. There’s no more time for decorum and pretenses. We need to take it all over and reclaim what’s ours. They are either with us or against us. Those who sided with Zephyrine should be eliminated, too. Tonight, we cast a mass spell over the palace and kill all those who have shown loyalty to her.”

      Coraline paled at the suggestion, and I gasped aloud, giving away my position from behind the wall.

      “Who’s there?” Stralia barked, striding toward me, but I didn’t hide, my fury overtaking my common sense.

      Without thinking, I jumped out, startling the blonde fae. Coraline recoiled in horror, her companions falling back in fear. For half a second, Stralia appeared stunned, as if she could not believe I was standing there.

      “This is my palace, Stralia,” I said coldly. “Why do you seem so surprised to see me here?”

      “Luna,” she squeaked, painting a demure expression on her face, but it was too late.

      I had heard every word, the truth of the darkness finally coming to full light. She had always been responsible for the evil sneaking about in the corners, waiting to strike. I had simply been too naïve and blind to see it.

      I laughed hollowly, advancing on her, my anger making me forget that I was one and she was four—four of who knew how many more lurking around, waiting for orders.

      “Cut the act, Stralia,” I hissed. “I heard you. You would poison my child—Cade’s child? That’s treason!”

      I stepped over the threshold, a blast of late summer air touching my face, but I couldn’t shake the ice water in my veins, the steel in her crystalline eyes unmistakable now as we stood face to face. How had I never seen the malice before? Had she been that good at hiding it, or had I merely not wanted to admit it?

      Her mouth twisted into a sneer, the faux meekness fading as she stepped toward me, no fear upon her face. “You should never have been with his child in the first place. The child you carry is an abomination.”

      “You’re an abomination!” I roared, my eyes flashing. “He doesn’t want you, Stralia. Cade is mated to me. You should have been banished the minute I returned here, but I felt sorry for you.”

      Her leer grew, alarming me, and suddenly, I realized I was surrounded by her group, Coraline directly behind me.

      “Step back,” I ordered her, but Stralia held the cook’s gaze and shook her head.

      “Don’t move, Coraline. This happens. Tonight. The loyalists will remain as we discussed. The rest will perish.”

      “The King will not like this, Stralia—” the male again started to mutter, but she raised a hand, and he immediately began to choke, even as Stralia’s eyes remained on me.

      I tried not to stare at him, but his sputtering, blue complexion was difficult to ignore, even as Stralia’s clear eyes fixated on me.

      “They are either with us, or against us,” Stralia said, her words oddly monotone. “There is no middle ground, no fear of Cade. I will deal with the King, as I always have. He is mine. He belongs to me, and this kingdom is mine.”

      I started to shake my head vehemently.

      “No—” I said, but Stralia anticipated my resistance, and with her other hand, she moved to silence me in the same way as her own companion.

      The wind knocked from my lungs, air sucking out of me in a flash.

      “Coraline, get the plan into action. Now,” Stralia hissed as the head chef stood, gawping at the sight.

      But Stralia had sorely underestimated both my powers and my desire to protect my child, myself, and the kingdom I had sworn vows to keep safe. She had no idea the rage she had just unlocked in me with her unprovoked actions.

      Before anyone could respond to Stralia or react to her command, I darted my eyes upward to the clear, black night above.

      “Luna?!”

      Maywin’s panicked call sent more goosebumps over my paralyzed body.

      “Start with her,” Stralia told Coraline, and I conjured all the forces within me, unable to do anything but call on my powers of the weather to distract the evil fae from harming my friend.

      An unexpected crack of thunder forced Coraline’s eyes upward, and I mentally willed Maywin to run, but more voices joined her.

      “What is happening here?” an unfamiliar male called out.

      “They’re hurting the Queen!” Maywin screamed. “Stop them!”

      Still unable to move, I closed my eyes, summoning the elements to my benefit. Rain, wind, and snow consumed the summer night, fueling the confusion as more bodies spilled around me. Eventually, Stralia’s hold on me loosened when she was given little choice but to regain control of her confounded followers.

      “GET THEM!” she roared. “Don’t just stand there! Get them all!”

      I produced a bolt of lightning as one of her treasonous faeries leaped onto a protective guard, striking him down, another streak taking out an attack on Maywin. It was confusing trying to figure out who was on my side and who sided with Stralia, the pouring rain not helping our cause, but I needed the distraction to create some semblance of order.

      “Gather the servants and bring them to safety!” I yelled at Jasper when I found the guard. “They’re unarmed, and Stralia will kill them if they’re not with her!”

      “You must be secured!” he panted, trying to hold me back, but I wouldn’t stop until Stralia had been contained.

      “Just take care of the servants—all of them!”

      Rain soaked my pajamas, my visibility non-existent in the driving storm that I had created. But I refused to let it pass, even though it was draining every ounce of my energy.

      Still, my fury toward Stralia and the uprising she had started in my home, under my nose, with my staff, kept me going. I enhanced the snow, whirling a tornado of white to embrace her, and she extended her powers toward it, giving my side time to escape to safety as her faeries scrambled to find shelter.

      “How is this happening?” Coraline shrieked. “Where is this weather coming from?”

      “From me, you fool!” I barked, advancing on Stralia, but every step I took was laborious. “Did you think I would let you take my kingdom? My mate? Hurt my friends? My loyal staff?”

      Coraline whimpered, and I commanded a whirlwind to take her, turning it toward Stralia, but to my horror, the blonde was no longer where I had left her. I whipped around to find her, confronting her once and for all, but the haze of weather I’d created made seeing anything through the storm impossible.

      “Come out, Stralia!” I wheezed as someone called for me.

      “LUNA! Please, come inside where you’re protected!”

      I ignored the pleas, determined to find the head of this mess, my shame and anger overtaking any sense of worry I had for myself.

      I opened my mouth to tell the others to find Cade and warn him, but before I could utter a word, Stralia showed herself again.

      “Well,” she spat, her eyes glittering, her tall, lithe form a few feet from mine, shivering in the slicing ice around us. “You’re more powerful than I realized.”

      I raised my fingers to penetrate her with a bolt of lightning, but to my horror, I realized that I had exhausted all of my energy in keeping up the magnificent storm I’d conjured to save the staff in their escape. A slow, cruel smile formed on Stralia’s lips as she understood my weakness.

      “Or maybe you’re not,” she purred, jumping on the opportunity before I could turn and flee.

      I whirled around, my baby’s safety forefront in my mind, but I was unable to take a step before I was again frozen by Stralia’s spell.

      “Not so strong now, are you?” she growled, her breath hot in my ear. “I’ll teach you to take what isn’t yours, Queen Zephyrine.”

      I struggled against her paralyzing spell again, but I was drained, my magic depleted in the aftermath, and even my motherly instincts couldn’t override my exhaustion.

      “Get her out of here,” I heard Stralia bark at someone I couldn’t see, my neck cemented like a statue just before the world around me went entirely black, the snow, rain, and sleet abruptly stopping with my unconsciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          

      

    

    







            Cade

          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat beaded my brow, but I refused to stop the house-to-house search that I had begun at day’s break, my gut insisting that there were answers in Ironhelm City.

      Ryland and the other guards were growing weary of the job, even though most of the residents were welcoming and permitting of our entry, but we had yet to approach Sandor’s household.

      “Maybe we should get back to this tomorrow, Alpha?” Ryland offered for the second time as dusk settled over Ironhelm City, and for the second time, I ignored him.

      I wouldn’t rest until I had answers as to where the ebonleaf had come from, although I was quite certain I would find the stash in Sandor’s garden.

      “We’ll stop when we find what we’re looking for,” I growled, raising my fist to knock on yet another door. “If you’re certain that you’ve searched the entire palace for it, then it must be somewhere in the city.”

      The sound of a scooter approaching made me turn, the same messenger approaching for the second time in as many hours. “I am not coming back yet!” I growled at him, scowling. “Inform the Queen—”

      But he cut me off, his eyes wild before I could finish.

      “All hell has broken out at the palace!” Uruslu blurted out before I could finish my speech. “Bring all the guards and come back at once!”

      I stared at him for a moment, sure that he was enacting some kind of ploy to get me to return at Zephy’s behest, but his pale face and wide eyes told me that I was wrong to assume that.

      “What are you talking about?” Ryland asked for me, stepping forward with concern. “What’s happened?”

      “An attack. The faeries with dark magic. The ones who attacked before,” the messenger babbled, not making much sense. “There was a freak storm with snow and sleet…”

      I balked.

      Did Zephy enact her powers?

      Without waiting for further explanation, I whipped from the stoop and rushed toward the secure car, the guards on my heels. I caught snatches of their conversations, but my mind wasn’t focused on their words.

      “… servants… the Queen saved them… Stralia…”

      I stopped dead and turned to look at Uruslu again. “Stralia?” I echoed. “What about Stralia?”

      “Alpha, it seems she’s the leader of the attacks!”

      Blood drained from my face as the last of the sunlight slipped away, leaving us in darkness on the residential street in town. I could feel the locals watching us through their windows, waiting for us to come or go.

      “Say that again,” I rasped, staring at Ursulu, who remained atop his scooter, his own complexion as waxen as I felt.

      “I’m sorry, Alpha,” he mewled, not wanting to be the deliverer of such news.

      “Say it again!” I insisted. “Stralia what?”

      “She’s been gathering a group of hostiles to overtake the Queen for months. Things came to a head tonight—”

      I couldn’t listen to another word, the betrayal and fury sickening me.

      Stralia, my Stralia, who had once shared my bed, could not be so cruel. And yet she had been the cause of Zephy leaving in the first place, her first action to come and try to claim my bed again.

      My affections and history with her clouded my vision. I should have seen it all along. She should have been banished. Instead, I allowed her to create a mutiny under our noses.

      “Back to the palace!” I roared at everyone in earshot. “I want her brought to me immediately!”

      Ursulu tried to tell me something else, but in my daze, I couldn’t hear him as I rushed to the SUV, barely remembering climbing inside.

      Stralia. Stralia. Stralia.

      Any feelings of consideration I had for her were long expired with the idea that she had tried to harm my child—or my mate.

      Why did I let her stay? I should have foreseen this.

      Before the driver could zoom away, I rolled down the tinted window to look at Ursulu, who wiped the sweat from his brow, the trip from the palace over-exerting him.

      “Are you sure about everything you’re saying?”

      He nodded, his eyes still bugged. “Yes, Alpha. A hundred percent.”

      “Drive!” I ordered.

      The vehicle raced away from Ironhelm City, and in record time, we found ourselves flying over the bridge to greet the frazzled entry guards.

      “Alpha!” they choked in unison, confirming that something was indeed amiss inside.

      “What happened here?” I demanded, jumping out of the back of the car with Ryland, who slid in behind me.

      “I don’t know, Alpha. We didn’t want to leave our posting, but reports of an attack from the interior have met our ears.”

      Dumbfounded to have confirmation, I gaped at them. “And you just stayed here?”

      “They did right by the palace, Alpha,” Ryland interjected before I could explode. “They had no way of knowing if outsiders were coming in. Someone had to man the doors. They followed protocol.”

      I scowled and stalked forward, signaling for the others to follow me, but it was unnecessary—everyone remained on my trail, their breaths as bated as mine.

      “Where is the Queen?” I called as I entered through the kitchen.

      The room was almost deserted but for Heddy, who cowered in a corner, his knees pulled up to his chest, rocking back and forth, shaking his head.

      “Heddy!”

      “I-I don’t know, Alpha! I didn’t see anything!”

      I rushed toward him, watching his eyes pop. “You know something!” I insisted. “Tell me what you saw!”

      “Stralia,” he whimpered. “S-she finally called the faeries together for the attack.”

      My jaw slacked. “Finally? Attack?” I repeated. “What are you going on about?”

      Through my peripheral vision, I saw a group of three servants enter the kitchen, and my guards immediately drew their swords, but all of them held up their hands in mercy.

      “I’m sorry, Alpha,” Antonia whispered. “Stralia’s plans were well known, that she intended to be queen one way or another…”

      “Antonia!” her father barked, but the fae hung her head, tears slipping down her cheeks.

      “No, Dad. She sacrificed herself for us. We owe the Queen a fighting chance.”

      Dread swept through me. “Where is Zephyrine?!” I demanded. “Where is the Queen?”

      “Stralia took her,” Antonia mewled. “The Queen was too weak to fight her off after she ensured the rest of us were out of harm’s way.”

      “TOOK HER WHERE?!” I screamed, my head whipping around. No one had an answer for me, and my rage mounted. “Tell me where my mate has gone!”

      “Stralia was going to kill anyone who didn’t side with her cause,” the third servant piped in with a squeak. “Not all of us agreed that she should be queen, but it was easier to just ignore her.”

      “Ignore her? She tried to poison my child!” I roared, glowering at the scrawny fae whose name evaded me. “How dare you not bring this to me?”

      He dropped his head, and I realized that he may have agreed with Stralia’s position until whatever had occurred that evening.

      “Where are they?!”

      “Honestly, Alpha, we don’t know!” Antonia promised. “But they couldn’t have gone far. There are guards on every door—”

      “Check Stralia’s bedroom and ours!” I ordered. “Where is Maywin?”

      Everyone in earshot burst into action as blood rushed through my ears, a feeling of faintness overtaking me.

      I had no doubt that Stralia would kill my bride the moment she had the chance.

      Was I too late already? Was Zephy already gone?

      I couldn’t let myself think that way.

      “No one in this palace rests until they are found!” I yelled, striding toward the stairs. “And find me her maid. Maywin must know something!”

      “Yes, Alpha!” everyone chorused as I flew toward the second floor, determined to rally the entire household to my cause.

      If Zephy was harmed, or worse, no one would ever sleep again. I would personally ensure that.
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      Aradia flew in and out of every bedroom without shame, appearing and disappearing to check if Zephy was being held captive within the walls.

      When she reported back to me, she had no news, but that she had located Maywin, hiding in her own room, close to our suites.

      I stormed through the door of Maywin’s room without knocking, and the maid threw her hands over her head as if I would strike her.

      “Where did Stralia take her?”

      Relief stained her face when she realized it was me and not someone else, jumping to her feet.

      “I don’t know. Queen Zephyrine held off the others for our safety,” Maywin sobbed. “I-I never imagined that she was in harm’s way. She’s always been so strong and fearless.”

      “Now she’s missing!” I spat, although I wasn’t angry with her. “What do you know about Stralia?”

      Maywin wiped her wet eyes and straightened her shoulders, her chin quivering, but a spark of defiance overtook her.

      “Alpha, Stralia was no friend of mine,” she reminded me purposefully, and shame made me nauseous.

      Simultaneously, I stared at her, an idea springing through me.

      “But she did have friends. A lot of them, if the rumors are true.”

      Maywin returned my stare and nodded. “The dungeon!” she gasped, waving her hands like an excited child. “The Queen was fixated on the dungeon. She insisted we go down there earlier.”

      Taken aback, I thought of the moldy, dank underbelly of the palace. “No one uses the dungeon…”

      “That’s precisely the point, isn’t it?” Maywin told me excitedly.

      We rushed toward the door in unison, our hopes renewed. In the hallway, my flock of guards followed as I led, and I heard Jasper tell Maywin to remain in her room.

      “No!” the maid breathed. “She’s my friend, and she needs me.”

      “It’s no place for you, Maywin,” the guard told her tenderly.

      I looked back over my shoulder at the couple, a fusion of annoyance and affection twining inside me.

      “Let her come,” I told Jasper. “It was her idea to look in the dungeon.”

      Jasper frowned, but Maywin offered me a timid smile, curtseying in thanks. I wasted no more time heading back toward the back stairwells, calling out to the rest of the household for reinforcements.

      “Your queen protected you tonight. It’s time for you to return the favor, Ironhelm. Let’s rid this house of the vermin we permitted to fester in the walls and bring Zephyrine home.”

      With a rally cry, we burrowed downstairs, but despite my calls of confidence, I was terrified for my mate.

      Please, gods, don’t let it be too late.
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      “Wake her up! Wake her up now!” I heard Stralia shrilling, her anger permeating my unconsciousness, the dull thudding in my brain enhancing with my waking. But from somewhere inside me, a loud noise overtook Stralia’s voice, warning me to remain limp, unmoving, despite my instincts to fight and escape.

      Slowly, distinctly, I became aware of my hands and feet bound in place. I still didn’t dare open my eyes, and I depended on my other senses to account for my surroundings. The dank smell told me instantly that I was in the basement, the duskiness filling my lungs. I was incredibly weak, but even if I’d been in possession of my powers, I was too deep in the palace to call upon the weather to save me now. Even if I could conjure the clouds to do any of my bidding, I was helpless to use them.

      “WAKE HER!” Stralia screamed again. “I want her to see what I’m going to do to her!”

      “I’ve tried!” I heard Coraline complain. “But we cannot stay here, Stralia. It’s only a matter of time before we’re found—”

      A slap stopped the cook from completing her sentence, and I realized that Stralia was losing control not only of her followers but of herself.

      If I keep my eyes closed, I will buy myself a little bit of time. She wants to torture me first. It was a daunting thought, but it kept my mind sensible.

      If I pretended to remain unconscious, Stralia may hold off on killing me. I had absolutely no doubt that was her intention.

      “Don’t hit me!” Coraline whined a half second later. “I’m giving you the facts. We can’t stay here, Stralia.”

      “You bloody fool! We’ve been meeting down here for months, and no one has been the wiser. Cade has all but forsaken the dungeons now. We could build an entire community here if we pleased, and no one would know about it. Shut your holes and do as you’re told. WAKE HER UP!”

      A breeze of wind indicated that someone had neared my place, and I longed to peek and see who else was with us, but I didn’t dare. An unexpected slap struck my face, and it took every fiber of my being not to react.

      “Again!” Stralia barked.

      “You do it!” Coraline yelped. “If she wakes up and sees me hitting her…”

      “What is she going to do about it, Coraline?” Stralia asked mockingly. “She’s going to be dead in a matter of minutes, remember?”

      “Well… she’s still the Queen…”

      “I AM THE QUEEN! ME! I AM THE ONE WHO PUT IN THE YEARS AT CADE’S SIDE! She doesn’t have the luxury of swooping in here and reaping the rewards of all my hard work!” Stralia bellowed madly.

      All around me, I heard a collective drawing of breaths.

      How many are in here? Five? Ten? Twenty?

      The understanding that so many had plotted against me for all this time churned my gut. It wasn’t just a jealous former lover who had it out for me but staff who had served me, pretended to care for me.

      “I can’t do this, Stralia,” I heard a male whimper. “Did you see what she can do? She has a way of controlling the weather. It was snowing in the middle of summer!”

      “More the reason to end her, Ricard! She’s dangerous! Unpredictable!”

      “I’m sorry, Stralia. I’ll join you once you’ve claimed the throne, but until then—”

      “I will strike you down, Ricard!” Stralia screamed, but racing footsteps echoed her words, and I exhaled slowly as others began to murmur around me.

      “He’s not wrong, Stralia.”

      “She’s very powerful.”

      “Did you know she could do that? Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “I didn’t know what we were up against.”

      “YOU COWARDS!” Stralia roared. “We’ve planned this for weeks, months! You all agreed that I was a better fit as queen!”

      “That was before we saw what she could do,” a timid female mumbled.

      “And she sacrificed herself to save the staff. A queen, saving servants like that? I’ve never seen anything like it, Stralia. Maybe she’s not as bad as we think—”

      A gasp cut off the latest speaker, and I kept my chin down to hide my expression. I silently willed them all to stop contradicting Stralia for their own safety. I couldn’t protect them, even though I wanted to. Some of the faeries speaking had put me in this very position, but I didn’t want any being in my kingdom harmed.

      “She’s pregnant with the King’s child, Stralia. We can’t hurt her.”

      This last statement hung over the dank cellar like a lead balloon, and I desperately wanted to swallow but didn’t dare.

      “That child should have been mine.” Stralia’s tone was oddly flat now, emotionless, as if she had lost all feeling. “Cade was mine first. That baby belongs to me.”

      Terror shot through me, and without thinking, I strained forward to touch the swell of my belly, forgetting that my hands were bound.

      “She’s awake!” someone cried out, my position revealed, and I gritted my teeth, throwing my head back to open my eyes.

      Our gazes clashed, but I refused to show Stralia how afraid I was.

      “You’ll never be queen, Stralia. He is my mate. You will never have his trust or his love!”

      With my eyes open now, I could count those who had betrayed me and the kingdom, their faces paling as I set my stare upon them, backing away as if they thought I might light them on fire with a single look.

      There were less than I imagined, ten at most, the numbers dropping as some rushed off, my now-opened eyes appearing to faze their determination.

      “Where are you going, idiots?” Stralia howled, her anger mounting. “She can’t do anything in here! She’s tied to a chair and can’t use her magic in the dungeon.”

      The magic blocker. I can’t do anything. But neither can she.

      Realizing that I had no choice left but to stall her or die, I put her on the defensive, wracking my brain for an escape. My choices were few, bound to a chair and weak, but I hoped that one of the uncertain servants around me might have a change of heart and release me if I gave them the opportunity.

      “They’re leaving you just like Cade did, Stralia. They can see that you’re not a leader,” I told her flatly.

      She whipped her white-blonde mane toward me, her face paling at the words, two more bodies rushing off the site at the opportunity.

      “How dare you!” she spat.

      “How dare I?” I retorted, wheezing in the poor air but struggling to keep my composure. “You are the one who’s trying to kill me!”

      She laughed mirthlessly, rushing toward me, her clear eyes flashing with malice. “It’s mine! All of it! The palace! The kingdom! CADE!”

      Her hysteria mounted dangerously, and she raised her hand, showing the gleaming edge of a blade for the first time.

      This is it. This is how it ends for me, for us, I thought mournfully. I’m sorry, little one. I wanted to protect you.

      I tried to muster more strength from within me, but even in my most primitive form, it was impossible, my powers depleted.

      Move! I screamed at myself. For the sake of your child! Cade’s child!

      My baby, still too small to be anything on their own, would never have a fighting chance, and yet I was without recourse to stop the inevitable from happening. I was going to die here, in this gods forsaken place, by the hand of my mate’s former lover. I couldn’t think of a worse way to go.

      “It was fated,” I rasped, desperate to keep her at bay. “Cade and me.”

      “You should have stayed in Anderlane,” Stralia yelled. “Why didn’t you just stay away?!”

      “Because Cade will always come looking for me, Stralia. Can’t you see that? We’re mated. We are destined to be together, no matter what you do. Even if you kill me, he will never be with you.”

      Her face melted into a smirk. “We’ll see about that, won’t we?” she purred, advancing on me.

      “Stralia!” I barked, but my words were meaningless to her.

      The vengeance in her eyes was beyond reason. I had already known I was going to die, and there would be no more drawing it out.

      “Good riddance to you,” she spat, rushing toward me, the silver dagger extended.

      I thrust my head to the side as Stralia’s blade flew toward me, my eyes squeezing shut.

      I’m sorry, I told my unborn again, a tear slipping down my cheek. I wish I’d been stronger for you, little one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          

      

    

    







            Cade

          

        

      

    

    
      Never had I moved so quickly in my life, and yet I still didn’t feel as if we were moving fast enough.

      Every step we took along the stairwell made me feel as if we were getting closer to Zephy. And simultaneously, she felt like she was slipping away from me.

      “Is there another way to access the dungeon?” I asked Ryland as we moved. “Beyond the kitchen?”

      “I don’t think so…”

      “Find out if there is and send guards that way. If there is a way for anyone to escape, I don’t want them to take it. I don’t care what it takes to apprehend everyone inside.”

      “Assuming that they’re down there.”

      “They’re down there,” I said through gritted teeth.

      I could feel them now that Maywin had suggested it. I didn’t know why I didn’t feel it earlier, but now, the scent of my mate flooded my nostrils, and when the heavy metal door of the dungeon creaked open, I couldn’t stop my body from shifting, even as the guards called out in protest, begging to allow themselves to go ahead of me. I ignored them, of course. If Zephy was down there, which I was sure she was, I intended to find her before anyone else and end Stralia’s reign of terror over our kingdom once and for all.

      My tongue lolling from the side of my mouth, I bolted down along the stairs, tail pressed firmly between my legs as I moved, ears flat against my head. I couldn’t be sure that my shift would keep, that my wolf form would hold because of the magic blocker, but I didn’t care. I needed to go in with all the strength I had.

      As I entered the bottom floor, the stale stench of the air reached my nose. My senses were far more heightened in my wolf body, my fae powers on high alert as I prepared for any attack, but the few bodies that stood around had not noticed me yet, their eyes fixated on Stralia, and as she jumped forward—toward my mate, tied to a broken chair—Zephy’s eyes squeezed shut, the glint of silver catching my eye as she waited for the point to plunge into her, but I was too fast. Springing off my rear legs, I flew through the air, hearing the gasps and shrieks of Stralia’s followers when they realized who had come to save the Queen.

      I guessed my shift was holding, after all.

      Through my peripheral vision, I saw Zephy thrust her head to the side as Stralia’s blade fell out of her hand, fading away into the dimness. Screams erupted in the dungeon, the noise captured in the stone walls as the remaining figures scrambled to escape the influx of guards who suddenly swarmed the underground. Zephy was knocked to her side with the impact, her hands and ankles still bound. I whipped my head toward Ryland to silently order him to release my queen from captivity.

      “It’s the King! The King is here! And the Royal Guards!” someone screamed, panic lacing their tone.

      Their fear pleased me, their bodies scrambling in every direction, but my focus was only on the blonde who crumbled to the ground below me. She stared up at me, her eyes innocent and pleading. While I wanted to contain the menace who had turned our lives upside down for so long, it was Zephy who was my main concern. I turned my head to look at her, knowing that she had been knocked down in the shuffle.

      Zephy blinked at me from her place on the dingy, filthy floor, wrenching against her ties, but Stralia’s voice called me back to the matter at present. I had to deal with her first.

      “Cade, it’s not how it seems!” she choked. “I-I never meant to keep her like this—”

      My claws dug into her shoulders, and Stralia screamed, her face twisting in disbelief.

      “CADE! CADE, PLEASE!” she begged. “YOU LOVE ME!”

      The words infuriated me. Deeper my nails fell into her flesh, the screams of pain only fueling my rage. What about Zephy’s pain? My baby’s?

      “This is your fault, too!” she sobbed, refusing to acknowledge her wrongdoing, although I would never accept her apology if she had. “If you hadn’t—”

      I’d heard enough out of her, my fangs falling into her throat, paws almost melting into her chest now, puncturing the front of her work uniform and streaking the uniform to puddle crimson on the floor around her.

      I could see the rest of her group had scattered, but they weren’t fast enough for my guards, who rounded them up and secured them in the ancient cells, Ryland tending to Zephyrine as I sucked the life out of her threat, her nemesis.

      A fusion of sorrow and relief burned through me as Stralia’s life faded away beneath me, Ryland’s words meeting my ears when he dealt with my mate.

      “Are you all right, Luna?” the head of the Royal Guards demanded, looking her over for injuries.

      Zephy appeared to be in shock, her lips pressed shut, eyes still glued to the violent and savage attack on Stralia before her.

      Stralia’s words had long since died out, but I didn’t remove myself from her body to be certain, even though she no longer pleaded for her life. I waited until the last of her breaths seeped from her limp body before falling back on my haunches to stare at her.

      Again, I was overwhelmed with emotions.

      Contempt, sadness, regret.

      “Cade,” Zephy whispered, drawing my attention toward her.

      Only then did I look away from the corpse toward her fully, my expression changing. Confident that Stralia wasn’t moving now, I bounded forward, my massive, furry body morphing back into my mortal form as I did.

      “My love,” I murmured, reaching for Zephy’s. “Did she hurt you? Our baby?”

      “No,” she promised me. “I don’t think so.”

      “Send for Aradia and the pre-natal healer at once,” I ordered no one in particular, but someone called out for others to move, and several of the guards retreated up the stairs to do exactly as I asked.

      My hands roamed over her body to check for cuts and bruises as tears of relief flooded my eyes when I saw that she was relatively unscathed but for the look of abject terror in her eyes.

      “I should have known,” I murmured, guilt nauseating me. “I should have seen that she wouldn’t go quietly.”

      “Shh, shh!” Zephy pleaded, touching my face.

      Instantly, her palms were stained with Stralia’s blood, and she dropped them, disgusted. I rose from my crouching position, sweeping her into my arms to hold her against my body.

      “Please, Alpha!” one of the servants cried out from the cells. “We didn’t mean for it to get this far!”

      “She misled us—”

      “SHUT UP!” I roared at them. “You will all be dealt with—after I get the names of your co-conspirators. And you will give them all to me. I promise you that.”

      Their pleas died, and I marched toward the steps with Zephy in my arms, relishing the feel of her hands around my neck.

      “What will you do to them?” she whispered as we ascended into the palace. “Will they—”

      “That’s not for you to worry about now,” I implored her, drawing her as close to my nude form as I could.

      I didn’t care about my nakedness or about the way everyone in my path fell back to make way for us as we exited the depth of the basement. All that mattered to me in those moments was the safety of my mate and our child.

      “Alpha!”

      I turned to find Maywin tripping up the stairs after us, her face piqued and red. I had forgotten all about her following us into the dungeon.

      “Maywin!” Zephy gasped. “What are you doing here?”

      “She told us where to find you,” I explained.

      Zephy gasped. “You shouldn’t have come. It was far too dangerous!”

      “I would follow you to the ends of the world, Luna,” Maywin told her earnestly.

      Zephy untangled her arms from around my neck and nodded for me to put her on the stone ground. I put her on her own feet reluctantly, my eyes scanning the kitchen suspiciously, but the remaining staff had wisely made themselves scarce, my fury still radiating in the walls around us, but for the Royal Guards, who also stood vigilantly, keeping an eye out for any further trouble. Ryland handed me a pair of pants, and I wriggled into them as Zephy embraced her maid tightly.

      “Thank you, Maywin,” Zephy murmured.

      “Luna, I am so sorry we didn’t get to you sooner,” Maywin said.

      “I am alive because of you, Maywin,” Zephy said.

      Maywin nodded, looking as if she were too overwhelmed to respond.

      “Let’s get you to the suite and have you checked out. Maywin can come, too, but I want to ensure that you’re not injured,” I interjected.

      Sighing, Zephy nodded and pulled out of the embrace with her friend, but she looked back at Maywin.

      “We’ll continue this conversation later,” she said.

      “Yes, we will,” Maywin agreed as Zephy accepted my outstretched hand and permitted me to guide her toward the foyer of the palace.

      “Find every one of them if it takes you all night of questioning,” I told Ryland, my fingers twined with Zephy’s, our steps quick and even. “I’ll deal with them all in the morning.”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      “And anyone who is hiding, helping, or harboring them gets the same punishment,” I told them.

      “I don’t think there are many left,” Zephy told me quietly. “They started to see Stralia for what she was at the end.”

      I cast her a sidelong look without slowing my gait. “I think that they saw you for what you are: a true queen and leader. You saved your people from her.”

      She gave me a watery smile, and suddenly, I could read the exhaustion on her face again. I turned and once more swept her up in my arms, carrying her the rest of the way up the second flight of stairs despite her weak protests.

      “No, my love,” I rasped. “I’ve got you. I always told you that I would never let anything happen to you. Just stay in my arms and let me take care of you.”

      Eventually, she succumbed to my wishes, again encircling her fingers around my neck, and I laid her on the round mattress. Aradia, Shay, and the pre-natal healer would soon arrive to check her over.

      Slowly, I removed her filthy pajamas, washing her down with a cool, damp cloth, studying every inch of her body and wincing with every new scrape and scratch I found. Closing my eyes, I placed my hands over the reddened spots to heal them without much effort amidst Zephy’s protests.

      “They’ll heal themselves, Cade. They’re barely anything at all.”

      “Which is why it is taking me nothing to heal them,” I replied lightly, kissing the softness of her flesh.

      She twined her fingers through my hair as I laid my head against her naked stomach, my heart hammering with worry for our child.

      “The baby is fine,” she promised, but I could hear the concern in her voice, too.

      As if on cue to our words, Aradia appeared in the bedroom, Shay at her side. The enchantresses both moved toward the bed as I hesitatingly sat back, my hand still clutched to my mate’s.

      “You’ll have to let us look at her, Cade,” Aradia told me gently, prying me away. I didn’t want to stand, but she was giving me little choice.

      “Where is the pre-natal healer?”

      “It’s far too soon for the pre-natal healer to do anything, Cade. The baby is barely developed. If something has happened—”

      “Nothing has happened!” both Zephy and I barked in unison.

      “Of course,” Shay cooed softly. “Nothing has happened.”

      “No, they’re right,” Aradia agreed, waving her powerful palms over my mate’s barely swollen abdomen thrice, her shoulders relaxing. “I can feel the child within. It seems unharmed.”

      Relief buckled my knees, and I could have kissed Aradia for the first time in my life, but I settled for a heartfelt “thank you” instead.

      “The Queen is in good health, too,” Aradia continued. “There is no permanent damage, but I suspect the psychological damage is much worse.”

      Zephy’s smile faded, but I slid closer to her on the mattress.

      “We will deal with whatever is upcoming together,” I vowed. “As rulers of this kingdom.”

      Aradia grinned at me. “Of that, I never had a doubt. It was you who had the doubts, if I recall.”

      Zephy raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” she asked lightly. “Is that right?”

      “That was Axel,” I replied dryly, kissing her forehead before pulling up sheets to shield her nudity. I turned my attention to the enchantresses. “Can you send for Maywin—only Maywin—please?”

      “She should get some rest, Cade,” Aradia scolded me lightly.

      “She will,” I promised. “But she also needs to eat.”

      “She is right here in the room,” Zephy piped up, exasperated.

      We eyed her apologetically.

      “Yes, my love, of course.”

      Her face softened. “But I would like to see Maywin… and eat something.”

      She smiled sheepishly. “I guess maybe you can half read my mind without making decisions for me.”

      “It wouldn’t kill me to ask you first, either,” I admitted.

      I kissed her again, and when we looked up, the enchantresses were gone, leaving us alone together.

      “Do you think we’re safe now, Cade?” Zephy whispered, but I didn’t have a chance to answer before Maywin entered the room.

      I hoped we were, but I didn’t want to lie to her, either.

      I had no real way of being sure.
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      The pre-natal healer stayed in the empty bedroom adjacent to our suite from that day forward, ensuring that I was checked on every morning and night, but she decided that everything was progressing as it should.

      Guards were stationed outside the doors, and I was placed on bedrest for the next week, despite my protests that I was fine, but Maywin later explained that it was more for my safety than my health.

      “There’s a sweep of the palace and kingdom happening right now,” she told me earnestly. “The best thing you can do is stay out of the way and remain exactly where you are.”

      I sat up against the overwhelming number of pillows, worry taking me over as I stared at her. “Why? What’s happening? I should be out there. I’m tired of lying around, eating and staring at the ceiling all day.”

      “Nothing is happening… not really,” Maywin reassured me. “Most of the faeries who rallied to Stralia have either turned themselves in at the Alpha’s mercy or fled Ironhelm for the mountains.”

      I gasped aloud. “The mountains are worse than anything that Cade can do to them, aren’t they?”

      “The King is offering leniency to most of them,” Maywin responded.

      I was relieved to hear it.

      Cade and I had discussed what we would do with the outliers at length. From what I had seen, Stralia had been the mastermind, her jealousy driving their fears, but the reality had not been what lay in the hearts of the staff who had followed her. Those who still showed defiance could be imprisoned or banished, but killing would be a final resort.

      Cade had calmed enough to agree with me, adding that most pleaded they had gone with the devil they had known when siding with Stralia, a fact I had seen with my own eyes.

      “Now that everyone is aware of your power and your loyalty to the kingdom, they accept you as the queen, Zephy.”

      I wouldn’t be naïve again, nor would I lower my guard. There would always be those who wished us harm, both in and out of the kingdom, but for the time being, the threat was contained.

      “Why is it better that I stay here?” I pressed Maywin.

      “The King wants to be sure that the entire palace is ‘sanitized,’ as he says. He will not risk you being endangered again.” She smiled warmly. “And I don’t fault him for being so cautious. He trusted Stralia.”

      Sadness washed through me as I thought of how much he had lost over the years, his parents, Stralia. He would hold on to our child and me at all costs. The least I could do was give him the peace of mind he so obviously desired.

      “I can wait for him to do whatever needs to be done,” I agreed quietly.

      “In the interim, there’s no reason for you to be bored—”

      “Actually, I want to speak to you about that, Maywin,” I interrupted her.

      She blinked once. “About what, Luna?”

      I shook my head vehemently. “Stop calling me that.”

      Her eyes blinked in confusion. “I-I don’t understand…” she breathed, looking terrified, as if I were going to terminate her employment.

      I laughed to reassure her that I had no intention of doing any such thing.

      “You are not my servant, Maywin, and you haven’t been since we’ve come to Ironhelm.”

      She drew in a shaky breath, still uncomprehending. “I don’t know what you mean. I haven’t been anything but loyal. I never once believed that you would be anything but a wonderful queen—”

      “Maywin,” I interjected, taking her hand quickly and squeezing. “I’m saying that I can’t keep you on as my maid, not when you’ve become so much more than that to me.”

      Slowly, understanding colored Maywin’s earnest eyes, and she peered at me with respect. “What are you proposing, Luna?” she whispered.

      “Well, as I just said, you will stop calling me ‘Luna’ or ‘Queen Zephyrine’ when we’re alone. ‘Zephy’ will suffice, just as Aradia calls Cade by his given name and Ryland does, too, in private—although he pretends he doesn’t when I’m around.”

      I tittered.

      Maywin balked at the thought, and I chuckled harder at her expression.

      “It will take some getting used to,” I agreed. “But that’s what friends do.”

      “I will try, Z-Zephy,” she sputtered.

      “There! That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      “It was!”

      I giggled and squeezed her hand again. “You’re also going to stop working and merely be one of my fae-in-waiting. I won’t have you doing menial tasks anymore. It’s beneath you, and I should have promoted you long ago. I’m sorry it’s taken me as long as it has.”

      “Oh, Lun—Z-Zephy! I don’t know what to say!”

      “Say yes… and say that you’ll finally pursue a relationship with that guard who you’ve been making eyes at for months.”

      Maywin blushed crimson and looked away, but I forced her to look at me. “Maywin…”

      “Yes… I will,” she blubbered. “I barely know what to say…”

      “Just tell me that you’ll be my first fae-in-waiting.”

      Maywin stared at me blankly, and I laughed.

      “It’s like a full-time bridesmaid, but I only want you to be my friend,” I offered. “Also, it’s a paid position, and you will be compensated with a home in the palace for as long as I am queen.”

      Maywin’s cheeks reddened. “I don’t need payment to be your friend,” she said. “That’s not a duty; that’s an honor.”

      My heart warmed with her words.

      “I truly love you like a sister, Maywin. I want you to have a comfortable life. Please just accept this position as a token of how much I care about you.”

      “Thank you, Zephy,” she said and hugged me. She drew back, and her brows furrowed. “Who will be your maid?” she asked worriedly. “It will have to be someone you trust, someone—”

      “You don’t need to worry about me all the time, Maywin. You’ve done a very good job of that for many years. Now, I just want you at my side as my friend.”

      Tears misted her solemn eyes, and she nodded, visibly swallowing. “Yes,” she murmured. “I will do that.”

      “Good. Then the matter is settled.”

      The door opened and Cade sauntered in. “What matter is that?” he asked.

      “Maywin will now be my first lady-in-waiting,” I declared, making the act official.

      “How wonderful,” Cade said, nodding approvingly. “It’s high time she got a promotion with all the valuable work she’s done around here. I think we should move her into a better suite as well. I thought something closer to the guards’ quarters. What do you say, my love?”

      I grinned mischievously at my mate, and he returned my smile as Maywin’s cheeks continued to flame. She mumbled something incoherently.

      I nodded. “That’s a fine idea. Why don’t you see about packing up your bedroom, Maywin? We’ll have available staff help you move. See if Jasper is around, yes?”

      Maywin almost ran from the suite, leaving Cade and me to chuckle amongst us as the door closed in her wake.

      He sat at my side, brushing my hair aside. “How are you feeling?”

      “You must know that I’m as fit as a fiddle,” I complained. “There’s not a thing wrong with me.”

      “I do know that,” he replied. “But I want you to remain here a short while longer while I finish ensuring all of Stralia’s group has been rooted out.”

      There was something about his tone that made me second guess his intentions, but I didn’t push him, nodding in agreement as I allowed him to slip in beside me, nestling against my bare arm, his warm cheek instantly putting me at ease.

      “There will just be more work for me to do when I’m finally permitted to leave,” I warned.

      “Grisella is handling matters.”

      “I bet she is,” I grumbled, but even as I said it, I was partially grateful for the old battle axe who had not betrayed me the way some of the other staff had in the heat of the moment.

      “Oh!” Cade sat up, looking vaguely sheepish. “I almost forgot…”

      He slipped out of the bed to retreat out the door, returning with a small package in hand. “A gift arrived from Sandor.”

      My eyes bugged. “The warlock?” I asked suspiciously. “Whom you accused of poisoning me?”

      Cade grimaced. “He was very forgiving under the circumstances,” he replied. “And made me realize that maybe I was a bit too judgmental about warlocks in general. In fact, he forsook payment for your locator spell entirely… as long as he is invited to future galas… and the party celebrating the baby’s birth.”

      A small titter escaped my lips. “He just wants to be included?” I asked dubiously.

      Cade shrugged and handed me the package in his hands. “Apparently, he’s really just quite the social butterfly and wanted to be a part of society. I set him up with some money to thank him and a stylist to help get him cleaned up. He produced a protection spell for the baby that is meant to keep it safe in the womb. Aradia had it tested and reassured me that it’s safe.”

      “Oh… how lovely,” I murmured, touched that the warlock would make such a gesture.

      “Not everyone is as miserable as they seem.”

      “Or as nice,” I agreed softly, unwrapping the package.

      A waft of aromatic herbs greeted my nostrils, and I inhaled them sweetly, allowing them to linger in my lungs and filter through me. Immediately, I could feel them taking effect, my stomach tickling deliciously.

      “You must thank Sandor for me,” I murmured.

      “Maybe we’ll have him over for dinner, and you can thank him yourself,” Cade mused.

      “If you ever let me out of here,” I replied lightly, but I couldn’t suppress my longing sigh.

      Cade leaned forward to kiss my cheek, also taking a deep whiff of Sandor’s concoction.

      “All in due time, My Queen,” he promised. “I’ll have food brought to you.”

      “Are you leaving already?” I moaned, noting that he turned for the door again.

      “I’ll be back soon,” he reassured me. “I just have some last-minute matters to attend to, and then I’m all yours for the night—I promise.”

      I had no choice but to agree, and I extended my arms toward him for a last hug and kiss, which he obliged without issue. But I didn’t let him go easily, my lips lingering on his neck when he went to pull away.

      “I’m not afraid when I’m with you, Cade,” I told him softly. “You don’t need to keep me locked away in here like a virgin princess.”

      He met my eyes, brushing his mouth against mine. “I have no doubt that you can handle yourself, Zephy. And I have no intention of hiding you from the world. Don’t you worry.”

      He landed a final peck on my mouth and saw himself to the door, leaving me alone with my thoughts again, my fingers trailing over the wetness of my lips. At least I would have that to last me for a little while until he returned.
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      Closing the door, I nodded curtly at the guards in the hall and burst into a sprint past the east wing of the palace, almost crashing through the scaffolding along the doorway of the newly erected wing.

      “How much longer is this going to take?” I demanded breathlessly. “I can’t keep her in there much longer!”

      The workers looked at me warily, their faces streaked with paint and plaster, sweat lining their brows and hair.

      “One more day at most, Alpha,” the head worker promised.

      “I will hold you to it, or you won’t get that bonus I promised you,” I growled, spinning around to find Grisella.

      I didn’t like keeping things from Zephy, but in this case, it was necessary. Unfortunately, the surprise I had planned was taking much, much longer than I had anticipated, and my bride was getting understandably antsy in the process.

      I found the housekeeper in the foyer, barking orders to the staff, keeping them in line as always.

      Everyone stood more erect as I entered the hall, their eyes fixed straight ahead.

      “The Queen is coming out tomorrow,” I informed them, directing my words primarily at Grisella. “If I get a whiff of insubordination from anyone—anyone—they will be on the street without severance or reference. I will ensure that you don’t work anywhere in Mystara for the remainder of your life. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      I stared at Grisella, waiting for her assent. She merely stared back at me.

      “Grisella, I haven’t heard your response,” I said quietly. “Do you understand me?”

      The aging housekeeper balked at me, blinking. “I heard you.”

      “But do you understand?” I demanded. “This is Queen Zephyrine’s house, not yours. Not mine, even. Hers. Her and our children’s. You will abide by her commands today and every day.”

      Grisella paled and quivered at my tone, but my gaze did not falter.

      “I won’t stand for any insolence from any of you. One whiff of defiance, one hint…” I left my voice to trail off, but the meaning was unmistakable.

      There would not be a replay of what had happened with Stralia, not ever again.

      “I want any concerns brought directly to me,” I went on. “No matter is too insignificant. If some of you had spoken up sooner, all of this could have been avoided already—not that we don’t all bear some responsibility for the part we played.”

      I swallowed thickly, my own guilt at not having sent Stralia away still burning at me. “But what’s done is done, and all we can do is plan for the future now.”

      “Yes, Alpha,” Grisella and the other servants chorused again, the remaining staff eager to please.

      “Good.”

      I pivoted away, making my way toward the kitchen, where I almost ran directly into Heddy, who, as always, tripped over his feet in an effort to steer clear of me.

      “Goodness, Alpha!” he choked, bowing excessively, over and over, in apology. “Forgive my clumsiness—”

      I stopped in place, putting my hands squarely on his shoulders.

      “No, Heddy,” I told him flatly. “You must stop this at once. You have nothing to be sorry for. In fact, you are getting a promotion as of today.”

      Heddy raised his head in shock, blinking his rheumy eyes in surprise. “A p-promotion?” he stumbled. “What?”

      “You must have heard that Coraline is no longer with us. You will take her place as head cook. You have been loyal and trustworthy. And you make a mean pumpkin risotto. In fact, I think you should make some for our celebratory dinner tomorrow night. The Queen is coming out tomorrow.”

      Heddy gulped. “Tomorrow?” he echoed. “Already?”

      “She’s been cooped up all week and is getting quite antsy. If she remains in our suite much longer, I fear her nervous energy will blow the roof clear off.”

      “We wouldn’t want that, Alpha.”

      “No, we wouldn’t,” I agreed. “You’ll see about that risotto. I happen to know it’s the Queen’s favorite. She’s quite fond of you, Heddy.”

      The cook’s full face brightened. “Is she?”

      “We all are.”

      His smile was wide and genuine, and he straightened his shoulders for the first time I could recall. “Very well, Alpha. Pumpkin risotto for everyone tomorrow!”

      “I’ll inform the Queen. She’ll be very pleased.”

      There was a spring in his step when he turned to leave, and content that I had the staff relatively under control, I hurried back up the servant stairs toward the second floor and our bedroom once more.

      My mate had moved from the bed now, her back to me, the shimmer of her ebony mane spilling over the back of the vanity chair as she peered at her reflection in the mirror speculatively.

      “You’re back!” she called happily, pivoting around.

      Without a word, I strode toward her, eager to have Zephy in my arms and finish what we’d started early that morning before I’d been forced to face the day.

      Without preamble, I pulled her to her feet, her small form in my arms, and Zephy gasped with delight when my lips found hers, dark eyes lightening. Our lips meshed, a fusion of tongues, teeth, and mouths, exploring as if it were the first time, every time.

      “Oh…” she purred, tilting her head back to look at me. “Did you miss me?”

      I growled lightly, dancing her back toward the bed, our legs overtaking the stool on which she had just sat in the process, but I held fast to her body, ensuring that Zephy didn’t fall as we moved. Our forms bonded together, already melding into an erotic, hypnotic choreography.

      The pajamas she had donned since that morning slipped off easily in my hands, revealing her still-stunning form against my roaming palms, her own hands seeking to free my flesh of my shirt and pants.

      In seconds, we made it back to the round mattress, my back against the unmade sheets, Zephy straddling me, her perky, ripe breasts on my face. My nose nuzzled lower to inhale the sweetness of her core. The gentle swell of her belly made me harder as my hands moved to cup her, one palm against her rear, the other taking in a breast to place in my mouth.

      Zephy released a sigh of pleasure, and I felt a rush of heat surge over my hips as I licked at her. My gaze darted upward to meet her smoldering, narcotic eyes, her simple gaze lulling me into submission, my lips never leaving her nipple. I didn’t need to say a word.

      She was my mate and could read precisely what was on my mind. Whatever I felt, she certainly felt in spades—I could feel it in the pulse of her veins through the prickled skin of her flesh.

      Already heat spiked among us, beads of sweat forming under my arms, forcing my hold tight around her waist to draw her wet center nearer to me. My fingertips teased the crack of her cheeks, along the cleft, and she spread herself open, allowing me to play and enter, explore the wetness as she positioned herself more squarely overtop my engorged length.

      Raising her hips above me, she toyed with me a moment, popping the head of my cock inside and out as I finally removed her taut nipple from my lips to release a groan.

      “Why must you tease your king?” I grumbled.

      “I would never tease my king!” she rasped. “There are stiff punishments for such treachery.”

      I thrust myself upward, filling her as she lowered her hips in unison, our moans of pleasure ricocheting off the chamber walls. I pulled myself up, arms encircling her waist, and Zephy gasped again, legs locking behind me as I plunged entirely into her.

      Her own hands splayed over the bare skin of my shoulders as we rocked, my feet against the floor, leveraging my thrusts, each one growing harder and deeper. Zephy buried her face in my neck, her hot breaths only driving me harder.

      “Oh, gods!” she mewled, her climax mounting with mine.

      “Yes, My Queen,” I growled. “Good…”

      She squeezed at me from inside, kisses raining all over my neck and shoulder until hot streams covered me.

      “Oh, Cade…”

      Her nails dug deeply, and the time had come for both of us to let go. “Yes, my love,” I breathed. “I’m right here.”

      I let myself lose control then, the pain of her nails driving me to the edge, and I spilled into her as she had spilled all over me. I barely let the orgasm complete itself before falling onto my back, bringing my mate with me.

      Zephy giggled, toppling onto me but slipping to the side in the process, her leg draping over my hip as she tumbled, and I caught her, holding her against my panting form as we caught our respective breaths.

      “Are you staying in for the night now?” she asked hopefully. I propped my head up and stared at her beautiful, bored face.

      “No,” I decided.

      We weren’t going to wait until tomorrow. I was taking her out to show her today, ready or not.

      Disappointment colored her expression until I added, “I have something to show you. A surprise.”

      Interest lit her intelligent eyes. “Oh?”

      “If you’re in the mood to take a small walk,” I went on.

      Dubiously, Zephy sat up. “Out of here?” she demanded. “You’re letting me out of here.”

      I scowled lightly. “You make it sound like I was keeping you prisoner.”

      “I was starting to feel like I was one,” she admitted. Sighing, I also sat up and stroked her cheek.

      “That was never my intention—not since the first day you walked into Ironhelm Place.”

      She nodded, lowering her eyes demurely. “I know that, Cade.”

      “When you left me, Zephy…”

      Her head jerked up, and she cupped my cheek. “That was a terrible misunderstanding, and we got past that. Stralia did a number on us all, but she’s gone now. The darkness that she cast over the palace is gone. You and me? We’ll never let anything come between us again. We’re fated to be together. Nothing is ever going to keep us apart.”

      I kissed her lips softly, and she eagerly returned it.

      Sitting back, she looked at me. “So? You have a surprise for me, or was that merely a tease to keep me from complaining about my squalid conditions?”

      Her eyes twinkled with jest, and I sat back, laughing.

      “Squalid, hm?” I told her. “I fear, My Queen, that you have been too spoiled for your own good.”

      “No,” Zephy promised. “I know how fortunate we are to have what we do. I count my blessings every day.”

      Her eyes told me that I was among the things she was grateful for. I stood and searched for my clothing, nodding toward her. “Get dressed. We’re taking a short walk.”

      Zephy squealed like an excited child, and I laughed, slipping into my pants. If she was joyful now, I could not wait to see her expression in a few minutes’ time.

      Uncertainty crossed her face as we entered the newly constructed wing of the palace, her hand clinging tightly to mine. “When did you do all this, Cade?” she asked warily. “And why didn’t I hear the construction?”

      “That was all on purpose,” I replied slyly, casting her a sidelong look. “Sometimes I swear you forget that I have just as much magic as you.”

      She gasped, her eyes popping with the realization. “This is why you’ve been keeping me in the suite? Not for my safety, but to keep this secret construction from me?”

      I shrugged nonchalantly and opened the double doors to the new wing, showing the three new rooms. None had doors on them yet, but as the head contractor had promised, all were in the final stages of completion, the most important one finished.

      “Oh, Cade…”

      Zephy’s hand untangled from mine as she ambled toward the nearest threshold, her eyes wide and disbelieving.

      White light flowed through the nursery, the sheer drapery sweeping along with the ceiling fans over the white-washed crib. The smell of fresh paint still lingered over the room, but it would fade with the open windows, the outside air already sucking the fumes through.

      In every corner sat a massive plush animal of a different design, staring in at the crib in the center, and along every wall, a piece of furniture. A change table, dresser, rocking chair, bookshelf.

      Toys, games, and stuffed animals wove along the thick, multicolored carpet, the ceiling painted in rainbows and clouds, a boat on the wall near the embedded gas fireplace.

      “I think it’s suitable for a son or daughter,” I offered when she didn’t speak, suddenly alarmed that she didn’t like it. “But if you don’t like something, we can take it out and replace it.”

      Abruptly, Zephy turned to me, tears hazing her eyes. “It’s absolutely perfect, Cade,” she breathed. “It’s everything I ever imagined in a nursery for our child…”

      She drew in a shaky breath, and I extended my arms, pulling her against me as she collected herself for a moment.

      “I’m glad you like it,” I told her softly. “I’m sorry for all the subterfuge. I just wanted it to be a surprise.”

      Sniffling, she pulled back, a wide smile on her face. “That it was. And it makes the entire week in lockup worthwhile,” she told me. “Thank you.”

      She lifted her head and peered curiously down the hallway at the other doorways. “But what are those?”

      I raised my eyebrows. “This whole wing is for the children,” I told her, surprised that she hadn’t figured it out.

      She frowned. “Whose children?”

      “Our children, Zephy. The kingdom’s children.”

      A hot blush stained her cheeks, and she stared at me, pursing her lips together, understanding filling her face.

      “Our children,” she repeated, as if it hadn’t occurred to her until that moment that there might be more than one.

      I placed my hands on her belly, and she put her fingers over mine.

      She giggled lightly. “I’m sure there are at least ten other rooms in this place that could have been used for nurseries already.”

      I shook my head. “No,” I denied. “Not for our children. This is fresh and new for us.”

      Her smile widened.

      “Our children,” she repeated.

      “Our children,” I agreed. “And we’ll build as many rooms and as many wings as necessary to ensure that Ironhelm Place lives on.”

      She cocked her head back and peered at me lovingly. “Yes, my love,” she whispered. “Ironhelm will always be filled with our bloodline now.”
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        Five Years Later

      

      

      I was beginning to get a headache at the Council of Ministers meeting and wished that Sepher and Yasmir would stop bickering like an old married couple.

      “Would you like me to interject, Luna?” Ryland whispered from behind me.

      Appalled, I stared at him, shaking my head. This was only the fifth time I’d led the cabinet on my own, and I certainly wasn’t going to show them that I couldn’t control a silly argument.

      “NO! How many times do I have to tell you that we’re not having the festival—” Yasmir started to shout, but before he could finish his sentence, I summoned a lightning bolt through the skylight, raining glass over the council members, causing the attendees to scatter like rats on a sinking ships.

      No one was hurt, of course, as I used a separate protection spell, but the drama of it scared and silenced them all like I knew it would.

      Honestly, why do I always have to use dramatic magic to make them listen?

      “Luna!” Ryland choked, running to save me, but I held up a hand, staring at the whimpering males.

      Immediately, the guard stepped back, realizing that I had been the cause of the chaos.

      “Ensure that someone fixes that right away,” I ordered Ryland. “Pay them double for the trouble. Same for the cleanup.”

      “Yes, Luna,” he mumbled, a glint of appreciation overtaking his eyes.

      The entire meeting fell silent, all eyes roaming in my direction as I stood at the podium.

      “Are you quite finished now?” I asked pleasantly. “Or do you need some more time to complete this little screaming match?”

      The entire Council of Ministers gulped in unison, retrieving their seats.

      “Luna…” Hampstermeyer mumbled, rising and bowing politely. “May I ask when the King will be returning from abroad?”

      I could barely swallow my smirk. Cade had barely been gone two days, and the males were already missing him.

      He really does let them get away with everything, doesn’t he?

      “Sit down, Hampy,” Sepher hissed, catching the gleam in my eyes. “Pardon Hampstermyer. He… he doesn’t have a lot of experience with females.”

      “Does anything actually get accomplished at cabinet meetings, or is this merely a place for males to let off a load of steam?” I demanded. “In the past two days, I’ve refereed three arguments and resolved no issues whatsoever. This is the fifth time I’ve handled a Council of Ministers meeting, and it’s always the same crap with you guys!”

      I pointed at the day’s agenda and glowered at the males before me. “Tomorrow, I intend to resolve every issue on the roster without a single argument. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Luna!” they chorused, rising as if I’d ended the session.

      “I didn’t say you were dismissed!” I growled.

      They sat contritely and stared at me like obedient school children, hands folded in front of themselves.

      “Okay. Now you’re dismissed,” I told them, and they stood again, piling toward the door.

      Ryland snickered from behind me, and I whirled to scowl at him.

      “It’s not funny, Ryland. The purpose of this cabinet is to make real changes in Ironhelm. From what I’ve seen over these past days, all they do is bicker and fight over the most trivial matters. I never really paid attention before, because I’ve only covered for a day at a time, but this is how it’s always run! We’ll never progress as a kingdom if they continue like this.”

      “King Cade has always managed to handle them,” Ryland offered delicately. “And Ironhelm is thriving.”

      “I guess that depends on what your definition of thriving is,” I replied with a smirk, but this wasn’t Ryland’s battle.

      A cry emanated from outside the door. Ryland whirled around to address it, but I knew instantly there was no danger.

      “MAMA!” The doors to the cabinet hall opened, and Apolonia streaked through, Laurette on her heels, pale and terrified.

      I shrieked as my young child rushed toward me, the glass still a safe distance from her arms but close enough to worry me. I scooped her into my arms, holding her close to my chest.

      “I’m sorry, Luna,” the governess gasped. “She’s quite fast.”

      I didn’t need to be told about my daughter’s racing abilities. She had developed her father’s wolf prowess from a young age—and his mischievousness, too.

      Grisella—who I had become quite close with after my daughter was born—often commented on how much Apolonia reminded her of Cade at that age.

      “It’s all right, Laurette,” I told her magnanimously. “Let’s get out of here and find some cookies, shall we?”

      Holding Apolonia on my hip, I carefully sidestepped the mess I’d made with the skylight, shaking my head as Ryland held the door for us, but as we stepped into the hallway, I was overcome with a wave of dizziness.

      “Luna?”

      Both Laurette’s and Ryland’s voices seemed very far away suddenly when I stopped, leaning against the wall. Beads of sweat broke out on my forehead.

      “MOMMY!” Apolonia shrieked in my ear. “MOMMY, WAKE UP!”

      “I’m awake, Apolonia,” I told her firmly. “Don’t yell, please.”

      Gently, I set my child on her feet, but she pouted defiantly, extending her arms toward me.

      “Laurette, take Apolonia to the kitchen and find her some cookies. Ryland, send for Maywin and Shay.”

      “Luna?” Concern flooded the guard’s voice, but I straightened my shoulders and stared at him firmly.

      “I’ll be in my suite.”

      Slowly, I turned, careful not to make any sudden moves and increase the onset of dizziness, alarm spiking through me.

      Has someone poisoned me? How? When?

      I tried to think of the last thing I had consumed, but my head was too thick, and my stomach churned with every agonizing step I took.

      Every few feet, I was forced to stop and steady myself, taking deep gulps of air.

      “Zephy!”

      Maywin’s voice filtered in from behind me, her small arm encircling my waist. “What happened?”

      I turned to her, sweat dripping down my brow, and she paled at the sight of my complexion. “I think I was poisoned,” I whispered with dread. “Find Shay.”

      Maywin recoiled, steadying me. “Poisoned? By whom? Why?” she gasped, helping me further toward the stairs. She leaned closer, inhaling the air around me, sniffing my hair.

      “The Council of Ministers has taken exception to me falling into Cade’s role since he’s been in the Kingdom of Silverhold,” I mumbled. “It’s possible—”

      “No,” Maywin tittered, her laugh stopping me mid-sentence.

      I paused unsteadily and looked at her.

      “Are you giggling?” I asked, terror striking my heart.

      “Maywin? Luna?” Shay rushed up the stairs behind us, her eyes wide and worried. “What’s happened?”

      I tried to pull away from my friend, her reaction confusing me, but Maywin held fast to me as she gave my personal enchantress a knowing look.

      “She’s unwell, Shay,” Maywin told her slyly. “She thinks she’s been poisoned.”

      “Poisoned?!” Shay choked, drawing to my other side.

      Maywin did not lose the silly grin on her face, and my mistrust grew.

      “What is so amusing about this?” I snapped. “What have you done?”

      Hurt replaced her good humor. “I haven’t done anything, Zephy,” she replied, blinking. “You haven’t been poisoned. You aren’t even ill, in fact.”

      Shay stood straighter, understanding flooding her face as well. “Ohhh…” she sighed. “Yes…”

      Annoyed now, I pulled away from both of them, folding my arms to lean by the wall of the stone stairwell, glowering at them. “I feel quite unhealthy, and after the session I just had with the cabinet, I have every reason to believe…”

      Their smiles merely grew, and suddenly, my words died on my lips as I understood what they were trying to tell me.

      “Oh…” I mewled. “Are you saying…?”

      “Apolonia will have a sibling,” Maywin murmured, her smile overtaking her face. “How wonderful!”

      Feeling sheepish and elated, my head dropped as my fingers splayed over my stomach. Another baby for our growing kingdom, just as Cade and I had always wanted. He would be so pleased when he returned.

      I raised my head and grinned at my friends, shaking my head. “You can’t let him know that you found out first.”

      “Even before you, you mean?” Maywin teased.

      I swatted at her playfully before returning my hand to my belly.

      “Especially not before me. How did I not see it?”

      “You’ve got a lot on your mind, Zephy. Running a kingdom, raising a beautiful fae princess, being a doting wife and queen. You can’t be expected to see it all.”

      “Our kids will be so close in age!” I pointed to Maywin’s own growing belly—her and Jasper’s child would make their appearance in six short months.

      “They will be the best of friends,” Maywin said with a wide grin.

      I returned her smile. “Just like us.”

      I nodded slowly, tears of happiness flooding my eyes.

      Apolonia would grow up with a sibling, something that neither Cade nor I ever had. We truly were creating a world for her and our unborn child that we couldn’t give ourselves.

      The blood oath had been broken when Aradia and Sandor had called upon our ancestors to break the long-standing tradition of arranged marriages. Our children would never know that fate. We had broken the cycle and would continue to rule our kingdom fairly and justly.

      I could not wait to see what tomorrow brought for us.
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