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      Silver light glistened through the impossibly high tops of the evergreens overhead, casting shimmering slivers along my pathway. The eerie but beautiful glow lit a guide that only I could see to lead me through the Bellewoods, encouraging my paws faster across the mulchy ground.

      Being in my wolf form gave me a feeling of freedom.

      Although my guards remained close by, they were never near enough to catch up to me if the occasion required it, my speed gathering with each twist and turn of the trees, this forest my playground, and had been for many, many years. They were there as a requirement, rather than a true safety measure. This was my land, crown land, belonging not only to the Kingdom of Silverhold, but to my family specifically.

      Every rock and dale were known to me, the storms that passed through never escaping my sure footing as I danced gracefully over the small passageways, avoiding the molehills and hidden tunnels often developed by playful children exploring as I had in my youth. But those days were long past, the city’s kids running freely through my protected lands no more. We no longer allowed outsiders among us, those we didn’t fully know and vet. We couldn’t afford to make any more careless mistakes, not when it had cost us so much already.

      These forests were for me and my sister, Cyndella, alone, alongside the very few we permitted under the strictest of our purview. Even the staff kept their own children out now, even though we hadn’t explicitly forbidden their play, but it went without saying that it was forbidden to trespass there.

      Today, there were no children and no other bodies to encounter when I ducked below narrow, fallen branches. My gray ears tucked in as to not catch the burrs in the thick of my glistening fur, and my intense eyes fixated on the next curve of the landscape, lest I chance upon some unsuspecting deer or rabbit in my view. At this point, anything would be a welcome sight.

      The forest, enchanting as it were, was oddly still, the quiet unnerving me, and for a moment, I halted, bothered by the lack of sound. Although I hadn’t expected to come across another fae per se, it did seem odd that I hadn’t heard birdsong since my departure from the castle’s gates over an hour earlier. It was almost as if something had warned them off already.

      “Are you all right, Alpha?”

      The question came from a distance, Calliver a way off to my right, and caught me unawares. The fact that I’d been caught off guard annoyed me, and I felt the need to return the favor. After a lifetime of being watched by others, first as a prince and then as the Alpha King of Silverhold, I should have expected that someone would see my moment of uncertainty. Still, it irked me. For all my power, privacy was one thing I could never have.

      I raised my snout, gaze fixating on Calliver, half-hidden in the thicket. I hoped he could feel my rising resentment through the leaves, but I didn’t wait around to gauge his reaction.

      Unable to respond verbally in my wolf form and unwilling to answer such a ridiculous question, I merely bounded onward again, catching more air this time, tongue lolling out of my mouth as I moved. A part of me challenged to see if I could lose the guards, a childish game I’d played with myself since I was a boy. The task was too easy, even in my youth. I didn’t need their protection, their presence merely a dated formality meant more to announce my nearness than to keep me safe. There was not a single thing that Calliver, the head of my Royal Guards, or my other personal guard, Landon, could do that I couldn’t do a thousand times more effectively.

      Which is why I could lose them so easily.

      I knew these woods better than anyone, after all. If anyone could hide amongst the trees, it was me. But I would have to be quick about it. They weren’t my personal guards for nothing. They were trained amongst the best in Silverhold for the position and handpicked under the most grueling of scrutiny from all of my Royal Guards. Plus, they were half-accustomed to my antics for the most part. I’d been toying with them since my teenage years.

      Abruptly, I darted to the left, entering a bramble of dense bushes, rife with insects that I was sure would annoy Calliver and Landon to no end. Skilled as they were as guards, they were still faeries at heart and irked by pesky irritants I could easily overcome in my wolf form.

      Smirking internally, I dodged the mass of buzzing gnats and sank low, keeping my senses up until I found a heavy puddle of mud. My well-honed instincts sensed their defenses rise.

      “Alpha?!”

      It had to be irritating them, shifting back and forth between their animal bodies to keep my pace and mortal forms to call out to me, but I didn’t really care. It was my game, and I would continue to play it, if only to add some fun to my day.

      Chuckling inwardly, I remained. It wouldn’t take them long to locate me in the swamp, even as I lay low in wait.

      It was a dumb play, and I wouldn’t let it go on, but it was also one that reminded them who truly held the power here. They were my personal guards, but the truth was, they could never protect me—not when I didn’t fully trust them.

      Such was the conundrum with our positioning. But that was no fault of my guards, not really.

      They couldn’t be blamed for a deep-seated wariness that had sprouted for unspeakable reasons, ones that only my sister could fully comprehend, ones that others would consider full-fledged paranoia if they understood their depth. I would have fired them all a year ago if I could have, but that would have created more problems. Sometimes it was better to go with the devils you knew, regardless of what Cyndella thought. If my sister had her way, she would have fired all the staff and locked everyone out of Silverhold Tower permanently.

      “Alpha! Please, show yourself!” It was Calliver calling out this time.

      The game had already lost its appeal to me, the pleading panic in the guard’s tone annoying me as much as the insects that had intended to irk him. The gig was already up and taking its toll on me.

      I slowly padded out from the swampy landslide to shake off the dirt and debris. There were no more calls for me, and although I didn’t look for my guards, I heard their collective sighs of relief nearby. If I were in sight, they were doing their jobs.

      Ignoring them again, I bounded onward, racing now, as fast as my muscled legs would allow. These almost daily runs had given them a strength unmatched by anyone in the kingdom, earning me my title as Alpha King in more than mere nepotism. Whatever power my bloodline naturally carried would always remain as long as I drew breath—I would ensure that with vigorous exercise and relentless pursuit of magical practices. I wouldn’t make the mistake of some of my predecessors, simply allowing my name to carry me through.

      Shame slapped me in the snout as I thought of my mother, her solemn gray eyes still boring into my soul and stealing my breath in that moment. She was not who I had meant in my runaway thoughts that always overtook me on these afternoon runs. But inevitably, I couldn’t help but think of her. Queen Malinda’s fate had been nothing short of betrayal.

      All the more reason to keep myself strong in all capacities, I thought furiously, sweat forming thickly in the undercoat of my heavy fur. My instincts need to be sharper than most.

      My heart thumped with such intensity, I could taste it in my windpipe, but I refused to slow my sprint. Pushing my body to its limits, I willed scared forest animals out of their hiding, urging some semblance of life beyond those of my guards, whose loyalty I wasn’t sure I had but was forced to keep lest I looked like a king gone completely insane. The death of my mother had created a suspicion in me of even my most trusted advisers now.

      Suddenly, I halted in my tracks again, dirt kicking around my heels, tongue lolling from my mouth as I licked around the dried jowls.

      This time, however, I didn’t give my guards a chance to recognize something was amiss, and I immediately reclaimed my footing before they could scent my new path in the air. I shot forward, albeit at a much slower pace this time.

      My senses were in high gear, and I took in the unexpected aroma of a female in my purview. Someone was among the trees with me, someone who wasn’t supposed to be.

      Slower but still moving, I covered my movements, careful not to warn the others on my trail that I was also on the scent of something. My head twisted back to check on the guards, but they maintained their distance, none the wiser to what I was feeling.

      My eyes narrowed, nose low to the ground, but the scent I had picked up was easy and unfettered. This fae was not hiding herself.

      Casually, my sleek neck turned back, but there was no sign of Landon or Calliver in proximity, shooting me forward before they could also detect the intruder. Whoever it was, I wanted to find her first and have her dealt with. The hunt I’d been craving had come to fruition in the end, and excitement surged through my bones.

      It wouldn’t be the first time that a brazen city teenager had snuck across the property line on a dare from his freshman friends. It was simply a youthful rebellion that needed to be quashed. I had absolutely no qualms about scaring the shit out of a local kid—even if it was a female. Examples needed to be made, and the locals needed to be reminded: this was my land, and they weren’t welcome, not even after a year.

      They were never welcome again, not without a thorough background check and a formal invitation.

      Pausing in a small clearing, the ripple of Simonian Falls met my well-trained ears. It wasn’t visible to any naked eye, and if I hadn’t known it was hidden beyond the cave, locked in behind a wall of inconspicuous trees, anyone sauntering by would not be the wiser to its location.

      But she knew. That’s where the elusive female was hiding. I could smell her there, musky and damp but excited, the chase enticing me.

      This female—whoever she was—had been here before. Otherwise, she wouldn't have been able to locate this secluded spot. I slowed down, allowing myself to regain my breath with each stride of my paws. If I was forced to pounce on her or give chase, I wanted to be sure I wasn’t gasping for breath and giving away my own position.

      Yet as I crossed the barrier of trees that sheltered the cave, her aroma only became stronger. She was definitely inside the cave, likely crouched next to the waterfall in hiding, already having seen or heard me coming through.

      But she wasn’t moving.

      This revelation was bittersweet. It angered me because she should have run far and fast to escape my wrath. Anyone with eyes and ears in Silverhold had no illusions about what would happen if they got caught trespassing on my property. I’d made no secret about what I’d do, and my justice would not be drawn out.

      Simultaneously, I had to admire her intelligence. Running would mean certain death for her because when I caught her, I wouldn’t show her an ounce of mercy. Running meant guilt, and guilt was an immediate sentence. Perhaps she had weighed all this out as she waited. I was eager to see the face of this fae now.

      Step by step, I neared the entrance to the cave, distinctly aware of my guards closing their surveillance behind me. They hadn’t called out for me yet, but they would soon, and I intended to have a prisoner for them when they did.

      I slipped inside the dark, chilly cavern, the temperature dropping at least five degrees here, the rush of water distinct now. A spray of mist touched my nostrils, and I wriggled my nose. My tongue came out again to taste the air, and my brow knit as I recognized what was troubling me the most.

      Her scent hadn’t changed. It had grown more powerful, her presence overwhelming here, thereby confirming the grasp of her location, but the smell of her hadn’t altered in the least. She still reeked of musk and sweat, but there was no fear or excitement. I didn’t hear her heart thudding wildly or taste anticipation dripping from her pores. The lack of change surprised me, confused me.

      It was almost as if—

      I froze in place, my eyes blinking rapidly as I stared at the mouth of the basin. Water rushed over the low boulders and pooled around the lagoon in a foamy bluish white. Again, my eyes opened and closed, the clump of amber swirling against the granite captivating me at first, conflicting me as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

      The body lay over the rock, still and sprawled, one foot in the water, arms extended on either side of the boulder but the tips not quite reaching the surface, her form sprawled like a starfish.

      For the first time in my life, my incredible senses overwhelmed me in a torrent, the overload of colors, smells, and intuitions pulling me in three different directions. I didn’t know which way to start.

      That’s her. She’s not hiding. She’s dead.

      The thought snapped me back to reality, and I rushed forward, taking in the horrific scene with more clarity. My senses kicked back into gear, and I shook my head, dismissing my initial assessment.

      On one of the protruding rocks lay the very female I had been chasing for over half a mile, although her lack of movement suddenly made perfect sense as I gawked at her position.

      At first glance, I thought she was old, but as I neared, I realized it was only the translucency of her skin that made me think so. On closer inspection, she appeared to be only a few years younger than me—maybe twenty-three or four.

      Not a single wrinkle or hint of aging marred the canvas of her porcelain complexion.

      

      But she didn’t look well. Through the tatters of her destroyed outfit, the sodden redhead’s chest rose and fell in uneven, shallow movements. Her skin was grayer than my fur, the unhealthy parlor accented in bruises and scratches. She was broken, injured, and the sight of her terrified me inexplicably.

      

      I waded through the water, not realizing that I had morphed back into my mortal form in my shock. My hands extended to check her eyes for life.

      “Hey!” I called out, my voice a low rasp as I touched her, but I didn’t expect a response. I was sure her life was slipping away.

      To my surprise, a small moan escaped her shockingly full lips at my touch, and her eyes fluttered, revealing a set of startling cerulean irises that glowed against the gloominess of the cave.

      I almost leaped back at her reaction, relief shooting through me as I recognized she was, in fact, alive. But just as quickly as that sensation developed, it evaporated and gave way to a deep, penetrating suspicion. I waded back toward her, hovering closer to study her face.

      I didn’t recognize her. She wasn’t a member of my household or staff. Once more, I tried to make sense of what she was wearing, but the ragged remains of the clothes left little for me to work with.

      Without skipping a beat or allowing myself to fall victim to whatever ploy this might be, I splashed forward, my hands pinning her back to the boulder on which she lay, palms flat against her shoulders before she could perform any magic or attack me.

      Her eyes popped at my movements as her jaw slacked, but before she could utter a single word, unleash a spell upon me, I spoke first.

      “Who the hell are you?” I hissed. “And what the fuck are you doing on my property?”
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      The rush of water was the first thing I heard, the swoosh obscure and strange to my ears, spilling in torrents foreign to my mind somehow. The scent of damp soil and rain-kissed moss reached my nostrils as my sealed eyelids struggled to part and see where I was, what surrounded me, my senses confounding me more by the minute.

      “Who the hell are you? And what the fuck are you doing on my property?” a voice barked, the anger in his words palpable.

      I gasped, blinking to see the furious smoky irises inches from my face, the too-handsome features so near, I could make out the angular line of his controlled scruff, the blackness of his hair against olive skin only enhancing his intensity. His full mouth parted in a silent hiss, the distrust etched deeply in the perfect edges of his sculpted expression.

      I tried to withdraw, to pull back, but there was nowhere else to go, my head solidly against something, my arms numb and tingling as I tried to raise them. I realized I was pinned to the surface on which I lay.

      “I’m not going to ask you again,” he snarled. “My guards are just behind me, and I suggest you answer before they get here.”

      I struggled to sit up, the environment slowly becoming clearer—and more horrifying by the moment. Whatever outfit I’d been wearing was no longer recognizable, and it had nothing to do with the shadowy lighting of the cave in which I found myself. I was a mess, both physically and mentally, my brain swimming and my body in pain.

      Sprawled uncomfortably against a rock, barely raised over a pool of water, I felt the cold, damp surface beneath me seep through my tattered clothes. A waterfall fell furiously near the mouth of the cave, and its thunderous cascade echoed through the chamber, nearly drowning out all other sounds, making this male’s words barely audible.

      I had apparently been unconscious until this male had chanced upon me. And my presence was making him very unhappy, it seemed.

      “ANSWER ME!” he roared, and I gasped again, managing to pull my arms up as he kept my shoulders in place, my hands raising over my chest as if to cover my nudity, but it wasn’t me who was naked.

      My gaze fell toward his bare chest, and I couldn’t see below his waist, but he wasn’t wearing a shirt, and from somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I realized he must have just shifted from his beast form. I wasn’t sure how I knew that.

      I struggled mentally and physically to get a grasp on everything, but the more I fought with it, the more perplexed I became.

      The understanding that I knew nothing only fueled my anxiety, and I licked my lips as he advanced on me again, unwilling to leave me to sort my jumbled, headache spun thoughts. My brain pulsated, aching, but not as if I’d been hit.

      Like I’ve been drugged?

      Again, I didn’t know what my own subconscious was trying to tell me, even with these little questions flittering through my head, and I really didn’t have the time to sort through them with this irate being on me.

      “Say something!” he snarled, flashing a row of even ivory teeth. “Or I’ll find a way to make you talk.”

      I believed him.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, unsure of what else to say.

      “You’re sorry?” he echoed. “This is my protected land!”

      Again, I shook my head, tearing my eyes away from his muscled torso, peering through the cavern as I willed myself to make sense of how I’d gotten there in the first place. I willed my mind to remember, to retrace my steps.

      “Are you from Catalonia?” he barked. “Who is your father?”

      I gnawed on the insides of my cheeks.

      “Catalonia? Is that a city?” I murmured aloud, the name sounding faintly familiar yet elusive, much like my own identity.

      The male didn’t respond to my question, but maybe he didn’t hear me with the rush of the waterfall blocking out so much noise.

      I strained to conjure the image of my father's face, but it remained shrouded in the fog of amnesia that enveloped my mind. I also couldn’t picture my mother. In that disorienting moment, I grappled with the unsettling truth that I couldn't even recall who I was.

      This was stress. I had to be in shock.

      “I’m waiting for an answer!” he spat.

      “I… I—”

      “ALPHA!”

      I jerked my head up and saw that we weren’t alone any longer, my stalling and stuttering making this nightmare worse. The others that he had warned of had finally arrived, and now I was in real trouble—if I hadn’t already been before.

      Two huge Royal Guards stood at the entrance of the cave, their eyes still adjusting to the low light, although how I knew their profession, I couldn’t say. Perhaps they had called him Alpha, and that was a word still burned in the depth of my vocabulary, although I was still having a difficult time placing the capacity of my problem at the moment. It was hard to figure out which issue was my biggest, given my current state of affairs.

      Maybe my brain was dying. Maybe this was the afterlife.

      Several possibilities ran the gambit of my mind, none of them making any more sense than the last one.

      “Stay out!” my captor growled at his guards, barely turning his steely gray eyes away from me to address them. “Don’t come in here!”

      “Alpha, is everything all right?” one of them ventured, although there was a distinct note of wariness in his question.

      Their voices didn’t come closer, the understanding not making me feel any better. I wasn’t sure if their presence was good or bad for me now, given the aggressiveness of this gorgeous, but clearly furious, stranger. But three angry strangers were certainly worse than one… right? Or would they be more sympathetic to my plight? Whatever my plight was.

      “I SAID, STAY OUT!” he snarled again.

      There were no more questions after that. His attention was back on me, and despite my poor state, I couldn’t help but look at the ripple in his ab muscles as he kept me in place. His head cocked to the side as he waited for me to answer his pointed questions.

      “I asked you who you were and why you’re here.” This time, his tone was dead, which made him even more terrifying.

      I swallowed thickly, shaking my head. The water had clumped my tangled tresses together, slopping them over my bare shoulders and making me shiver as the strands dripped down my back.

      “I… I don’t know,” I mewled. “I’m sorry, but I really don’t know!”

      My response appeared to take him aback.

      For half a second, he merely blinked at me, weighing my response. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

      Gulping again, I tried to sit up, this time with more caution, as if to show him I wasn’t making any sudden moves, although I couldn’t fathom how he might be afraid of me.

      “I’m not sure how I got here. I didn’t know this was your land. I don’t even know where I am.”

      He scoffed disbelievingly. “Everyone knows this land belongs to Silverhold Tower—to the king,” he snapped. I continued to stare at him, and he returned my look, his face taking on a barely perceivable softness. “You do know me, don’t you?”

      I shook my head softly, afraid of antagonizing him or saying the wrong thing, but it was the truth. I had no idea what Silverhold was or what land I was on. But I believed his fury was genuine, and that I was definitely somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be. At the same time, I had no real answers to give him about how I’d come to be there. If the roles were reversed, I wouldn’t have believed me, either.

      “I-I’m in a cave,” I blubbered, knowing I wasn’t helping myself.

      He finally released my shoulders and let me sit up, his slate irises taking in my shivering form with more interest now. A small wave of dizziness washed over me as I sat up, but I managed not to swoon. Fainting wasn’t going to help my cause.

      “A cave on my land,” he agreed.

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      Once more, we just stared at one another until he exhaled a whoosh of breath, like he didn’t know where to go from here.

      “What’s your name?” he demanded.

      My lips parted as I straightened my body, the tattered remains of my clothing falling around my slender but aching figure. Everything felt off, like I didn’t belong in my own skin. He continued to stare at me expectantly, but when I didn’t respond, he spoke.

      “Obviously, I’m Zen, the Alpha King of Silverhold,” he went on like he was talking to a kid. “Who are you?”

      “Like I said, I don’t know.” And that was the truth. I truly had no recollection of my life.

      I shifted the weight on my buttocks uncomfortably on the boulder, unable to find a semblance of warmth, even as I rubbed my hands over my goosebumps. Every move I made only felt worse. My mouth parted again as I searched for something to say, anything that would get me out of this.

      But he started back through the pool, leaving the cave and holding up a hand. “Don’t move,” he warned. “Not an inch.”

      I had no intention of going anywhere. The only escape I could see was out the mouth of the cave where he was headed anyway and into the arms of his guards. And what lay beyond the mouth of the cave? The city? Catalonia? What was out there for me?

      The thought of running out and escaping into nothingness, more unknown, was just as terrifying as staying put.

      It was probably better to sit tight and see how this played out. Or so I hoped, anyway.

      King Zen waded through the pool, his svelte, naked ass appearing as he made it to the shore, and he exited, leaving me in the dim cavern. The second he left, sheer terror overcame me, the sense of being unattended shocking me into the reality of my situation.

      How had I come to be there? What was this place?

      I put my feet in the water, suddenly overcome with the urge to see myself out of the lagoon, as panic seized my heart. The water was freezing, another shock to my system, but I powered through, eager to find my feet on surer ground than I’d previously been on.

      As I waded out of the cave to the rocky entrance, the Alpha King reappeared, now fully dressed and holding a blanket. I scurried fully out of the cave and onto the shore, certain he was going to order me back to where he’d found me. I froze where I stood, waiting for him to unleash a load of fury upon me, but he only shook his head.

      “I told you not to move,” he scolded me, tossing me the heavy woolen covering, but he didn’t tell me to return into the water, much to my relief.

      I caught the blanket with my left hand and wrapped it around my body, unsure if I should be grateful or wary. I made it the rest of the way out of the pool, but this Zen seemed to have enough suspicion for both of us, as he again advanced on me. I noticed him sniffing at me, trying to get a sense of who I was. This time, he didn’t put his hands on me as he towered over me, peering down to study my trembling body.

      “Well? Any insights to share?”

      The blanket provided some warmth, but under his stare, it was hard to think straight.

      He’s going to kill me, I thought reasonably. This wasn’t a notion born of fear. It was a legitimate assumption, based on what he had already said. I’d been trespassing. He was the king, and he didn’t want me or anyone else there. I couldn’t give him a single sensible answer. I would probably kill me if I were him.

      “I’m sorry,” I tried again. “I really don’t know how I came to be here.”

      “I heard that part,” he grumbled. “I didn’t hear the part where you told me your name or where you’re from.”

      Drawing in a shaky breath, I shook my head and spat out the words that had been sticking in my throat. It was better to get them out of the way and face the music than drag this out any longer. “I don’t know.”

      He snorted like I was joking. “You don’t know your name or where you’re from?”

      How many times was he going to ask me this?

      I sighed. “I can’t think of either right now,” I admitted, knowing how it must sound to him, but it was the truth.

      It felt like the harder I wracked my brain, the more elusive the details leading up to my past seemed to slip away.

      His beautiful face shadowed again, that stern, intense expression returning and setting my stomach aflutter—but not in a good way. My peripheral vision took in the waterfall pool as I planned an escape. Could I be fast enough to escape him?

      You can shift into a mouse, a small voice whispered. Scurry off and hide until the coast is clear, and then you can find your way out of here undetected.

      Could I really do that, or was I losing my mind in the craziness of this situation?

      But before I could entertain the thought of doing that properly, the Alpha King spoke again. “You’re not kidding, are you?”

      A small smile touched the edges of my lips, the gesture paining my face. “This isn’t exactly the time or place for a comedy routine, Alpha,” I replied dryly.

      His eyes narrowed, and my grin faded as quickly as it had surfaced.

      “So you do know I’m the king?” he demanded, the wariness returning to his demeanor again.

      “Those men, your guards, they called you alpha. And you just told me that you’re the king,” I mumbled, wondering if he was trying to talk me in circles. My head was already swimming, and I wanted nothing more than to get out of there.

      Shift and escape, came the whisper again. Get away before it’s too late!

      But to go where? Didn’t he just say I was on his land? How far would I get? And that wouldn’t look good if I were caught. It would look like I was hiding something.

      “You were injured,” he said, bringing me back before I could succumb to my inner voice, his tone softening considerably. “You may have hurt your head. Maybe that’s why you can’t remember.”

      I pursed my lips, drawing the covering tighter around me as he seemed to decide for himself. He stared at me, waiting for a reply.

      “It could be,” I agreed slowly. “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll have my healers look at you.”

      He glowered at me pointedly, as if waiting for me to argue, but there was nothing to argue about. If his healers could make the pains in my body subside and help bring back my memory, I was all for it.

      I nodded in agreement, and again, he appeared surprised by my affability.

      His expression lightened more, although not by much, and he extended his arm to me. “Then it’s settled. You’ll come back to Silverhold Tower with me.”

      I swallowed the urge to ask him where that was. Despite his brusque treatment, he was the only point of security I had now.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      “This way,” he said. “One of my guards has a horse nearby. He can give you a ride back to the castle.”

      My heart jumped at the mention of the castle, but I didn’t know why. Of course Silverhold Tower was a castle. Where else would an Alpha King live?

      Yet even without my memory, I had a good sense that I was not born of nobility and probably didn’t belong inside a castle.

      But the Alpha King didn’t seem to care. He was more interested in figuring out who I was than my social status.

      “A horse?” I mumbled weakly.

      “Yes… is that a problem?”

      “I don’t know…” I answered honestly. “I don’t think I’ve ever ridden one.”

      He hesitated to look at me again, as if gauging my sincerity. “You won’t be riding it; my guard will. We’re in the middle of the forest, so there are no roads for cars back here.”

      “Can you walk?” he demanded when I didn’t move.

      I bit on my lower lip and nodded, half-curious as to what he would have done if I had said no.

      Would he have carried me back in his arms?

      Embarrassed by the thought, I dropped my head and shuffled forward, realizing that the king was waiting for me to go first.

      I wanted to glance over my shoulder and gauge his reaction now, to see if he was still skeptical of my presence.

      But I didn’t dare look back and kept moving, grateful that he hadn’t killed me as he had no doubt intended to do when he’d first come across me. I wasn’t out of the woods yet, it seemed—either figuratively or literally.
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      Landon was visibly startled to see the bedraggled female, the blanket I’d just commanded from him wrapped around her still trembling shoulders. I hadn’t mentioned what I needed it for when I’d emerged earlier before returning to the nameless fae.

      The guard’s expression mirrored my own inner thoughts, but I didn’t show him my doubts, despite the fact that they still lingered close to the surface.

      I still didn’t know what I made of her story, but I didn’t read any lies coming from her, despite my persistent skepticism. I relied on my instincts, but her account failed to align with my own beliefs, leaving me perplexed. It simply didn't add up, and I realized I was at an impasse, lacking the necessary information to proceed further.

      Calliver stood at Landon’s side, his face equally questioning as I followed behind the female. The trespasser’s uncertainty was palpable when she glimpsed at the towering Royal Guards staring at her with naked mistrust.

      “Take her back to the castle,” I instructed them. “And send for the healers immediately.”

      Calliver’s lips parted as if he wanted to question my command, but immediately thought better of it when he caught the gleam in my eye.

      “Yes, Alpha,” he said instead, straightening his spine to show his full height. “This way.”

      The hapless, injured fae looked at me worriedly, and I nodded, gesturing with my chin for her to follow the guards. “As I said, they have horses nearby. I’ll meet you at the castle.”

      Worry clouded her sky tinted irises that now had more life in them than they’d had when I’d first peered into her face. They truly were a remarkable shade of blue now that the fog had cleared, but concern quickly replaced her consternation.

      “Aren’t you coming?” she asked bluntly.

      Landon bristled at the bold query, but I forgave it this one time. If she really didn’t know which way was up, she was bound to make some faux pas along the way. For her sake, however, I hoped she was a quick study.

      “I’ll meet you at the castle,” I explained. “Go with them now. Don’t ask more questions.”

      She didn’t like my response, and her lips parted to disobey already, but I stepped away, losing myself in the thick of trees to shift back into my wolf form and dart ahead of them. I had every intention of beating them back to the grounds, if only to alert my enchantress, Endora, of what was coming. The guards would keep this mystery fae occupied with the healers while I located the kingdom’s enchantress.

      Endora would know what to do with her if I didn’t.

      The sun began to fade over the horizon by the time I reached the castle’s immaculately kept rose gardens on the outer grounds. Several of the landscapers still worked, trimming and pruning the plethora of flora that my mother had once taken pride in working on herself.

      The sight of the workers always troubled me, triggering a memory of my mother that was always bitter, never sweet.

      She should be here right now, giving orders and scolding them for the way they’re lining the mulch, I thought, slowing my gait to a trot for the last few steps before one of the rear entrances.

      I morphed back into my mortal body here, pulling out a stash of clothing I kept near the doors to shimmy into a pair of sweats and a t-shirt. It wasn’t the most regal outfit, but it would suffice between shifting and making it to my chambers, where a proper set of clothing awaited me.

      Pulling open one of the double glass doors, I almost ran smack into my sister, Cyndella, as she hurried toward the gardens, her nose stuck in a book as always. She gasped and recoiled, her verdant eyes bugging before she could register that it was me in her path. Instantly, her shoulders sank.

      “You scared me, Zen,” she mumbled, running a hand through her shoulder-length mane, strands of black tangling in her fingers. Her cheeks were gaunt, pale with undertones of yellow, deep bags imprinted beneath the dull green of her eyes. She smelled as if she hadn’t showered in days, her hair disheveled and greasy from lack of care.

      I smothered a sigh, a wave of protectiveness washing over me.

      “You need to watch where you’re going, Cyn,” I chided her gently. “You should always look forward, keep your eyes ahead.”

      Her cheeks flushed crimson, and she nodded quickly, glancing at the ground. Clapping her hands, she sent the book flying across the room in a small whirlwind ahead of her, and I stifled a groan as I realized I’d already discouraged her from her plans.

      “I know. I know,” she muttered, glancing over her shoulder like she suddenly didn’t know where she was going anymore, or she didn’t know how she’d gotten where she was.

      “It’s all right,” I told her patiently, extending my own hand to stop the novel from flying out of sight, but it was already gone. “No harm done. It’s a beautiful day to read in the garden. It’s good that you’re getting out.”

      “Maybe I’ll just read in my room,” she decided, spinning around, and I stifled a groan.

      I shouldn’t have said what I did. She was wary enough without me fueling her paranoia, rightful as it was. Cyndella was already in such a delicate way. She didn’t need me or anyone else adding to her persistent distress.

      “You have nothing to worry about here, Cyn,” I told her quietly. “You haven’t in a long time.”

      “That’s what Mother thought, too,” she answered predictably and hurried back the way she came.

      This time, I let the groan out, but I didn’t bother to chase after my sister. I’d been trying for a while to alleviate her sense of suspicion inside the castle grounds, but it was difficult when I wasn’t able to do it myself. She was likely feeding off my own wariness, much as I was trying to let it go.

      And here I was, bringing strangers through the walls. This wasn’t good for Cyndella’s peace of mind.

      Of course, this trespassing fae was going to be gone before Cyndella was ever the wiser. I upped my pace and flew up the side staircase toward Endora’s quarters.

      Thankfully, the enchantress was in her room and answered almost before I finished knocking.

      Endora stared at me with pensive, black irises, pupils lost, her thick, ebony lashes weighing her lids down to give her a perpetually sleepy look.

      “I had a sense you were coming my way,” she said, spinning to fan her bohemian-style skirt as she let me enter, the paintbrush in her hand dripping on the wood floors, barely missing her bare feet. She didn’t make it to the canvas, which displayed some hideous abstract display when I ordered her back to face me.

      “There’s a trespasser on her way here. I need you in the infirmary to look her over.”

      Endora whirled back around, her platinum hair fanning along her waist, eyes popping at the revelation. “Come again?”

      “Which part were you having issues with?” I asked dryly.

      “All of it,” the enchantress replied, tossing the green-splattered brush onto the easel and hastily wiping her hands on her apron before slipping it over her head. “Trespasser? Infirmary? Look her over?”

      “I found her in the Bellewoods—actually, in the Simonian Falls. She was unconscious, and I thought she was dead when I found her.”

      “In the caves?” Endora sounded appropriately baffled. The location was not well-advertised.

      “In the lagoon. She was unconscious when I approached her, looking truly like death. She woke when I approached.”

      My answers did little to alleviate Endora’s confusion. “Who is she? Why are you bringing her here?”

      I turned toward the hallway, determined to finish this conversation on the move. I wanted to make sure we were there when the fae arrived. Endora followed me out into the hallway, securing her door behind, but caught up with me easily, her long legs keeping stride as her head cocked toward me.

      “I have no idea who she is. She claims not to remember anything,” I explained, cringing slightly as I heard the words aloud.

      I should have practiced saying them before uttering them to the enchantress’ wise ears.

      Did I really buy the trespasser’s story? Was I being played?

      Endora stopped, her heavily lashed eyes narrowing so much, she appeared sleeping. I kept moving, knowing she would give up on the dubious look and keep pace soon enough.

      “Since when do you allow just anyone on the property, let alone someone with such a stupid cover?” Endora asked, her gaze piercing and her voice laced with suspicion.

      A flush of heat crept up my neck. Endora had a point, and hearing her say it like that made me doubly wary of my earlier choices.

      What the hell was I thinking bringing her inside the walls of Silverhold Tower?

      It was too late to do anything about it now. They would be back soon if they weren’t already. The only solution was to keep a close eye on the fae and ensure she didn’t get up to anything while she was there.

      “Just get a read on her,” I growled, unwilling to show Endora my wariness.

      “No, but really, Zen. Why did you let her come in the first place?” she pressed, already at my side again. “That’s not really like you.”

      “I thought she was dead when I found her,” I answered flatly. “Even if she was trespassing, she encountered some kind of unfortunate circumstance. You can’t fake that.”

      “Sure you can,” Endora scoffed. “A good spell can fake anything. I could fake my own death right now if I wanted.”

      I gritted my teeth, but each word she spoke made me feel more foolish. “Just find out who she is and how she got to be here.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. If she is faking her memory loss, it’ll be easy enough to find out.”

      If she was lying, it would be the last thing she ever did, I vowed internally.

      Together, we headed toward the main floor and into the north wing, where the infirmary sat at the far end of the castle.

      The staff worked throughout the building in their various chores, cleaning, cooking, doing maintenance as required. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, but now I had a gnawing in my gut because something was amiss: there was a stranger among us, one I hadn’t vetted thoroughly with an extensive background through my personally handpicked Royal Guard.

      I only breathed easier when I saw Calliver in front of the infirmary doors, standing guard upon our approach. He nodded as Endora swept by him, the enchantress winking at him bewitchingly.

      “Hello, handsome,” she purred.

      I rolled my eyes heavenward. I wished she wouldn’t flirt with all the staff indiscriminately. Male, female, warlock, witch, fae—Endora was the most pansexual creature I’d ever encountered in my life, and normally, it was just a minor annoyance. Today, however, she was stressing me out. I needed her full focus, not doing a half-assed job.

      “Endora!”

      “I’m going,” she grumbled, waving her hand dismissively at me, and I had half a mind to tell her not to seduce the trespasser, but the enchantress was gone before I could utter the words.

      I remained outside and spoke to Calliver.

      “Did the fae say anything on the way back?” I asked.

      Calliver shrugged and shook his head. “No. Landon tried asking her some questions, but she clammed up quickly.”

      “Hmm.” I was tempted to look around the corner and check in on the fae’s status, but I held back while Endora did her work. “Which healer is with her?”

      “Jorga.”

      She would have been my first pick. She was the best healer in the castle, in my opinion. Gauging the coherency with which the trespasser spoke and under the healers’ care, I was sure she would be fixed by day’s end.

      I nodded, suddenly unsure of what to do with myself. I realized I was still in my transitional clothes. Oddly, I didn’t want the nameless fae to see me in such a casual, unflattering outfit. The unexpected thought surprised me, but I couldn’t get it out of my head suddenly.

      “Tell Endora to text me if I’m not in my quarters when she’s done,” I ordered Calliver. “And you can inform Landon I’ve returned.”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      I withdrew toward the third-floor suites where only the royal family resided. Once, each of us had our own wing. Now only Cyndella and I occupied the east and west wings of the castle’s third floor, the north and south empty but for the daily cleanings that took place at my insistence. One day, perhaps, my children or Cyndella’s would occupy the wings again, but for the moment, they remained silent save for the ghosts of our parents and ancestors before.

      Once upon a time, Silverhold Tower had been a fortress of brick and mortar, formidable to withstand attacks with its lake-sized moat and double-drawbridge entryways. The original castle had boasted four identical turrets on each corner and its own beacon tower on the roof, but modern amenities and common sense had made much more attractive upgrades to the building.

      While we all still referred to the place as “the castle,” it was more as a generational colloquialism than a reality.

      Chateau or palace was more fitting, although the bare bones of the structure were still evident in a lot of the building. Gone were the ancient stone walls, and heated, marble floors replaced most of the splintered boards that had once borne the brunt of the army’s boots. Some parts of the castle still held some semblance of the old history. Endora’s chambers, for example, probably hadn’t changed in two hundred years, despite my constant offers of an upgrade. I had been told that enchantresses were always strange in their own ways, and mine was no different.

      My rooms were as enhanced as anywhere else. Three rooms had been combined into one, only archways to separate the sitting room and dressing room from the main room. The ensuite bathroom had its own door, of course, but the rest of the suite was mostly open, allowing me to walk freely through.

      Landon was already standing outside my door when I arrived, a look of relief on his face to see that I hadn’t circumvented his guard again. The memory of my earlier game with them felt foolish now.

      “Alpha,” he greeted me with a nod.

      Not in the mood for idle conversation, I got to the point. “I understand you spoke with the trespasser?”

      Landon tensed slightly, but his face remained stoic. “Very little, Alpha. She didn’t have much to say.”

      “Do you recognize her? From Catalonia or the castle?”

      “No, Alpha. I would remember someone like her.”

      My eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why is that?”

      Landon paled and pinkened simultaneously somehow, dropping his head. “I just meant… she’s… I mean…”

      I continued to stare at him, ensuring that he knew I was not impressed with his response.

      “She has a memorable face?” he sputtered.

      Grunting, I pushed my way inside the suite. “Let Endora in if she happens to come up before I’m done.”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      The door closed at my back, and I sauntered through the massive front room, stripping off my simple t-shirt, my sister flittering through my mind as I headed toward the walk-in closet. I’d check on her too while I was up there.

      Cyndella was only a year younger, but there were times when I felt as though she were a toddler, in need of constant attention.

      Our mother’s death had harmed us both irrevocably, but in Cyndella’s case, I feared the damage was regressive, spinning her back into a protective shell from which she might never escape.

      It was just one more reason I had to keep the kingdom safe.

      I picked out a casual pair of cargo pants and a button-down, short-sleeved olive shirt. Just as I finished securing the final button at my chest, a gust of wind caught my attention from the bedroom, and I knew that Endora had bypassed my security, using her stealth magic to enter my bedroom without Landon’s knowledge.

      “Are you dressing, Zen?” she called out from the bedroom.

      “I’ll be right out.”

      “Nothing I haven’t seen before, anyway.”

      I grimaced at the reminder that Endora had—or so she often claimed—changed mine and Cyndella’s diapers.

      It had never been a cute anecdote, but it was particularly irritating now that I was king. But again, it was just one of the many quirks of Endora that she could get away with that no one else dared.

      I ambled out of the walk-in closet, grateful that she hadn’t ventured in. For all of her teasing, Endora did have a smart sense for my moods, and she knew better than to come for me when I was already on edge.

      Running a hand through my short-cropped hair, palm falling over the scruff of my face before falling to my side, I faced her. “Well?” I demanded. “How is she?”

      Endora shrugged and flopped onto my bed uninvited, but I didn’t order her to move. I was more concerned with the well-being of the trespasser than Endora’s endless barrage of social misdemeanors.

      “She’s not as badly injured as you thought—well, at least she’s not now,” the enchantress replied.

      My brow furrowed. “What does that mean?”

      “She’s healing well—either by the grace of the healer or because she is one herself.”

      My frown deepened. “You can’t tell?”

      Endora curled her bare feet onto the duvet cover, making me cringe with every move. The bottoms were filthy, and I was glad my covers were black. I’d ensure one of the maids came in to change the linens before I retired for the night.

      “No,” she answered, frankly. “I honestly can’t tell. Beyond telling you that she is roughly in her early twenties—perhaps twenty-three or twenty-four years old. I can’t get a read on her at all.”

      My jaw dropped at the uncharacteristic honesty of her words. Endora’s powers of assessment were unparalleled by anyone in the kingdom. It was why she was there, picked over all others. It was true that I had inherited her, but enchantresses lived out their tenure until their deaths, taking on apprentices in their later years. Endora was a long way off from that happening. But could her mind be going if she couldn’t get a simple read on this fae?

      Before I could challenge her, she held up a slender, slightly weathered hand, shaking her snow-white hair and cocking her head back to place her black eyes on me.

      “Well, that’s not entirely true,” she backpedaled. “I didn’t get anything substantial on her—I mean, I don’t know who she is or where she’s from. I don’t know her name or how she came to be in the forest.”

      “The whole reason I brought her here was to get those answers,” I reminded her flatly. “What the hell else could I want from her?”

      Or you? I added silently, but didn’t bother voicing my sullen question.

      “Huh. And I thought you brought her here because you were worried the pretty one was going to die,” Endora replied slyly.

      Heat surged through me, and I thought of Landon, remarking about how he wouldn’t have forgotten meeting her if he’d seen her before.

      Was she pretty?

      I hadn’t noticed… not really. Of course, the incredible blue of the stranger’s eyes were compelling, but she had been beaten, broken. My thoughts had not been on her attractiveness.

      “My business is not medical care,” I growled, shaking off the implication. “I have a kingdom to run, not a hospital. What did you discover about her if nothing important?”

      “Oh, you were paying attention,” Endora teased, leaning forward, her hands flattening against the mattress as she set her body forward. “I believe she’s a very talented botanist.”

      I stared at her blankly. “What?”

      “Botany. Plants?” she offered.

      “I know what a botanist is, Endora. I just… What are you saying?” I demanded.

      “The little that I can glean from her is that she has a natural aptitude for working with plants. She’s a botanist.”

      I continued to gape at her, waiting for her to elaborate, but that seemed to be the gist of her contribution. Inhaling, I turned away, heading for the bathroom as Endora called out to me. “Where are you going?”

      “To wash my face.”

      “Okay… and what about the trespasser?”

      I didn’t look back as I answered. “Get rid of her.”

      Endora appeared in the bathroom ahead of me, blinking her eyes in shock as the smoke cleared around her. “What?”

      “Get rid of her,” I repeated.

      The enchantress appeared appalled by my response. “She doesn’t know who she is, Zen. I don’t think it’s fair to kill her.”

      I shoved past her. “I mean, let her go. We have no reason to keep her here if she has no memory. She’s clearly no danger to me or anyone else in the kingdom. Have someone drive her into Catalonia and leave her there.”

      The lights immediately activated in the bathroom as I fully entered, the heated floors warming beneath my feet, and I padded across toward the triple sinks. Endora remained at the threshold, studying me pensively.

      “Drop her where? She doesn’t even have proper clothes. They were ruined by whatever she endured.”

      “Then find her some clothes!” I grunted, exasperated. “Leave her at a hotel! Do I really need to do everything around here?”

      Endora didn’t move. “What if we don’t?” she suggested slowly.

      Turning on the cold water, I splashed the liquid over my cheeks, half-listening to the enchantress as my mind already began moving ahead with my day. The matter with the lost fae was no longer my problem—if only Endora would leave it alone.

      “What if we don’t what?”

      “What if we don’t send her to Catalonia and we keep her here?” Endora replied.

      She had my attention again. I flipped off the tap and whirled around to glare at her.

      “What? Why?”

      Endora shrugged. “She could apprentice under Lacroix. The old goat isn’t getting any younger, and he’ll need to pass the torch soon enough. He’s got full control of the greenhouse these days, and it would be good to give him some company before he goes full-fledged hermit.”

      My mouth parted in disbelief. “We don’t know anything about this fae!” I choked. “There’s no way to vet her, no telling where she’s come from—”

      “That’s what makes it so good,” Endora insisted. “She’s malleable, and she has no past to overcome. She’s the perfect apprentice.”

      The urge to argue died on my lips as I considered her take. She wasn’t wrong.

      I eyed her skeptically. “You’re sure you didn’t get any kind of reading off her at all? How can you be sure she’s a botanist?”

      “I did a mind tap, and the images I got were all involving plants. I could fully see her working amongst gardens, handling herbs and flowers. She’s competent in flora. I’m certain of that, but nothing else about her.”

      “And that’s it? That’s all you got on her? You’re sure?”

      Endora rolled her eyes. “Don’t you think I would have told you if I got anything else, Zen? But I do believe she has a lot of power inside her, tied to botany. We could use that to our advantage.”

      “And if her memories return?”

      “Then we’ll be right here, monitoring her,” Endora reminded me. “Wouldn’t that be better than letting her go where you have no control over her at all? This is the best solution for everyone.”

      She did, as usual, rouse a valid point. Something had brought the fae to my protected property, even if she couldn’t remember the details now. It would be good to know what, and this way, I would have a front-row seat to understanding the reason.

      “All right,” I agreed. “She can act as Lacroix’s shadow, but she needs her own guards—constantly.”

      Endora beamed happily, as if I’d gifted her a personal victory. “I’ll let her know.”

      But before she could disappear, I yelled out, “And have her pick a name for herself! We’ll have to call her something, won’t we? I’m sure ‘the trespasser’ won’t bode well with her for very long.”

      The enchantress’ smile broadened. “Yes, Alpha,” she replied in a singsong voice, and I whipped a hand towel at her as she disappeared in a puff of blue smoke.
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      Mirielle.

      That was my name for now.

      I couldn’t be sure where the name came from exactly, but it was the first one that popped into my head when the enchantress, Endora, approached me with the proposition of a lifetime—or so I assumed it was. Living in Silverhold Tower as an apprentice, doing a job which I was clearly quite adept at doing—what else could a fae aspire toward in life?

      Maybe knowing my real name? Or where I’m from?

      “But the king insists that you choose a name for yourself,” Endora informed me before any formal plans were made. “I think he finds it unnerving that we have no background on you at all.”

      She looked at me meaningfully afterward, like I was suddenly going to announce I remembered everything, but I could only return her stare, shrugging my shoulders in my castle-issued hospital gown, the tattered remains of my clothing piled in the corner of the infirmary.

      “Mirielle,” I offered, the moniker falling from my lips even before I could think of another one. Maybe I’d seen it somewhere, one of the nurse’s nametags or heard it in passing, but the enchantress didn’t seem familiar with the name when I said it.

      Endora’s eyes widened with interest. “Is that your name?”

      I pursed my lips and hung my head, the limp strands of red falling over my cheeks, dry now but lusterless, hanging at the curve of my breasts over the front of the blue and white print gown. “I’m not sure,” I answered honestly. “Maybe?”

      “Don’t worry,” Endora told me with a chipper confidence. “I’ll enact some old memory spells, and we’ll get your mind back in no time. Meanwhile, you can train with Lacroix. He’s half-deaf, but charming when you get through the outer crust.”

      If it’s that simple, why hasn’t she done it already? I mused, but I didn’t put it to a question.

      I frowned at the revelation.

      “Can’t you fix his hearing?” I asked slowly. “The healer who worked with me, Jorga—I was told she’s the best in Silverhold.”

      At least I knew now that Silverhold was the kingdom in which I sat, one of four on the continent of Mystara. The information did little to jog my information passages, but at least I was learning more about my surroundings.

      Endora snorted loudly and pushed herself off the wall where she had been lounging, her folded arms dropping as she approached me. “Lacroix prefers it this way. He likes not being able to hear. He can fully filter out who’s talking, he says. He really is a curmudgeon, but he’s got a lot to teach if you’re willing to learn. Like everyone else, he’s the best in the kingdom, if not the best in Mystara. He was a personal favorite of Malinda’s.”

      “Malinda?” I echoed, my brow knitting more.

      Endora balked, as if she’d said too much, but she answered my question, anyway.

      “King Zen’s mother. Her pride and joy were the gardens. Do her proud. It will fare well with you in the king’s eyes.”

      “I will do my best,” I vowed, and suddenly, the idea of being in the greenhouse exhilarated me.

      That means something to me. It might trigger a memory once I’m in among the greenery.

      For the first time since waking, I felt a sense of purpose, of near happiness.

      “Good. I’ll make arrangements for you to have a room in the east wing on the second floor with the rest of the staff,” she informed me, moving toward the door. A thought occurred to me as she wandered away.

      “What was I wearing?” I asked, nodding toward the heap on the floor before she could leave me alone again in the sterile, high-windowed room.

      There was no view of the outside from here, not without standing on one of the beds and straining beyond to see.

      Endora paused and glanced back at me. “It’s hard to say for sure,” she admitted. “Pants of some kind and a shirt? Really, you were worse for wear when you came in. There wasn’t much to see that wasn’t damaged by the water.”

      I looked at my arms again, the bruises I’d seen earlier already fading away to reveal the smooth cream of my flesh. Jorga had done a good job.

      “Will you…” I hesitated, unsure of how to say it. “Can you thank the king for me?”

      Endora cocked her head. “For what, exactly?”

      I swallowed.

      For making sure I wasn’t hurt badly? For bringing me here? For not killing me when he found me on his property?

      I said none of those things. “For everything.”

      A small smirk formed on the enchantress’ lips. “I suspect you’ll have a chance to thank him yourself.”

      With that, she vanished before my eyes, leaving me to ponder my next steps and how I might navigate a life without any past.
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        * * *

      

      Endora hadn’t been lying about Lacroix. The old fae was brusque and cranky, the idea of having an apprentice clearly offensive to him. Although I was sure someone had alerted him to my arrival, he acted as if I had blindsided him by showing up for my first shift at the interior gardens.

      “They’re trying to replace me, huh?” he muttered, stomping through the carefully cultivated rows of hemlock and wolfsbane. “They think I’m dead already!”

      “I don’t think—” I tried to tell him, following behind at a safe distance, but he continued to storm through, watering his plants with surprising agility for a being of his advanced age.

      I had no illusions about what I was doing there. I really didn’t believe that they had brought me on to replace Lacroix, but trying to explain this to the aging botanist was proving futile.

      “I’ll show them. I’ll show you, too, fairy-face. I’ll outlive them all!” He snorted and cackled until he coughed, the over-exertion driving him to a fit of hacking.

      “I’m not here to replace you, Lacroix,” I promised earnestly. “I just want to learn.”

      “You’re damn right you’re not replacing me,” the old timer grouched, his hearing more selective than failing, I quickly realized.

      I also learned to keep my mouth shut and simply watch the very skilled botanist work rather than engage in his endless barrage of griping, and within two days, he begrudgingly accepted my moderately silent presence.

      The hours were long—seven in the morning until seven at night, but the shifts flew by when I was among the plants I understood on a primal level. It was true that I had a natural knack for working with them, but they didn’t trigger anything beyond my knowledge for them. Being near them grounded me and inspired a feeling of home—despite the fact that I still had no idea what that meant.

      Lacroix explained them to me, but I had already known most of their names and classifications, although some were new to me. I absorbed all his lessons without writing anything down, a fact that Lacroix involuntarily grew to admire.

      “You’ve got yourself a quick mind, huh?” he told me begrudgingly after that second day.

      “Thank you.”

      “If you keep your head down, maybe I’ll teach you a spell or two,” Lacroix promised every day, but when I retired to my bedroom on the second floor of the castle every night after the first week, I was no closer to opening his thick volumes of spell books, which he kept locked in his glass office inside the greenhouse.

      On my seventh day in the castle, I returned to my room, tired but contented, the scent of lavender and sage clinging to my simple work uniform. It was a standard issue, one provided for most of the staff in varying styles, depending on their profession, to easily identify which section of the castle one belonged to.

      My white shirt was streaked in soil, the Silverhold wolf crest half-concealed beneath the dirt, blue pants damp from the excess watering. Legs aching, I looked forward to a hot shower and a quick bite in the kitchen before tomorrow’s shift.

      I pretended not to notice the guard lingering halfway down the servant’s hallway, his eyes steadfastly watching my every move. After a week, I thought I would have been used to him by now. Jaylen was this one—the night guard. There was a day guard, too, and they both made me uncomfortable, mostly because they never said a word to me, like I was some kind of criminal to be examined, not interacted with, even when I tried to be friendly. They didn’t want my companionship. They had a job to do, and it involved scrutinizing me like a bug under a microscope.

      What is he expecting me to do?

      Sometimes, I wanted to march right up to him and ask, but of course I didn’t dare. I recognized that I had been very lucky to land where I was. I wasn’t about to rock the boat for anything.

      Eagerly, I slipped inside the bedroom, but when I opened the heavy wood door leading into the single room of my quad, I found an envelope on the floor. Hesitating, I glanced at Jaylen, but for once, he stared straight ahead as I turned the blank paper over in my hand. I parted my lips to ask him where it had come from, but thought better of it.

      He hadn’t been watching my room. His job was to watch me when he was on shift.

      Someone had slid this beneath the door when I’d been at work, and no one had been monitoring the door.

      Still, I could feel Jaylen’s eyes on me as I retreated back into the bedroom, securing the door behind me, the lock of the door clicking before I moved to open the letter.

      My first guess was that it was from Endora, but if she wanted to meet up for another fruitless memory-purging session, she wouldn’t slip a note under my door. She would just pop into the greenhouse in a whirl of blue smoke and banter with Lacroix, half-flirting, half-irritating the old botanist until they were both sick of each other and she disappeared the same way.

      No, this was something else.

      I sat at the desk, shoving aside the remote control for the television and tablet that hadn’t been connected to Wi-Fi as far as I knew.

      Unsealing the envelope, I unfolded the page inside. My heart fluttered when I saw the kingdom letterhead, a small sweat breaking out over my forehead, the regal wolf emblem glaring at me from the page. My eyes dropped to the signature, but I’d already known it was from him without even reading the note.

      Honestly, I’d thought that King Zen had forgotten about me.

      Mirielle, the note began. I take my breakfast at six a.m. in the main dining hall. Please join me in the morning.

      
        	Z

      

      It was not a request or a question. He was just used to others doing as he instructed, and I was no different. Not that I was in any position to protest such an invitation.

      What did he want?

      I sat at the small writing desk under the skinny window that overlooked the Bellewoods where I had first met the king a week earlier. It looked different, depending on the time of day, the nighttime casting the plethora of trees in an eerie light beneath the moon.

      But here in twilight, the oranges and pinks enveloped the lush foliage. The forest looked inviting, tempting me to shift just as I knew the king did almost daily and scamper off to explore the soft mulch beneath mouse paws. Now that I’d had time to myself, I realized that it was true—I was capable of shifting into a miniscule woodland creature—but I hadn’t ventured to try it yet.

      I wondered if that would burn off the nervous energy coursing through my veins in that moment, but I doubted it. It would likely land me in more danger, the night predators eager to find a quick, easy meal in the likes of me in my rodent body.

      I was stuck in the castle with my own thoughts, mulling over what King Zen could possibly want to see me about.

      For a week, I’d done my best not to think about the king and his intense, steely eyes, staring down at me when I had regained consciousness in the cave. I’d thrown myself into the apprenticeship, never blinking about the hours or routine because I really was enjoying it, but also, it kept me from thinking thoughts about someone I had absolutely no right to think about.

      I caught whiffs of his scent with spicy undertones in the hallways everywhere, the castle ingrained in his masculinity.

      But I had trained myself to be grateful that King Zen had permitted me to stay alive first and then remain on his property, even if I was under close observation all the time. It beat the alternative of being sent out into the world where I had absolutely nothing at all. There was obviously no future between us, a fact made clear by the way he had forgotten about me, and yet here was this letter, slipped covertly under my door, inviting me to an early-morning breakfast… so that no one else might see?

      Warmth and anticipation washed through me as I set the page on the desk and stood to find my towel and make my way toward the common bathroom, shared by the staff members in our dorm quad. I longed to tell one of the other maids about the secret invitation, Millie or Tavia, with whom I split the quad, but I didn’t dare.

      There was a reason the king had been so hush-hush about this, and I wasn’t going to blow his cover.

      That wasn’t what I wanted to blow.
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        * * *

      

      Needless to say, I got no sleep at all that night, and by five thirty the following morning, I was fully dressed in a clean work uniform, heading out of my room. I hated the idea of wearing my uniform to meet with King Zen, but I still had my apprenticeship at seven, and I’d never hear the end of it from Lacroix if I was late. I also didn’t want to seem presumptuous, appearing at the table in something other than my uniform—not that I had anything much else to wear but a pair of blue jeans for my off times and a couple of nighties that Endora had scrounged up for me.

      But embarrassment snaked up my spine as I made my way down the main hallway and into the common areas in which I had spent very little time.

      This area of the castle was for the king and princess—who I had yet to set eyes on. Millie and Tavia talked about the rooms on that side of the castle, but my work kept me in a different section. I felt out of place in my gardening gear, padding across the marble flooring in my tennis shoes.

      In my excitement, I almost forgot about my personal guard until I had located the main dining hall, and the only reason I noticed my day guard almost a full corridor away was because there was no one else around. I’d never seen the building so still.

      “Good morning.”

      I squeaked and jumped, whipping around to see the king at my back. My hand touched my heart, and I leaned forward to catch my breath as he offered me a bemused smile.

      “You scared me,” I admitted when he sauntered past me toward the dining room.

      “I seem to be doing a lot of that,” he replied. I couldn’t argue with that as I followed after him, unsure of how to respond.

      Suddenly, the room came alive, staff flocking to tend to us both like they were seeping out of the walls.

      A butler I didn’t recognize held out a chair for me while his personal butler held out the king’s. Haltingly, I waited for him to sit before I did, unsure of the etiquette.

      My chair was pushed in by yet another servant, and a personal assistant to the king arrived at the doorway as coffee was served from silver pots.

      “I don’t need you this morning,” King Zen informed the young aide, who nodded.

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      “I’ll text you if anything comes up.”

      “Thank you, Alpha.”

      The young male, who looked like he was only a couple of years younger than me, retreated.

      I watched King Zen’s table manners to follow as the servants swirled around us, filling my plate without asking or speaking to me. I barely noticed what I was being served, my linen napkin unfolding to lay on my lap by the grace of a spell, although which of the dozen servants enacted it, I couldn’t say. My head swirled with all the commotion and the fact that the king and I sat at a private meal. The anticipation burned at me, causing sweat to form on my skin.

      “So… Mirielle, is it?” he asked me, finally turning his attention fully toward me. “Is that what we’re calling you?”

      The gray light of dawn made his eyes look stormy, but there was no malice or anger in his face like there had been the day we’d met. Still, I couldn’t shake my nervousness. Why was he calling me to a meeting after a week of silence? I couldn’t help but be on guard.

      “Y-yes,” I stuttered, suddenly tongue-tied.

      “That’s a pretty name. Why did you choose it?”

      I pursed my lips, wishing everyone would stop asking me that, but I didn’t dare say that to him.

      “I thought you wanted me to choose a name,” I mumbled, hoping I didn’t sound petulant.

      “I did,” he agreed. “But why did you choose that name in particular? Does it have some significance to you?”

      “I’m really not sure,” I replied. “It just came to me.”

      He offered me a half-smile and picked up his coffee to take a sip. I quickly took his lead, waiting to see what this meeting was about.

      “How are you getting along with Lacroix?”

      I set my cup down, uncertainty filling me. “Good… I think. I try to stay out of his way and learn, but I’m not always sure I do. Did he say something? Is he complaining about me?”

      Dread abruptly replaced my concern. Had he called me here to ask me to leave? Had I worn out my welcome? Had Lacroix’s complaining finally gotten under his skin?

      Suddenly, my tentative security dissolved around me, and a cold wave washed over me.

      King Zen guffawed. “Lacroix complains about everything—in case you haven’t noticed. In my twenty-six years on this planet, I can’t think of a single day that he hasn’t pissed and moaned about something. The fact that he doesn’t complain about you speaks volumes. It’s actually daunting. It tells me that you’re special.”

      I exhaled slowly, realizing this wasn’t a termination of my apprenticeship.

      “Like Endora, he seems to think you have a lot of potential as a magical botanist,” the king continued. “I admit, I don’t know much about it. That was more my mother’s forte, but I do know it’s necessary in any kingdom.”

      My cheeks pinkened. “I’m really enjoying it,” I replied softly. “Maybe that’s what I do already—I mean, outside of here… like in my life…”

      I trailed off, hearing how ridiculous I sounded. To my relief, he flashed me a quick smile.

      “But it’s not triggering anything, huh?”

      I closed my lips and studied him, trying to understand what all this was about. I shook my head.

      “Endora tells me that her memory purges are also failing. She’s using her best spells, but nothing seems to be working.”

      I gnawed on the insides of my cheeks and shook my head.

      “I’ve gone to every session,” I told him hastily. “Every time she’s asked. I do exactly what’s required—”

      He held up a hand, and I stopped, my tummy flipping nervously. I didn’t want him to think I wasn’t trying.

      “I know. Endora’s reports have expressed all that.”

      His tone was perfectly amiable, but I couldn’t help but feel under scrutiny, like he felt that I was hiding something from him. I wished I could alleviate his concerns, but there seemed like there was nothing to say.

      “This probably isn’t easy for you, either, and I suspect that the harder we push, the more your memory will regress. This is going to have to come back organically.”

      He said “we.”

      I wanted to kick myself smart again.

      Who cares how he’s phrasing it? He’s not going to hold your hand through this, dumb-dumb. He wants to make sure you’re not some kind of threat to him.

      “I hope you’re right,” I murmured, only half truthfully.

      I’d spent many hours considering how or why my memory had failed me. Was it by design, or had my psyche shut down to protect me from something horrific? Either way, getting answers didn’t necessarily sound like a happy time.

      He shrugged and picked up his fork and knife. “Then we’ll have to try something else.”

      Again with the “we.”

      Again with you acting like a complete moron.

      He nodded at me with his chin. “Eat up. You have to get to work soon, don’t you?”

      Gulping back my nervousness and ignoring the kaleidoscope of butterflies in my gut, I picked up a fork and finally looked at the incredible spread on my plate for the first time. Eggs, sausage, and hash browns piled high to cover the design of the plate, a side of buttered toast to my left. There was no way I could eat all that, but I had to take a few bites to placate the king’s watchful stare.

      “I’m having a gala event tomorrow evening,” he announced. “It’s an annual event, and frankly, I would love to skip it, but the local debutantes depend on us for it. It’s important to keep things functioning as always, regardless of whatever tragedies we’ve had in the past.”

      I cocked my head curiously. What tragedies? What happened here before I came?

      “Traditions are important,” I agreed slowly.

      He cast me a sidelong look. “Maybe you’ve been to one of these galas over the years.”

      Helplessly, I could only shrug again. “Maybe.”

      “It introduces the eligible young singles of society to one another. You’ll come.”

      Just like the note he had left for me, this was not a request.

      The butterflies were in my throat now, and I gawked at him, the fork falling out of my hand and onto the plate with a clatter. I picked it up and cleared my throat.

      “As your date?” I whispered, barely believing my good fortune, but the moment was as short-lived as my delusion.

      His head jerked up, and he whipped his chin back brashly. “No! No, of course not.” He shook his head. “You’ll come as a guest. It will be good for others to see you. Perhaps someone will recognize you, and we can get to the bottom of who you are and what you were doing here that day…”

      He trailed off and avoided my eyes, which was for the best as my cheeks were the same shade as the newly rising sun on the eastern horizon behind his head. The new light sent a brilliant, crimson halo over his jet-black crown of hair, and he looked more god than king in that moment.

      “Yes. Right. Okay…” I gasped, wishing the floor would open and swallow me entirely. “Yes… but…”

      I faltered, and he gave me a begrudgingly peripheral glance. “What is it?”

      He was trying hard to keep the exasperation from his tone, I could tell, and I hated to bother him with something so trivial, but it was a formal party.

      I stared down at the table, my cheeks flaming.

      “I really don’t have anything appropriate to wear to a gala, Alpha.”

      He was unbothered by my concerns. “We have a tailor and seamstress in the castle, plus an entire room filled with gowns somewhere. There is not a single being who isn’t fully adept at magic—including you. There is something for you in here; I personally guarantee it.”

      I balked, shaking my head. “I don’t know if I’m capable of magic,” I mumbled, and he grunted.

      “I’m sure you are,” he insisted. “If you have a capacity for botany, you can do magic. But that will come, too. In the interim, the staff is here for anything you need. You only need to ask, Mirielle.”

      I sat back, again overwhelmed by his generosity and by the confusion and perplexity of my situation. “Thank you, Alpha.”

      “Keep up the good work.”

      He wiped his mouth and stood, placing his napkin on his half-finished breakfast as he flashed me a quick smile. “Stay and finish your meal. I have meetings today. I’ll have someone send you the details regarding the event. They will be in touch regarding your dress.”

      With a final sip of coffee, he was gone, leaving me there with my head swimming all over again, but I still couldn’t help but watch him walk away.
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      The invitation to breakfast had been a long time coming—something I’d purposely put off at Endora’s suggestion.

      “Let her get settled in first,” the enchantress had said when I told her to send for Mirielle to me on the second day after her arrival. “Let’s see if we can’t shake some of those memories loose.”

      “What harm can breakfast do?” I asked, bewildered by her refusal to allow it. “They’re not mutually exclusive concepts, are they?”

      “They are if you intimidate her,” Endora replied flatly. “You admitted yourself that she’s probably in a stress fugue. If I can’t probe her mind in a usual fashion, only time will take her out of this. Give her some time to find a routine, and we’ll revisit the issue in a little while.”

      I didn’t push the implication that maybe I was the cause of Mirielle’s inability to remember, but after a week of waiting around, I’d decided to take matters into my own hands—without informing my adviser. Without any advancement in Mirielle’s predicament, I didn’t think she would agree anyway. As much as I respected my enchantress’ advice, she wasn’t the end all and be all of my decisions.

      What I hadn’t expected was to be so overcome by Mirielle when she sat down at the long, antique wood table, clearly ill-at-ease in her gardening uniform, unsure of what cutlery to use. There was still a lost babe-in-the-woods aura about her, despite the fact that she had cleaned up so much better than I could have predicted when I last saw her.

      I understood now what Landon meant about that face to remember. I would have known her too if I’d met her before. She was clearly a beauty, with her shining, dark red hair and vivid blue eyes.

      But it was her innocence that entranced me the most, her eagerness to please and make no waves. I got daily reports from her supervisor in the greenhouse, Lacroix, of course, interlaced with his incessant whining, but the data was favorable. Mirielle was well liked by everyone she had encountered so far. She was breaking down my carefully erected walls of suspicion bit by bit.

      If she was putting on some kind of intricate act, she was doing a job worthy of awards. I couldn’t buy into that theory anymore, not after all this time. And the breakfast had proven what I’d already suspected—Mirielle truly had lost her memories, and I wanted more than ever to help her reclaim them.

      “Who was that at breakfast?” My sister’s soft voice stopped me mid-stride down the center hallway of the main floor, my briefcase in hand, the guards a few feet ahead and behind as we headed out to meet the Council of Ministers this morning.

      I slowed, my pulse quickening to realize Cyndella had witnessed Mirielle’s presence in the grand dining room. She so rarely came down for meals, I hadn’t considered she might appear.

      I waved my guards away for privacy and stopped to speak with my sister in the front sitting room, next to the front doors. On the olive-green chaise, a book lay pages down, the crease of the sofa still imprinted where Cyndella had been lying. I wondered if she’d been there all night.

      “You’re getting better at this stealth thing, Cyn,” I teased. “At least you’re not barreling into me anymore.”

      “Who is she?” Cyndella asked again, not cracking a smile. “I don’t recognize her, but she’s wearing a greenhouse uniform. Where did she come from?”

      Her eyes were as dark as the sofa, closer to my shade of slate gray than their usual hunter green. I considered lying to her, but instead, I decided to answer in the simplest terms possible. Gaslighting her wasn’t going to heal her.

      “Her name is Mirielle. She’s Lacroix’s apprentice.”

      Cyndella paled. “I’ve never seen her before, Zen. Why didn’t I hear about this apprenticeship?”

      “Because she only just got here,” I replied quietly, nearing her. “And because you’ve made a concerted effort not to involve yourself in the kingdom’s affairs.”

      “Because I’m trusting you,” she retorted sharply. “Where does she come from? Who is her family? She doesn’t look familiar to me, and I’m not sure I like her.”

      I smothered a sigh. Cyndella would say that about every new fae she encountered without giving anyone a chance.

      “You don’t have to worry about Mirielle or anyone else, okay? Obviously, I wouldn’t be having breakfast with someone dangerous.”

      “That’s what Mother said,” she reminded me flatly, and I resisted the urge to shake her.

      I am not Mother! I won’t make the same damn mistake! I’ve been taking steps to ensure that nothing like that ever happens again!

      But I said none of these things, knowing that yelling at my sister wouldn’t help matters at all. I’d gone through the same shock and resistance that Cyndella was still experiencing. I had to show her some compassion, even if I wished she would get over it.

      “She’ll be at the ball tomorrow,” I informed my only sibling brightly. “You can meet her there.”

      My sister’s complexion waned. “The ball?” she repeated. “What ball?”

      Gritting my teeth, I mentally prepared myself for this conversation. “The debutante ball. The same one we host every year.”

      Cyndella’s mouth fell open. “Are you serious, Zen? You can’t have the gala tomorrow! Or any year going forward! It’s barely been a year since Mother…”

      She couldn’t bring herself to say it, tears flooding her eyes.

      I had known this would be Cyndella’s reaction, which was why I had hoped to hold off until the last possible moment to tell her. I was going to inform her when I got home from my meeting with the ministers, but seeing as she had me cornered now…

      “The invitations have been out for months, Cyn. If you got out more, you’d know about it—”

      “I don’t need to get out for you to tell me what’s happening in my own house!” Cyndella fired back. “What the hell are you thinking?!”

      I sighed and attempted to placate her. “It’s important that we uphold tradition.”

      “Are you out of your mind?!” Cyndella yelled, throwing my arms off her. “You’re just inviting trouble in! You promised to keep the castle safe, keep us safe! How can you do that when you’re inviting half of the kingdom here?!”

      Her voice pitched an octave, a familiar hysteria lighting her eyes. Cyndella’s personal maid rushed forward, fist closed and extended, but I shook my head, causing Alle to stop in place. If I kept giving Cyndella a potion every time she had an anxiety attack, the herbs would have no effect on my sister, eventually. Cyndella needed to learn how to overcome this without the use of magic.

      “Cyndella, we can’t just hide away in the castle forever. That’s not living, and that’s not going to keep us safe. It’s not what Mother would have wanted for us, either. The only way to show the world that we’re strong is to keep living how we’ve always lived.”

      “At what cost? Until you die? Me?” Cyndella wailed. “They’ll wipe us all out!”

      “I won’t let that happen, Cyn,” I insisted, reaching to place my arms on her shoulders, but she shrugged me off.

      “Nothing is going to keep us safe if you just let anyone in here!” she retorted, storming over to pick up her book and rush from the sitting room.

      “Should I give her the concoction, Alpha?” Alle asked, shooting a worried look from me to her mistress. Her hand tightened around the potion she kept on hand for moments when my sister got to be too much.

      Calliver and Landon stood in the doorway, guarding the door and waiting for me. I groaned inwardly. A part of me wanted to go after her, but I’d done this dance a hundred times with Cyndella already. There was so little I could do but let her calm down on her own.

      Maybe I should have listened to Endora all along. Cyndella doesn’t belong here…

      Shame burned inside me, and I turned to Alle.

      “Only give her the potion if she can’t be calmed,” I told Alle sternly. “I don’t want that being fed to her constantly. In fact, call for Endora first before you give her anything. See if Endora can’t do something before.”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      I stifled a long, tired sigh and grabbed my briefcase from where I’d discarded it on the floor, making my way toward the front door again. My head inadvertently turned to look at the generations of portraits lining the entranceway as we headed toward my attending vehicle, my father’s eyes locking on mine. A deep pang of grief twinged my soul for him.

      I bet you had your fair share of messes to deal with, too, huh? I mused with some bitterness as we exited the castle. But at least you weren’t left to pick up the pieces after your wife got murdered and your daughter lost her mind.
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        * * *

      

      Cyndella refused to come out of her room, even when I banged on the door, a few minutes before the start of the gala. I’d hoped that a day with her maid and Endora would have calmed her down, but it seemed to have had the opposite effect. She sounded madder than ever as I waited for her to emerge.

      “Go away!” she barked from behind the door.

      “Cyndella—”

      “Fuck off, Zen!”

      I bristled and considered breaking down the door, but Endora materialized out of nowhere, her customary pouf of smoke emanating around her. She put a hand on my shoulder, shaking her head.

      “Leave it to me,” she offered. “You have a party to host and a bunch of horny debutantes to attend to—not that you haven’t attended to half of them already.”

      She nudged me like a college kid telling raunchy jokes, and I grimaced, stepping out of her reach.

      “You’re going to wrinkle my tux.”

      Endora beamed at me, reaching her long arms outward to adjust my bowtie.

      “Don’t worry about Cyndella, Zen, but I wouldn’t count on her showing up tonight. I did my best to talk sense to her yesterday, but I think I might have made things worse. No matter what I say to her, she seems to be falling deeper into a hole.”

      She eyed me meaningfully, but I ignored her hidden suggestion. This wasn’t the time to bring up an exhausted suggestion that I’d already shot down too many times before.

      I forced a smile onto my face. “Whatever you can do to keep her calm,” I told her. “You know where to find me if you need me.”

      “Holding down the fort like a great king does,” Endora replied, turning her attention toward Cyndella’s closed door. She didn’t bother with knocking, vanishing in a plume to see herself inside.

      I did as Endora suggested, making my way to the main floor where the orchestra began to play light, happy music to usher in the earliest guests.

      The next hour was consumed in a blur of champagne and faces, smiles and lipstick air kisses, my head already pounding as the great hall filled larger and larger.

      My head turned toward the balcony doors, my head suddenly suffocating in the tux. Landon stayed to my back, Calliver to my front. The rest of the Royal Guards were ordered to station systematically at the entrances, but trouble was the furthest thing from anyone’s mind.

      The worst that would happen would be one of the noblefae’s teen daughters sneaking too much wine and dancing in the fountains—as was a rite of passage at basically all Silverhold Tower balls. They were the younger sisters, all eagerly awaiting their own debutante balls and hopeful to make their impressions on the kingdom—at least until their party came and they were endlessly reminded of their social gaffes.

      But the last one had seemed so much smaller than this one somehow. This one was large and out of control by my standards, far too many bodies flocking in through the guarded doors as I tried to keep everyone straight. I was probably imagining things. The guest list had been personally approved by my hand, after all. But given that it was the first since the death of my mother, it suddenly seemed insurmountable, and I wished now that I had heeded Cyndella’s warning.

      I worried about security, about the food. I worried that I wasn’t going to keep up my own faux smile for the entire night without cracking.

      Was Cyndella right? Should we have just canceled this year?

      But it would have been a slippery slope to embark upon. It showed weakness, a hole in our stance. No, I’d done the right thing… hadn’t I?

      I stepped onto the balcony, and the rush of cool summer air washed over my face, instantly sating my fraying nerves. The Juliet terrace only offered me a second of solitude—because I wasn’t alone out there. I didn’t see my companion until I had fully emerged, and it was too late to make a polite escape, pretending I hadn’t seen anyone at all.

      “Oh!” the other occupant gasped, whirling around, her jade dress twirling flamenco style at the calf.

      My eyes inched up the sleek, elegant curves of her lithe but small body, tightly packed into a plunging bodice, the cleavage stealing my breath.

      “My apologies—” I started to say as my gaze took in her lips, but the words died there when I recognized the brilliant cerulean of her eyes. “Mirielle?”

      “Alpha!” she choked, stumbling sideways to right her body as her heel caught on the hem of her dress.

      I reached out easily and caught her before she could fall and inhaled the sweet cinnamon and vanilla of her soap.

      Moonbeams showed the tinge of her cheeks perfectly, and she righted herself easily, sputtering like she was trying to find words.

      “Sorry. When did you— Am I early?” she fumbled. “I thought the maid said eight o’clock, but when I came down, no one was here.”

      My eyebrows shot up as she finally stood properly on her own two feet, but I didn’t release her arm.

      “The party is just getting started,” I informed her. “Why are you hiding outside?”

      Her blush deepened. “I don’t really know anyone. It felt awkward.”

      “You know me,” I corrected her, leading her back inside. “And the whole point of you coming here is to make yourself visible, isn’t it? How are we going to find out if anyone knows you if you’re hiding in a corner?”

      She tried to slow her pace as she cast me a sidelong look. “Is that the point?” she teased.

      Now it was me who felt warmth bursting through me, and I glanced at her admiringly.

      Was she calling me on my attraction to her? She was bold, wasn’t she?

      “Why don’t I get you something to drink?” I suggested, keeping my hold on her arm, and steering her toward one of the three bars set up inside.

      I noticed the stares and whispers as others tried to figure out who Mirielle was and what we were doing together. I rather enjoyed the speculative glances. It would cause a bit of unexpected entertainment for the evening.

      Locating one of the circulating servers, I placed a glass of champagne in Mirielle’s hands, and she took it with a slight tremor. The sight of it made me smile.

      “Do you dance, Mirielle?” I asked pleasantly, downing my glass in one sip.

      She stared at me wide-eyed. “I have no idea.”

      Chuckling, I placed my empty glass on the bar and swept her up in my arms, relishing her small gasp as I whisked her toward the dance floor. The murmurs of speculation grew around us, and my smirk grew, but when I looked back at Mirielle, her face was serious.

      “Are you doing this for a reaction?” she asked quietly.

      My grin faded, and my pace slowed. I shook my head. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      A smidgen of guilt passed through me, and I brushed a strand of loose hair from her bare shoulders, my eyes again falling over that spectacular cleavage.

      “Maybe a little?” I confessed.

      “Please don’t. I’m not mad. I just would prefer not to be put on display like that.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. My intention wasn’t to have fun at your expense. The noblefaeries just love to gossip so much.”

      “I get it. It can’t be easy being the center of attention all the time,” she offered sympathetically.

      I didn’t respond and instead pulled her closer, the aroma of her hair driving me crazy. The bulge in my pants grew harder, and I bit on my lower lip, the urge to kiss her suddenly fully overcoming me now.

      What was going on with me?

      In unison, we stopped dancing, Mirielle bowing her head.

      “Alpha, I—” she began, but I grabbed her chin with my thumb and forefinger, tipping her head back.

      The urge to kiss her overcame me with such force, I had to step back.

      “Just wait a second,” I begged her. “Before you say anything—”

      “GET DOWN!” someone boomed from the main hallway. “TAKE COVER! THE ORDER—”

      But my guard didn’t get a chance to utter his warning before an explosion of black smoke erupted in the ballroom.
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      I didn’t understand the words or the billows of black smoke, but the fits of coughing and burning of my eyes were very, very real. King Zen’s body was pressed to mine, shielding me from the sudden influx of bodies dressed in cloaks of pure ebony swarming amongst the handsomely dressed partygoers.

      The sight of them sent chills down my spine, even though I only caught a glimpse of the chaos before I was shoved to the ground behind a table.

      “Stay here!” the king commanded me, whirling around to confront the army of intruders as I struggled to comprehend this unexpected attack.

      I watched in awe as King Zen’s tuxedo fell away, revealing silvery-gray fur akin to his eye color on a sleek, muscled wolf form. The shirt ripped against the massive torso of his animal body, but I barely had the headspace to take it all in before he launched himself forward on his athletic back legs.

      A flurry of action unfolded around me, flashes of magic colliding as Endora appeared, her lips moving vigorously as she conjured spell after spell to counter the streaks of black lightning striking from the horde of uninvited guests. The only light I could distinctly make out for a full minute was the snow white of her hair as clouds of magic in varying dark colors erupted all around.

      From the recesses of my mind, I struggled to conjure a spell of my own, to help ward off this fearsome assault, but my brain went fully blank. I could barely breathe, my head whipping one way and then the other, unsure if I was in direct danger or if this was a planned attack.

      The well-dressed invitees shrieked and cowered, some running for the door, only to be struck down, answering my question. I didn’t dare move from my hiding place, conspicuous as it seemed to me. The Royal Guards flooded the grand ballroom until the area was so dense with fighting, I didn’t know which way to look. I closed my eyes and rocked my knees to my chest, willing myself to keep my cool.

      This will all be over soon. This can’t last forever.

      The question was, who would win this terrible battle? If the Royal Guards failed, what would happen to me and the rest of the partygoers… to King Zen?

      Whimpering caught my attention, and I looked to my right, where a raven-haired fae wept, rocking back and forth with her knees to her chest like mine, her loose waves shimmering as she mumbled to herself from the other side of the table, hidden beneath the tablecloth.

      My heart lurched as I realized she looked familiar to me. This was the first time anyone had triggered any kind of memory inside of me, but what a time for it to happen.

      Did I know her?

      “I warned him! I told him!” she moaned. “Why didn’t he listen to me?!”

      I slid closer to her, extending my hands comfortingly, but she withdrew like I was the enemy.

      “Hey,” I whispered, afraid to catch the attention of the black-robed army. “It’s going to be okay. King Zen won’t let anything happen to us.”

      Her head jerked up, and contempt downturned her lips. “You don’t know shit,” she spat at me, her vibrant green eyes ablaze. “He can’t protect us. No one can!”

      I didn’t know what to say to this stranger who seemed to know more about the king than me, but I was spared a response as the table was suddenly overturned, and the trembling fae at my side released a howl of terror.

      The shockingly beautiful fae in black robes stared at her, mouth curling into a sneer of pleasure. “Princess Cyndella,” she purred, raising her hands. “Perfect!”

      King Zen’s sister. That’s why she looks familiar, I realized, but the understanding was of little consequence now.

      “Your death will serve the Order of Souls very well, Princess,” the dark fae cackled, electricity sprouting from her fingertips.

      My shock did not prevent me from jumping into immediate action. Without stopping to think, my body reacted at the idea of someone losing their life as I watched—especially if that someone was the king’s elusive sister.

      “STOP!” I screamed, rushing forward, using my body as a shield.

      The attacker appeared to see me for the first time, and her smirk faded, eyes proliferating when her head turned. Her hands fell, the current dying from her fingertips. As her jaw slacked, confusion colored her pale cheeks.

      “You…” she breathed excitedly, the wicked grin returning as the battle ensued around us. “And where have you been hiding, Mousie?”

      King Zen appeared behind her, his majestic wolf’s head cocked as he caught her question.

      Panic mounted inside of me.

      The blood drained out of my face as she seemed to forget about the princess entirely, her attention fixed on me now, but before she could take a single step, a gasp of shock spilled from her gaping mouth. Time slowed considerably, a single line of blood pooling at the corner of her lips as glassiness shielded her eyes.

      I cocked my head as the haze settled around me.

      “You know me?” I asked, stepping closer, fear floating somewhere around my heart. “Who am I?”

      Princess Cyndella’s screaming snapped me out of the small daze that had overtaken me, and I raised my head at the dark fae’s now lifeless body slumping forward, one of the Royal Guards retrieving his sword from the depth of her heart. It was too late for answers; the dark fae was gone.

      Dark fae? What is that?

      The term bounced around in my mind, but I didn’t have a second to entertain it. I didn’t know what it meant or how it had materialized, only that it meant something, something that I understood inherently.

      The princess continued to scream, and the king gave a silent signal to his guards before turning to me, gesturing for me to climb onto his back. Through my peripheral vision, I saw one of them sweep the princess up and whisk her out of the ballroom, her cries fading as I faced the king.

      King Zen nudged me with his snout, and I started to refuse, the fight still waging around us, but when I looked around, I realized that the Royal Guards had managed to eliminate the threat, the intrusive faeries in a bloody pile or scurrying into retreat. They wouldn’t get far, the exits blocked, their magic useless now that Endora had enshrouded the ballroom in some kind of blocker.

      The king released a low growl, and I understood that I didn’t have an argument. Slowly, I climbed onto his back, and we were off, flying through the castle as his guards remained to clean up the mess and close down the party that had never really started.

      His feral, masculine scent overtook me, a soft breeze rushing through my hair as the king raced me across the main floor of the castle, through the mob of guests. I noticed nothing but the sensation of his fur beneath my fingertips, my sweaty palms curling firmly against him to hold on for dear life as my body fell forward to cower protectively. Myriad emotions overwhelmed me as tears blurred my vision, my head swimming with relief, fear, and wonderment.

      He's saving me again, I realized, my heart thudding in my throat. Why does he keep doing that?
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      Eventually, I fell into a haze, the rhythm of the king’s paws lulling me into a hypnotic submission. We stopped somewhere unfamiliar, but the fog around me remained, and I was too traumatized to notice that the king had left me alone for a few minutes until he returned. He was no longer in his animal form and wearing much different clothes than the last time I’d seen him. His tux was likely ruined on the floor of the ballroom, where he’d shifted in the scuffle.

      I also took note of my surroundings for the first time. The sight of the massive double king bed under a floating canopy was like something out of a storybook. The bedroom was ten times as big as the one in my quad.

      Was this his room?

      It gave me a shiver to envision myself in the king’s bedroom, but the more I looked around, the more I saw that this room belonged to a female.

      “This used to be my mother’s suite,” he informed me, like he was reading my mind.

      Somehow, that made it more unnerving, although that might have been because my nerves were already fried. He could have said anything at that point, and it would have made me want to shut down.

      I folded my hands nervously on my lap, distinctly aware of the fact that I was sitting on the bed, and the king paced in front of me. Silently, I willed him to slow down, to look at me and relax because his movements were only putting me more on edge.

      “You’ll be sleeping here from now on,” he told me.

      “What?” I sputtered.

      He finally stopped and stared at me. “I heard what that fae said to you before the guard so stupidly killed her.”

      “Stupidly?” I echoed. “She was going to kill me—and your sister!”

      The king grimaced. “I wouldn’t have let that happen,” he replied flatly, although I wasn’t sure if he meant he wouldn’t let that happen to me or the princess.

      “We could have used the answers. She knew who you were. We could have kept her in the dungeon.”

      “Dungeon?!” I repeated. “You have a dungeon?”

      His eyebrows shot up as if my question surprised him.

      “Of course. This is a fully functional castle.” He paused to ponder his own thoughts before continuing. “But you’re right—you’re clearly in danger. Which is why you’ll stay here, where you’ll be better protected.”

      I swallowed thickly. The gesture was appreciated. I didn’t want to die, but what did it mean? Why would he do that for me, a nobody to him or anyone else for that matter?

      Did these mean that he cared about me?

      There I went again, reading too much into the king’s generosity. He had saved my life twice now, and all I could think about was how his body would feel if it were pressed up against mine.

      It was a blessing he really couldn’t read my thoughts because I would have gladly died of embarrassment if he could. I blamed my wayward thoughts on the shock I’d just endured, but I knew it was more than that. Being with King Zen unleashed something in me that I had no right feeling. And even so, I didn’t want to stop it.

      “Is it necessary?” I asked timidly. “Aren’t I just as protected in the quad? It’s still part of the castle, after all. There are still Royal Guards everywhere.”

      “It’s safer up here,” he intoned. “I want you to stay here. You’ll stay here.”

      I blinked again, realizing what he was asking—what he was telling me. Not asking.

      “You don’t trust me,” I mumbled.

      “Just stay put for now,” he growled. “I’ll be back later.”

      “You mean… I’m not to go to the greenhouse?” I squeaked.

      The corners of the king’s jaw twitched, and he straightened his shoulders. “I want you to stay here until I tell you otherwise,” he informed me, his face remaining stoic. “I have to check on my sister and get back down there. We’ll work out the details later.”

      Protests sprang to my lips but died there. This wasn’t the time to argue with him.

      “Of course, Alpha.”

      His grimace deepened. “You…” He hesitated, as if he was thinking about his next words. “You can call me Zen when we’re alone.”

      My face burned, and breathlessness stole my vocabulary for a moment, but the king—Zen—didn’t wait for me to respond, anyway. He marched back toward the door and stopped.

      “At least the ball was a success in one way,” he offered dryly.

      I gawked at him, wondering how he could ever think that. He smirked at my expression.

      “Someone recognized you. We know you’re not a ghost now.” He disappeared through the door, closing it tightly in his wake, but his last words didn’t leave me with any sense of comfort whatsoever.

      Wouldn’t I be better off as a ghost? At least that way, no one would be trying to kill me.
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      I remained in the ginormous suite as the king—Zen—asked me. The room truly was a wonder, I soon learned, even though it felt strange exploring the space that I now knew belonged to his mother. It was odd that he would bring me there if he didn’t trust me, but I didn’t know the situation with his mother, either.

      The massive bed was merely the beginning, the piece of furniture barely causing a blip in the space. Everywhere I feasted my eyes, a gorgeous piece of artwork caught my attention, drawing me in. His mother had had exquisite taste.

      Had? Was she dead?

      She must be if I was staying in her rooms. A queen or queen consort’s bedroom…

      Maybe she was just gone? Had she run off? Was there some sordid story behind it all? Did I dare ask? And if so, who? Lacroix? Endora? Zen himself?

      I realized I didn’t know the first thing about Zen’s family. There was only that half-neurotic sister who had been clearly affected by the trauma unfolding around us. I didn’t know why I hadn’t been shaking and crying, too.

      Zen himself was a bit of a mystery to me, and I knew he was the Alpha King of Silverhold, but beyond that, I didn’t know much else.

      Only that I was already thinking of the king as “Zen.”

      He asked me to, I reminded myself, controlling the blush growing on my face. I wasn’t doing anything illicit or illegal. He was the one who put me here.

      Why, then, did I feel so guilty?

      Although I didn’t look outside the heavy double doors, I fully suspected that there were armed guards stationed in the corridor for my protection.

      For my protection.

      But who was I?

      For a week, I’d lost myself in the greenery of the plants, ignoring the fact that my memory had failed me, but in one terrifying sentence, my predicament had all come flooding back. I was still abandoned without a history or family, without anyone looking for me, living a lie in the castle under Zen’s protection, wasn’t I?

      It felt like the longer I stayed in the castle, the more questions I had.

      A short rapping on the exterior door finally shattered my looping reverie, and I rushed across the vast sitting room to answer it, almost tripping over the chaise lounge as I did. I stopped to catch my breath and clear my mind before pulling the handle and opening the door.

      Zen stood at the threshold, his usual two guards behind him, along with two other Royal Guards on either side of the door, staring straight ahead as if the king wasn’t there. The ones flanking the doorway were for me, but they weren’t my normal guards.

      “Can I come in?” he asked.

      I swallowed and looked at his security nervously, but I nodded. I was in no position to deny him entry.

      He immediately caught my expression. “They don’t have to come,” he added, hardly turning his chin toward them.

      I stepped back to allow him through, leaving all four guards in the hallway and securing the door behind Zen. I didn’t admit it aloud, but I was relieved to see him alive and accounted for—not that I had been worried about his powers against the unexpected faeries.

      “How are you settling in?” he asked, glancing uneasily around the sitting area like he was uncomfortable being in the room.

      Being in his mother’s room must stir up a lot of memories for him.

      “Never mind me,” I insisted. “What’s going on down there?”

      “Nothing—anymore. It’s been handled like always.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant or if I liked the sound of it, but I asked about the princess first. I hadn’t been able to get her out of my head. “And your sister?”

      “Cyndella has been… tended to,” he sighed, sitting on one of the overstuffed wing chairs and folding his hands in front of him. “Again.”

      Conflicted over which matter to deal with first, I started with his sister. “Is she all right?”

      “Define ‘all right.’” Zen scoffed. “She hasn’t been ‘all right’ since our mother was murdered. She doesn’t trust strangers—and neither do I.”

      “Murdered?” I echoed.

      He eyed me purposefully, and I gulped, perching on the edge of the chaise. His actions and words contradicted one another. If he didn’t trust me, why was he putting me in this highly secure room? And he spoke to me so candidly, like he was talking to an old friend.

      Again, like he was reading my thoughts, he went on. “Do you know about the dark fae who attacked? About Agnan?”

      A cold chill rushed down my back, but my mind was completely blank.

      Do I know about Agnan? Why do I feel like I know that name?

      I thought about how I had recalled the dark faeries as I’d cowered under the table during the attack. Something had tickled the back of my mind there, but what?

      “Mirielle, do you know?” Zen demanded again, leaning in closer to take in my expression closely.

      “No,” I replied truthfully. I had no solid information to give him. “Should I? Is that who murdered the queen?”

      Zen grimaced and stood, my query clearly making him uncomfortable.

      “You should know about Agnan. Yes.” He didn’t answer the part about whether this fae murdered his mother. “Every fae should know about the Order of the Souls and the dark magic they use. You should know how they’ve bonded together to overthrow the kings in Mystara. It’s common knowledge.”

      I tasted the frustration in him, and a fusion of my own consternation and sadness twisted through me.

      “I don’t know who they are. Where did they come from?”

      “Agnan runs them now,” Zen informed me coldly. “But they’ve been around since the world split into three continents.”

      I didn’t know how to respond.

      “You don’t know about Agnan?” he asked again skeptically. “How did that dark fae know about you?”

      The name sent a rush of icy chills through me, but it conjured nothing in my mind. Again, I shook my head.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I really don’t know. I wish I could help.”

      He cast me a lopsided smirk. “You have—in a way. We know that they’re looking for you. Although, I don’t know why she called you Mousie.”

      I blushed furiously and stared at the ground. “I think I can shift into a mouse,” I admitted. “But I haven’t tried since…” I shrugged. “I don’t think I know how.”

      He grimaced and shook his head. “You’re really full of surprises, aren’t you, Mirielle?”

      He pursed his lips. “The question is, are they after you to harm you?”

      Another shudder rocked through my frame.

      Or what? If they’re not after me, what’s the alternative?

      Zen moved toward the door abruptly, and I stared after him desperately. “Where are you going?”

      “You need your rest,” he told me gruffly, his tone changing. “Stay here. It’s clearly dangerous for you out there.”

      He gestured vaguely toward the door, but I couldn’t be sure if he meant the castle or the world in general. “You can ask the guards if you need anything. Food, coffee, a phone charger, whatever. I believe my mother kept a mini fridge somewhere in here. It might be stocked with alcohol, if I remember, but if you require anything—”

      Dread overcame me as I realized that he meant to keep me here indefinitely.

      “Oh, please,” I begged, cutting him off, but hating the pleading in my words.

      He stopped and looked at me in confusion. “What is it?”

      I faltered, truly embarrassed now, but I needed to say it. “I’d rather not be alone.”

      He hesitated, but only imperceivably.

      “I have matters to attend to,” he told me, but I swore I saw a glint of compassion in his eyes. “The guards are right outside. You have nothing to be afraid of.”

      “It’s not that I’m afraid…”

      He turned away like he didn’t want to hear my next words. The doors opened, and he stopped, one foot in the hall.

      “We’ll talk more tomorrow when both our…” He hesitated, locking eyes with one of his personal guards, and I caught a look between them. “Our heads are clearer.”

      He closed the doors behind him, but I heard the muffled sound of talking from the other side. I pressed my ear against the wood, eager to listen, to know where he was in such a rush to run off to.

      “Get the car. I want to go to Harbinger’s tonight,” Zen told one of them. “Bring it through the back. I don’t want Cyndella to know I’m gone.”

      “Right away, Alpha.”

      What was Harbinger’s?

      I considered it had something to do with this attack, these dark faeries who had come in a storm of the castle, fearless and without regard for their own mortality.

      Whatever Harbinger’s was, I had every intention of finding out. If the king was leaving the castle, so was I. I’d just have to be a little more covert than him.
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      Heading out of the castle for the night was one of the only ways to clear my mind when the endless bouts of insomnia struck. They were more frequent as of late, sleep an impossibility when I was constantly on high alert. My best bet was to wear myself out by whatever means possible.

      A glamor spell was the only way to attend one of these clubs, not because I was embarrassed to be seen, but because of the attention I was bound to receive from the second I walked through the doors. My only hope to avoid the fawning and fanning was to enter with a cloak of invisibility and wander through without the worry of catching anyone’s eye unless it was on my terms.

      I’d been to Harbinger’s before as myself, my status as king earning me special privileges that had been fun at first, but the novelty had quickly worn off.

      Having the women and couples throwing themselves at me was, of course, good for the ego, but it also took the mystery out of the chase. I rather missed the hunt of finding myself drawn in and attracted to the one I wanted.

      My guards were still my guards, and for the most part, the staff in the sex club recognized Landon and Calliver almost as soon as the tinted SUV pulled up, but they didn’t make a scene, ushering the security through with me between them in my cloaked appearance.

      I wasn’t hiding from the staff. I just didn’t want a fuss to be made at Harbinger’s when I entered. I’d reveal myself to the right female when I found her, in the privacy of a room with strobing lights and pulsating music. The club prided themselves on discretion, which was why I always opted for this place to the other three I could have chosen in the kingdom. Harbinger’s had always been my favorite, not only for their delicious selection of various toys, but because the females always seemed freer here, more open to whatever I had in mind to release the intense pressures building inside me.

      “Make yourselves scarce,” I told the guards unnecessarily.

      They knew the drill, keeping an eye out for trouble that never came as I fulfilled my urges. I didn’t worry that something would happen while I lost myself in the endless pleasures Harbinger’s had to offer.

      But tonight was different. The desire to unload myself was overwhelming in the aftermath of my conversation with Mirielle. I couldn’t have gotten out of the suite fast enough, my fidgeting hands suddenly overcome with the urge to seize her face and pull her toward me. The pull went beyond the physical attraction I had toward her, the way my eyes couldn’t stop raking over her body in the form-fitting dress.

      Through my peripheral vision, I thought I saw a scurry of movement across the floor, but when I looked, I realized it must have been a trick of the flashing lighting inside the club as the last of the parking lot faded away behind the fire doors, closing at my back.

      “This way, gentlemen,” the hostess offered, unable to see me now, my eyes trailing through the smoky interior for my next conquest.

      There were many familiar faces there, ones I knew intimately. Several couples mingled through, nodding at my guards who had yet to fall back, but that’s not what I sought. I wanted someone smaller, with fiery red hair and porcelain blue eyes.

      Someone who looked more like a certain trespassing fae whom I’d left behind at Silverhold Tower—the mere thought of her making me harder.

      It was hard to find a unicorn in a sex club. That’s why they were called unicorns in the first place. Even harder to find a unicorn under specific parameters like mine.

      I weaved invisibly through the throng of patrons, locked in passionate embraces, a pang of jealousy spiking through me at their relationships. Anything went here, males with males, females with females, males with females, and of course, any other combination with multiple partners. Endora would have argued that I, too, could have had happiness if I had been willing to settle down.

      “Settle” being the operative word. Finding what I craved was difficult when I wasn’t sure I knew it myself, and it was simply easier to frequent a club like this and scratch the itch as it arose than turn over the continent in search of these so-called “mates” that apparently existed for every soul on the planet.

      But not even kings were guaranteed to find theirs.

      I wasn’t entirely skeptical of the phenomenon. I had seen them—or what appeared to be soulmates—finding one another, but I couldn’t envision that life for myself. Those relationships had a solid foundation.

      And after what had become of my mother, trust was going to be a problem. I had no way of knowing which one of these faeries held allegiance to Agnan. When they wanted to, the Order of Souls could look like anyone else.

      My mother knew all about that.

      I remained out of view of the patrons, ignoring the moans of pleasure, the bumping and grinding that escalated by the moment. Sex filled my nostrils, arousing me and angering me simultaneously. I wouldn’t find what I wanted, what I needed here. I was going to do what I always did—settle, despite my intentions to the contrary. I would find the wrong female and fill my desire before returning to my bed, where Mirielle slept so close but figurative oceans away.

      “Alpha!”

      The hiss came in my ear, and someone stepped on my toe, forcing me to turn in annoyance. Calliver stood awkwardly behind me, looking in the general direction where I was walking but unsure if I was there. In my transparent form, he couldn’t make out where I was.

      “Really?” I barked back. “You know better.”

      “I wouldn’t bother you if it wasn’t important, but that fae is here—the apprentice.”

      For a moment, I could only stare at him, even though he couldn’t tell.

      “Alpha? Are you there?”

      “What are you going on about?” I demanded, heat rising to my head.

      The DJ raised the volume of the R&B song, forcing Calliver to lean in, his head off center to mine.

      “Lacroix’s apprentice—Mirielle? She’s here.”

      Baffled, I scoffed. “That’s impossible. It must be someone who looks like her.”

      “No, Alpha, it’s definitely her. Landon confirmed it, too.”

      I barely knew how to respond. I refused to believe that my personal guard could be that incompetent, but the conviction in Calliver’s tone was unshakable. He believed what he was saying, or he wouldn’t be bothering me with this

      “Call Jaylen right now. He’s stationed outside her room,” I growled. “You’re both wrong. There’s no way she’s here.”

      “Yes, Alpha,” the guard agreed, reaching into his back pocket for his cell phone to do as I commanded.

      Gooseflesh prickled my arms as I turned my head, a flurry of intrusive thoughts flooding my mind.

      Has she been lying to me? Has she always remembered who she is and coming here at night?

      It was impossible for me to reconcile that innocent face in a place like this, but I didn’t believe that Calliver would have come to me if he wasn’t sure.

      My gaze fell on her then, the awkward but fascinated face of the fae I’d saved staring at the sex swing, her head cocked to the side as if trying to understand how it worked. My shoulders instantly relaxed as I took in her confusion, and a small smirk crossed my lips as I saw what she was wearing.

      Clearly, she had made her way into one of the Harbinger’s dressing rooms and found one of the costumes for role playing. The short, red dress barely covered her long, lithe legs, cleavage spilling out from the top. It left nothing to the imagination, but it also explained how she had managed to sneak out of the castle undetected. She had hitched a ride with us in her animal form. I recalled the small flurry of movement I’d seen out of the corner of my eye, and it all came together.

      Little mouse. She didn’t know where she was going. She just got in the car.

      Both exasperated and impressed by Mirielle’s ingenuity, I moved toward her, but before I’d taken two steps, two separate couples swarmed the redhead.

      One of the males thrust a drink in her hand, the other encircled her, brushing her long, red tresses aside to bare her pale shoulders. Jealousy rocked through me as I neared, my pulse pounding at the sight of them touching her.

      “You must be a good dancer,” the taller one insisted. “With long legs like that, you’ve got to know how to use them, or else they’re a waste. Dance for us, baby.”

      Mirielle’s eyes widened. “No, thank you. It’s my first time here, and—”

      The female from the other couple cut her off. “We found her first, Kelvin. If she’s going to dance for anyone, it’s going to be us.”

      Mirielle stood frozen between them, blinking wildly as I let the glamor fall away to reveal myself. Gasps of shock overrode the loud music, and suddenly, the lust and grinding were forgotten as the club began to bow toward me.

      “Alpha!”

      “Oh, my gods, it’s the king!”

      “Someone get the king a drink!”

      I stalked toward the unsuspecting couples as Mirielle’s eyes locked on mine, the two pairs falling back as they recognized I was stepping forward to claim her. Her usually fair complexion was opaque in the shadowy lighting as she firmed her rosebud mouth, hanging her head like a scolded puppy.

      “I do believe that the fae spoke her piece,” I told the two couples, who tripped over their collective feet trying to step away. “She doesn’t want to dance for you.” I turned to Mirielle. “Or do you?”

      She shook her head vehemently.

      I glowered at the foursome. “You see?”

      They scattered, the sound of their footsteps echoing in my ears as I turned to her again.

      “What a surprise running into you here,” I told her dryly. “Come here often?”

      “First time,” she mumbled. “At least that I know of.”

      I studied her perfect body in that too-tight dress, my cock growing fully hard for the first time since entering the club. I’d found my unicorn after all.

      The manager of the club rushed up to me, half-bowing, half-choking. “Alpha, how—what—how…”

      He stopped and took a deep breath, struggling to find the words, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the trembling, stunning vision of Mirielle.

      “What can I do for you, Alpha?” the manager asked. “Harbinger’s is at your service, as always.”

      “A private room with a pole,” I told him without hesitation, my gaze never leaving Mirielle, who continued to stare at the ground in shame.

      “Right away,” he blubbered, leading the way. “Please, follow me. Move out of the way. King Zen is coming through.”

      I stared meaningfully at Mirielle. “You want to dance for someone?” I asked her gruffly.

      She visibly swallowed and shrugged, shaking her head before shrugging again.

      “Is that a yes or no?” I commanded. “Be clear about your desires.”

      She threw her head back and met my eyes.

      “Y-yes?”

      “You don’t sound sure, Mirielle. I’m not forcing you to do anything. It’s your choice.”

      She swallowed again, but this time, she nodded affirmatively, holding her head high. “Yes,” she answered with more conviction. “But I only want to dance for you.”

      My dick twitched at her words, and a small smile curved over my mouth.

      “Good. Then let’s make that happen.”
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      What the hell had I been thinking?

      I hadn’t.

      I had just reacted when I’d heard that Zen was leaving the castle. My natural instincts took over, and I shifted into my mouse form. The urge to follow him had overcome me, numbing my common sense, clearly. But after scurrying into the royal car, guarded by magic and driven precariously by Zen’s most trusted guards, I had already second-guessed my actions.

      My tiny body crunched between the mats of the floorboards, waiting to arrive at the destination. The best I could do was wrap the length of my tail around my quivering form to stop myself from being noticed and hope for the best.

      It didn’t take me long to figure out that we weren’t going anywhere related to the Order of Souls, the low talk in the car indicative of a quick evening out, not a confrontation.

      “An hour or two tops,” Zen had said to the others.

      “The staff already knows you’re coming, Alpha,” one of the guards had replied. “We called ahead to arrange your arrival.”

      In my mind, I envisioned a restaurant, the idea of sneaking inside in my mouse body giving me anxiety now. The fact that I had been able to shift was wild enough, the action occurring almost without any thought. Shifting had come naturally to me.

      I had not been expecting this club—whatever it was. Wandering through, I felt like an alien, staring at the contraptions against the flashing lights and thrumming music, like I was walking through a dream.

      The salty, primal scents in the air activated something inside me, prickling my skin and shifting my form almost instantly back into my mortal body when my paws touched the sticky floor of the interior.

      I found myself in a dim room, this one not overloading my senses but lit by track lighting. One rack of clothing seemed to be lined with uniforms, the sight of them puzzling.

      Is this a place for medical staff? I wondered, spreading the garments apart, revealing a police uniform and a nurse’s scrubs. The more I searched through the stack, the more perplexed I became. There was no rhyme or reason to any of the clothing, and I didn’t understand what they were doing here, in a nightclub.

      The second rack I came across was filled with colorful, provocative items, each dress calling to me more than the last, but at least they were dresses and not outfits for occupations. I settled on a crimson number that seemed made of vinyl, the piece hardly covering every part of me, but I was too entranced with the surroundings to care. My nudity was covered, but I quickly came to see that it didn’t matter: half the patrons in the joint were naked, twisted in various acts of lovemaking as I gawked.

      This is where the king wanted to come? Why? What is it?

      On some level, I felt like I knew, a tickle at the back of my mind telling me, but it wasn’t until I was faced with the two dueling couples, pressuring me to dance for them, that I fully understood the gravity of the situation I had walked myself into—or rather, followed Zen into.

      This was a sex club.

      The words popped into my head from thin air, and yet I knew exactly what they meant without any further elaboration. It was a place where deep, dark desires were played out in themed rooms or in open, common areas without shame or judgement. I’d followed the Alpha King into a sex club, and now he wanted me to dance for him.

      The pumping music dulled around me, the bass vibrating under my bare feet as Zen took my hand and led me through the small maze of halls toward the back of the building.

      A burgundy curtain pulled aside, and suddenly, Zen and I found ourselves alone in a private room as it closed again behind us.

      A single booth sat in the middle of the cubby space, surrounding a raised platform from which a pole jutted upright. Zen ambled toward the black leather seat and sprawled out, nodding toward the small stage, and I froze, realizing that he expected me to climb up there.

      “You said you wanted to dance for me,” he reminded me. “Up you go.”

      I hesitated, unsure I could do it now that we were alone, the earlier adrenaline fading to sheer nervousness, but he continued to stare at me, his slate eye challenging, and I didn’t want to disappoint him. But more than that, I wanted to do this. I wanted him to watch me—to want me.

      Inhaling, I padded toward the center, climbing carefully onto the platform. I rose easily, like I’d done it before, and from up there, I could hear the music better, my head closer to the speakers, the top part of the wall exposed, I assumed, for this express purpose.

      “Come on,” he teased, leaning forward, his forearms on the thighs of his pants. “Let’s see what you can do, Little Mouse.”

      I blushed furiously, realizing that he knew how I’d snuck into the club, and I leaned against the cold metal bar. Closing my eyes, I swayed rhythmically against the cool steel, hands falling over the curve of the too-taut material. My breathing was erratic, Zen’s stare burning through me, despite my closed lids, but I focused on the music, the feel of my fingertips against the strange material as I let myself fall into the beat.

      Have I done this before?

      My legs parted along with my eyelids, but only slightly to study Zen, who fell back comfortably against the tufted booth. Slowly, deliberately, my fingers snaked around the bodice of my breasts, hips swinging until my thighs twisted around the pole.

      I was really doing this, and to my utter shock, I wasn’t bad at it!

      My heart pounded wildly, but I didn’t overthink it, my hands freeing my breasts from the delicate confines of the dress, my nipples spilling forward.

      The gleam in his eyes encouraged me forward, and I ignored the rhythmic pulse of my heart, falling into the beat of the music, allowing it to overtake me as he sat forward.

      Zen bit his lower lip when I cupped myself, waist gyrating now, legs dipping lower. My pulse quickened again, the skirt stretching to its limits. My hands slid over the side of my hips, crossing across my pelvis.

      Zen’s mouth parted, and he let out a low sigh—or I thought he did. Maybe I imagined it against the tempo of the music. Again, he licked his lips.

      Refusing to overthink my movements, I parted my knees, spreading my thighs to fully expose myself to him. The hem of the dress rose up around my ass—and Zen was on me without warning.

      I gasped in surprise as my calves fell over his shoulders, his hands yanking my ass cheeks upward and pulling my back flat against the stage.

      He paused for barely half a second, his eyes boring into me as he waited for my consent, neither of us speaking as I simply nodded once, permitting him to do with me what he wanted. A slow smile formed across his lips, and I returned it, hardly daring to believe this was happening.

      The hem of the dress slid fully up the cheeks of my ass and before I could utter a word, his tongue sank inside me, legs propped fully over his broad shoulders.

      A long, deep exhale emanated from Zen’s mouth, the heat only enhancing the wild sense of pleasure rushing through me.

      “Oh, gods!” I sputtered, the unexpectedness of it all taking me aback, my hips arching upward.

      His nose nuzzled against my throbbing center, making me realize that I’d already been wet and ready for him, the provocative dance warming me up for something.

      “You taste as sweet as you look,” he growled, the words only fueling my arousal. “What a beautiful pussy you have, Little Mouse.”

      He spread me wider, lips locking against my swollen clit, suctioning on me as I reached up to grasp his thick head of hair. Tighter his hands squeezed at me, his tongue resuming its laps.

      I cried out, bucking upward, head falling back to hit the stage as he guided me deeper and higher into this lust-filled trance of ecstasy. Over and over, with a skill that made me half-crazed, he persisted, bringing me to a place I wasn’t sure I’d ever known.

      Surely, I would have remembered something that felt this good.

      “Zen…” I moaned. “I’m going to come—”

      Two of his fingers entered me then, stopping me mid-sentence, and a gush of heat flooded through me. But he didn’t slow down or stop, prolonging my orgasm as my body quivered and twitched.

      My cries escalated, the single climax melding into two, a grunt vibrating against my already humming core. I thought I’d never stop releasing against him, and Zen’s licking tongue and probing fingers seemed to ensure I wouldn’t.

      He lapped up every last drop of me until my eyes were hazy and my legs shook, the walls of my core flexing against him as he withdrew himself from me. Our gazes locked, and he stared at me for a moment as if he was stunned by what he had done. I offered him a timid smile, but he didn’t return it, and his face disappeared as he rose.

      With my heart pumping furiously, I turned my head against the stage to look at him, but he had already pivoted away from me so I couldn’t see his expression again. Maybe it had just been a trick of the lighting.

      My lips parted to say something—although I couldn’t be sure what specifically. But I didn’t have the opportunity to think of anything to say at all.

      “I’ll have one of the guards go find you something more appropriate to wear,” he told me. “You can’t go back to the castle like that.”

      “I could go back as a mouse,” I offered. “The same way I came in.”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      For a moment, he looked lost, perplexed, as if he didn’t know what to do with himself. “No… I’ll have them find something for you and bring you back.”

      He glanced at me and offered me a weak smile. “You really should go back to the castle, Mirielle. It’s the safest place for you.”

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      “Just wait here.”

      I struggled and managed to sit up as he pushed the curtain aside. Still euphoric, I waited for him to return so we could head back together, but when the curtain parted again, Calliver appeared.

      Shocked, I hastily moved to cover myself the best way I could, but the guard barely looked at me as he set down a simple white sundress and pair of flip-flops by the entrance and backed away, his eyes completely averted.

      “The car is out front—where you came in. You’re expected there.”

      He also didn’t wait for my response, but I called out to him before he could vanish like Zen had.

      “Is Z—is the king there already?”

      “No.”

      The curtain closed, and I stared at the burgundy velvet for a long moment, waiting for someone to return, but in the end, I realized I was being waited on. I hurried to squeeze out of the now twisted dress that rolled around my stomach, squeezing me at the waist. I couldn’t understand how I’d managed to put it on in the first place. It was a relief to get it off entirely and wear something more free-flowing. I idly wondered where they’d found the sundress, but I was beginning to see that the king could get his hands on anything he wanted.

      Including me.

      The notion didn’t displease me.

      Running a hand through my tangled hair, I slid on the sandals and hurried out into the hall, Calliver following behind me in step. His nearness surprised me, but also gave me a semblance of comfort. If Calliver was there, Zen had to be nearby, too.

      But when I made my way through the busy club, the place much fuller now than when I’d first entered, I caught sight of the king at one of the many bars, a tumbler in hand with his back to the crowds. The sight of him made me pause to change directions, but Calliver steered me back toward the door by the arm.

      “But the king!” I protested, pointing toward Zen. “He’s right there. We can’t leave without him.”

      Without stopping, Calliver continued to march me out toward the door.

      “The king is not your concern,” the guard growled unpleasantly. “Your instructions are to return to the castle and remain in the suite the king has assigned you. Just as you should have done in the first place.”

      “But—”

      “This way, please.”

      His tone left no room for argument, and I didn’t want to make a scene in public, but I didn’t have a good feeling about the way Zen and I had just parted.

      Is he mad at me for sneaking out? He didn’t seem mad a few minutes ago.

      I snuck a last look at him over my shoulder, but I was already being escorted out of the club, unable to get a read on Zen’s face.

      I would see lots more of Zen in the upcoming days—outside of the club. I could wait until tomorrow to speak with him and clear the air between us, if it needed clearing at all.
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      I waited until I was sure that Calliver had taken Mirielle out of the club and finished my drink in sulky silence, ignoring the many who approached me for my attention. I didn’t bother with the glamor spell again, and my presence made it a free-for-all with all the horny couples and females in my midst.

      But I wasn’t interested in anyone but Mirielle. I wanted to finish what I’d started with her, even though it had been such a stupid idea to pursue it.

      Her succulence clung to me, the whiff of her sex lingering on my lips, comingling with the drink and drawing me into an unsettling place of intoxication now.

      I was trying to reconcile what had come over me—what was still overcoming me.

      At first, I’d just been sitting there, watching Mirielle’s alluring movements, her hands falling over the sexy curves of her soft skin. The next thing I knew, I’d been unable to stop myself from seizing and tasting her, burying my face deep inside her. I’d never done anything like that before, not under a circumstance like this.

      It wasn’t like I had found her at Harbinger’s. She was someone I had sworn to keep at arm’s length, and now…

      Did she put a spell on me?

      It was the only explanation I could think of for how I was so drawn toward Mirielle when I should be treating her as nothing more than an apprentice.

      I shouldn’t have invited her into the castle. She shouldn’t have stayed. I need to talk to Endora about who she is and why she’s really here.

      Abruptly, I stood and stalked out of Harbinger’s, my arms falling away from my body disappointedly as I moved.

      I shifted and ran back to the castle from the club, Landon on my heels, but he was well in my dust before I ducked into the Bellewoods for a midnight sprint, eager to burn off the pent-up energy that threatened to consume me whole now. I also didn’t want to run the risk of encountering Mirielle, who I had a feeling might be waiting for me on the third floor of Silverhold Tower, wanting to discuss what had happened at the club.

      I had no response to give her. I wanted it to happen again, and next time, I wanted to fuck her, but I also couldn’t allow it.

      Rushing through the thicket of brush, the forest looked much different in the night light than that of the peace of day. A whole other atmosphere lingered over the vast space, the nocturnal creatures emerging to prowl and prey, a smell of danger that didn’t faze me but would unnerve anyone who didn’t know the place as well as I did.

      At first, I wasn’t sure what had inspired me to go to the woods, but I let my senses guide me, and I inevitably found myself back at the caves where I had first found Mirielle, the pitch blackness hardly a deterrent, despite Landon’s disapproving growl from behind me. I hadn’t managed to lose the guard after all.

      Ignoring my shadow, I slowed my paws to account for the rocks inside, accounting for the dewiness of night, head raised, snout sniffing.

      The cold mist of the falls touched my snout, and I sniffed the air for something I had missed the last time—some clue, some understanding of how Mirielle had come to be there. It hadn’t seemed as important as it was now that she was building a home in my head—and in the castle. I didn’t want to let her in without knowing everything about her, but how could I when she didn’t know anything about herself?

      “Alpha.” Landon’s tone was alarmed from the entranceway of the cavern. “It’s not safe here at night. It’s barely passable during the daylight hours.”

      He knew his comment was rhetorical, and I was going to do what I desired, anyway, but standing there in the damp darkness, I knew there was very little I could do there now. Whatever evidence there had been was certainly washed away by the lagoon, and even with my stellar night vision, I wasn’t apt to find anything here, not when I’d let so much time pass. The trail was colder than the Simonian Falls themselves.

      I backtracked through the woods, Landon shifting back into his mountain goat form and following behind me, his hooves cracking unevenly over the fallen branches.

      The castle was half lit when I trotted across the rose gardens. No one working at this time of night. I paused to shift and change by the double glass doors, keeping a watch out for any staff, and for Mirielle, who I sensed was back. Her taste lingered on my lips, even after the whiskey and the run. But if anyone was around, they didn’t show themselves, and I made it back to my suite undetected, although I lingered outside of the closed doors of the north wing for a moment longer than necessary.

      A shower will cure me of this hold she’s got on me, I told myself, but as I stole along the shadows toward my chambers, I was suddenly and vehemently opposed to washing Mirielle off me.

      I wanted her smell on me… at least for that night. One night wouldn’t do any harm. I’d shower in the morning.
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      By morning, hints of Mirielle remained on my skin, but I found it easier to make my way into the ensuite and turn on the hot water than I had the night before, confirming my suspicions that I had been mesmerized by her.

      It was a spell, I determined, scrubbing furiously with a bamboo loofa. She’s been working me somehow.

      Water swirled down the drain, disappointing me as I realized what I’d done, but I silenced the sensation and forbade myself from letting my mind entertain any thought of her.

      Shutting off the taps, I released a cloud of steam from the sauna shower as I emerged, wrapping a thick terrycloth towel around my waist. But as I moved to wipe a hand over the mirror, I heard a gentle knocking at the outer door, and I grimaced.

      “Who is it?” I yelled, stalking across the floor, my feet leaving damp footprints against the polished wood as I ventured through the sitting room.

      “It’s me, Z… Alpha. It’s Mirielle.”

      I froze with my hand poised at the handle, half-tempted to ignore her. But she already knew I was in there, and I wasn’t a child. I didn’t hide from my issues. It was better that I confront her now than pussyfoot around her in the castle. She was still there, after all. I was bound to run into her at some point.

      Pulling the door, I scowled, looking for my guards. To my surprise, Landon and Calliver stood on either side of the suite doors, staring straight ahead. I gritted my teeth to keep from lecturing the guards about their poor security and turned to look at her. “What is it, Mirielle?” I asked crisply, careful to keep my tone neutral.

      I wasn’t rude, but hurt crossed over Mirielle’s face as I backed away before spinning and stalking back into my bedroom to dress. Through my side vision, I saw her hesitation as she remained at the open threshold.

      “Is this… is this a bad time?” she asked nervously. “I could come back later, if you want.”

      “No,” I sighed. “Now is better. I have things to do. Close the door behind you.”

      The door clicked gently, but I had already ventured into my dressing room, searching for an outfit. Silence followed, and I grunted under my breath, weighing whether I should speak first. Curiosity won out in the end.

      “Are you still here?” I called out to her. “Mirielle?”

      “Yes,” Mirielle said uncertainly, her voice growing closer. “I was just waiting for you to come out.”

      A stab of guilt pierced me, but I again dismissed it as I made my way toward the bedroom and saw that she was still standing in the doorway of the sitting area.

      “What is it, Mirielle? What can I do for you?”

      She blinked and stared at me, her mouth slightly agape as she struggled to read my expression. “Well… you didn’t come home with us yesterday.”

      She blushed furiously. “I mean here… back to the castle. I know it’s not my home,” she mumbled.

      Another wave of shame washed over me, but my expression remained hard, stoic.

      “So?”

      Blinking more rapidly now, she drew in a breath. “I mean… I just… You didn’t come with your guards.”

      Trailing off, she stared at me, waiting for me to speak, but I turned toward the full-length mirror and tossed my day’s outfit on the nearby wing chair. “I never said I was going to.”

      She stared at me, her mouth agape. “But you… we… I thought…”

      I had to stop this. She had me under some kind of hypnosis.

      Whipping around, I smirked at her, summoning my inner asshole for the moment, much as it pained me. I had to keep her at a distance. She was casting a spell on me. I didn’t know who she was.

      “You thought what? That because we screwed around, I’m going to make you my queen now?”

      She balked, horrified by the suggestion. “I never said that,” she whispered, eyes huge. “I never thought that!”

      “We were at a sex club, Mirielle. You disobeyed my orders to follow me there, remember? I didn’t ask you to come.”

      “I know that,” she agreed.

      “Now you know what happens at Harbinger’s. That’s what everyone does there. It doesn’t mean shit. It’s just sex. That’s why we go there. To blow off some steam, no strings attached.”

      She visibly gulped, her chin trembling. “Are you angry at me? Because I went? Why didn’t you say something yesterday?”

      Snorting, I turned around again, avoiding her gaze through the glass. “Angry? Why would I be angry with you? I barely know you. You can go wherever you want—if you want to get killed by the Order of Souls. They’ve made it clear they have their sights on you.”

      “I was with you!”

      “You were lucky this time.” I agreed. “Who knows about next time. But do whatever you want. I really don’t care. We both had fun, right? Wasn’t that what it was?”

      Even though I wasn’t looking at her, the waves of consternation rushing toward me from Mirielle were palpable. She was confused, and I didn’t blame her.

      “Is that all it was?” she asked shakily. “Just fun at the club to you?”

      I shrugged and slipped on my t-shirt, turning back toward the mirror again. “What else could it be?”

      Despite my intentions to avoid looking, I couldn’t help but notice the way her complexion waned behind me, through the glass. I had to harden myself to her. I couldn’t let myself get attached. She had no place with me.

      “Is that everything? I have work to do. I am the king, you know?” I reminded her with a hint of sarcasm.

      “Of course, Alpha,” she breathed, pursing her lips together and swooping into an exaggerated curtsey. “How could I possibly forget I was in the presence of such greatness? My apologies.”

      She spun around to rush from the suite, but not before I saw the film of pain in her luminescent blue irises.

      And her pain sent cuts of agony through me, too.

      Fuck! What is she doing to me? I wondered mournfully. And why can’t we figure out who the hell she is?
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      Tears of humiliation burned behind my eyelids, but I refused to let them fall—at least not until I was safely back in the suite in the north wing, away from the prying eyes of Zen’s guards. I was sure they would go and report my reaction to him, and then they would all have a good laugh at my expense.

      Oh, I’d been so gullible, so stupid.

      Should I even be in here? I wondered, looking around the massive chambers with a fusion of conflicting emotions. Is he keeping me up here to keep an eye on me?

      It was no longer endearing, knowing that he didn’t care about my safety. Zen had been trying to control me all along. The realization made me sick to my stomach—because I’d let him.

      I was bewildered and defeated. Why didn’t I see that I meant nothing to him? No one is that generous to a stranger trespassing on his property. Everything he’d done, he’d done with ulterior motives. I was such a naïve idiot.

      He hadn’t been worried about keeping me safe. He’d been worried about keeping me close, keeping an eye on me.

      The problem was, I’d been so wrapped up in everything with myself, with my memory gone, my focus on the outside world, I hadn’t recognized the very devil right next to me.

      He was used to taking what he wants and disposing of it. He was the king.

      But I hadn’t asked him for any of it. Why had he done it? Now he’d ruined everything between us. Except, according to Zen, there hadn’t ever been an “us.”

      I couldn’t stay.

      For a moment, I wasn’t sure if I meant up on the royal floor or in the castle at all, but as I began to gather my few belongings—toiletries and clothing items—I realized that everything I had was because of the king. It filled me with shame, and that shame outweighed any sense of danger that may have been following me.

      I decided I would stay the night in the dorms, if Zen wouldn’t make a big show about it. But given the way he had just dismissed me, I doubted very much he would care where I went.

      I would say goodbye to Millie and Tavia, thank Lacroix for his tutelage, and head into Catalonia to figure out my own life. I didn’t need—

      Crash!

      The door slammed against the far wall as Zen kicked his way through, slate eyes ablaze. Drawing back, I stared at him, trembling at the sight.

      “What are you doing?” I whimpered. “I’m leaving. You don’t have to worry because I won’t be your responsibility any longer.”

      “No,” he growled, stalking toward me. “You’re not leaving.”

      A strong forearm encircled my waist as he pulled me toward him, lips crushing to mine and stealing my breath entirely as I tried to make sense of what was happening. But the harder I fought to understand, the less I did.

      Was he crazy? Was I crazy for not fighting him off?

      How could I fight him off? This was exactly what I’d hoped he’d do when I’d gone to his room in the first place. He was doing what I wanted, only too late… wasn’t it?

      Zen’s head drew back, and he stared at me, his hot breath stirring me up as hotly as he had in the club.

      “I shouldn’t have said that to you.”

      My chest tightened, and I returned his look, waiting for him to say more, to give me more. His full mouth tightened, and he studied me, the interest in his gleaming gray orbs penetrative as ever.

      “I want you, Mirielle. I’m drawn to you in a way I can’t explain, and it’s…”

      “Scary?” I offered softly.

      He smirked, but he didn’t confirm my assessment. “I’m going to kiss you again.”

      “I hope you’re going to do a lot more than that.”

      I tilted my head back as his lips moved to claim mine once more.

      He collected me in his arms as if I weighed no more than a feather, our lips never breaking. My arms locked around his neck as he carried me out of the sitting room and into the bedroom, sprawling me onto the bed to peel away my jeans and t-shirt. Because my plan had been to leave, I hadn’t dressed for work in the greenhouse that morning, but now I wished I had. Those garments were much easier pulled off than the taut denim around my buttocks.

      Zen had no issue freeing my breasts from my bra once the t-shirt slipped over my head. His mouth immediately moved for them, sending a million pinpricks of pleasure throughout my entire body as his hands began the exploration they had never really started the night before.

      Gentle fingertips danced over the line of my collarbone, over the crevice of my armpits and down my arms until his palms cupped at the sides of my throbbing breasts, filling his mouth more as his tongue tasted.

      His breaths began to release in uneven rasps, the heat only raising the hairs on my arms more, my hands locking onto his head, gently following his moves. The urgency inside him grew more intense, spawning the wetness between my bare thighs.

      Zen purred, sniffing as he finally released my nipple to bow his head lower, his inhales growing deeper until he released a groan that sounded positively anguished.

      “I haven’t stopped smelling you all night,” he confessed in a growl.

      I flushed with pleasure, my calves again finding their way around his neck as he lapped at me, first around the smooth skin of my inner thighs, then nearer to my middle.

      I quivered with anticipation, the memory of his skillful mouth also keeping me up far later than usual.

      This time, however, I wanted to watch him.

      I propped myself up on my elbows, a now-familiar haze overtaking me as I studied his dark crown of hair, moving methodically between my thighs. A thousand sensations vied for top place, the shimmers of satisfaction growing into full-fledged waves with every flick of his tongue.

      A low moan ricocheted through me, and Zen pushed me back in my moment of weakness, causing me to fall flat against the giant mattress, fully embracing the wave of my first climax. Legs locking at his neck, I mewled, eyes closing to spill all my doubts away. I struggled to sit back up, but a strong hand reached up to play with an erect nipple.

      “Stay back and enjoy, Little Mouse,” he mumbled, the chatter making my sensitive spot vibrate.

      This has never been done to me before Zen. I’m sure of it. If it had, it surely would have jogged all my memories last night.

      I couldn’t imagine a more sublime experience than what I was feeling in that moment, but I was about to learn how it could get better—so much better.

      Zen spread my cheeks apart, his fingers playing with me, his tongue continuing to work me. My head swirled and swam as sweat formed on my brow. I gasped over and over, eyes rolling back with each new sensation.

      Despite his insistence that I lie still, I tried to sit and watch his magic, his ability surely mystical because he seemed to know my body better than I knew it myself. A hundred different hands seemed to be exploring my body, his fingertips locating my most intimate spots, palms kneading and massaging the flesh of my ass, and I was powerless to stop it—not that I would ever want it to stop.

      My legs clenched and relaxed, the muscles constricting and retracting inside and out as he brought yet another orgasm to the surface.

      “That’s a good mouse,” he whispered, raising his head to stare at me.

      With a final swipe of his tongue, he sent another wave of shivers down my spine, and I couldn’t bear it anymore.

      A primal, primitive instinct kicked in, and I reached for him.

      A small, pleased smile touched Zen’s too handsome face as he slid up my slick, naked body, and he crushed his mouth to me again, fingers trailing over the space between my legs.

      My legs fell down around him, and his pants fell over his hips as he sat back to pull off the very same shirt I’d seen him put on not an hour earlier.

      This was real. This wasn’t a fantasy. This was really happening.

      I yelped as I felt something rock hard poking between my legs, and I looked down as he stopped, his eyes growing larger. I wet my lips with my tongue, looking at his erect cock, and gasped aloud to see the size of it.

      “Wow!” I sputtered.

      Zen laughed aloud. “I would take the compliment, but your frame of reference—”

      I bucked up against him, allowing the tip of his cock inside me. A sharp pain exploded at my core. Again, my breath was taken, and he slowed down.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he rasped in my ear.

      My heart fluttered, and I knew he didn’t just mean here, now.

      Slowly, deliberately, he eased into me, inch by inch. My nails dug into the smooth, olive skin of his ripped shoulders, and my head lolled back.

      “I’ve got you, Little Mouse,” he panted, his thrusts growing only slightly harder.

      I arched back, wincing and trembling. It was so painfully sweet, each movement making me hotter, and suddenly, I didn’t want him going slow anymore. The pain gave way to pleasure, and I was ready for him to stop holding back.

      I wanted him. I wanted all of him.

      Again, I bucked upward, unable to form the words, but Zen seemed to understand my body language, his movements picking up speed. Mewls of pleasure filled the room, my hold on his shoulders tightening, my breath fully gone now.

      Little cries became full shrieks, my calves once more locking around his body, this time at the waist.

      His hand found my nipple, the other holding himself for support as he pounded onward, the two of us melding in every way.

      “Don’t stop!” I managed to squeak out, but Zen clearly had no intention of stopping. His quickened breathing told me he was close to his own climax but holding out for me.

      He didn’t have to wait long. Yet another orgasm erupted inside me, this one almost surprising me as I gushed over him, squeezing as tightly as I could. The strength of my walls brought him to his peak, and he grunted, a loud groan falling from his parted mouth.

      He captured my lips with his as he let go, our kiss confirming it. Our embrace ended organically.

      Zen withdrew from me and fell to the side, his expression a reflection of mine. I relaxed instantly to see him so at peace. In fact, he had never looked more attractive to me than he did at that moment.

      It wasn’t just his good looks or the fact that he was a king. It wasn’t even his incredible bedroom talents. There was something deeper about him, something… protective? From the first moment I’d met him, that’s all Zen had tried to do: protect me.

      Is he like this with everyone?

      Jealousy caused my stomach to flip and soured my sense of euphoria for half a second. Why had I let my mind go there?

      I moved toward the floor to find my discarded clothes, but Zen’s strong hand splayed over my naked back.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      I peered over my shoulder questioningly. “Don’t what?”

      “Get dressed.”

      I blushed and curled back up against him, my pulse racing. He hadn’t struck me as the snuggling type, but lying against his warm, broad chest, I’d never felt safer.

      “Why not?” I couldn’t resist asking. “Do you want me to wander around in here naked all day?”

      Zen chuckled. “I wouldn’t mind the thought of that,” he admitted. “I rather like you without any clothes on.”

      I sank further against him, a happy glow heating me from head to toe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          

      

    

    







            Zen

          

        

      

    

    
      Although Mirielle did not pad around my suite naked, as I secretly hoped she would, we took turns spending nights in her rooms or mine, making love until the wee hours of the morning, taking meals up there and losing ourselves in conversations that sometimes brought us until the gray light of dawn.

      I learned that she loved to fill the clawfoot tub in her room to the lip with bubbles and soak as we refilled the hot water, drinking wine. She discovered my affinity for black and white detective movies and had them on the big screen in the sitting room when I returned from my meetings with my Council of Ministers.

      Those days were bliss for me, a hazy, elated time where the days flittered by, and I embraced the sense that I was under a spell. It didn’t occur to me that Mirielle might be restless until she released a sigh a few days later, my fist full of her red tresses, a gold-handled brush stroking through the strands as we sat on the bed.

      “What pains you, Little Mouse?” I teased, cocking my head to peer at her profile as I continued to brush her hair. She turned her chin, tresses falling over the velvet of her robe’s collar as she smiled.

      “Nothing,” she promised quickly. “I have nothing to complain about at all, do I?”

      “And yet you sigh like a disconsolate house cat,” I joked, and she tittered, turning back to face forward as I set the brush aside. I sprawled across the length of my bed and stared at her, noting the slight shadow that fell over her beautiful face. “Mirielle?”

      “It’s just… I don’t have any direction. Of course, I am happy right now, being here with you. But I still don’t know who I am.”

      “Oh, Little Mouse,” I murmured, stroking her cheek with a finger. “Your memories will come back to you. We can’t force this.”

      “I know,” she agreed. “But I’m also missing the greenhouse.”

      I tensed slightly, and she held up a hand. “I know you’re keeping me here for my own safety, Zen, and I’m not fighting you. But being among the plants was the only time I felt… grounded, I guess.”

      Her eyes widened as if she realized what she’d said. “I mean, you make me feel—”

      I laughed, cutting her off. “I know what you’re saying. You have a connection to the plants. I get it.”

      Gratefully, she nodded.

      “You’ll get back there, I swear it. But for now…”

      She lowered her head. “I trust you,” she told me quietly, and my chest tightened. “Whatever you think is best, I’ll do.”

      I pondered her request over the next day and came up with another solution, presenting it to her the following morning.

      I wanted to move Mirielle into my chambers with me, but she appeared ill-at-ease with the idea, even if she didn’t shoot it down directly.

      “Why?” she asked tentatively, biting on that luscious lower lip nervously. “I mean—why now?”

      I shrugged and eyed her through the heavily embroidered mirror where I dressed. “Why not? The danger you’re in hasn’t changed, and that idea of you wandering around naked when I get home after a long day is still really appealing. It might get me to get my work done much faster.”

      I winked to show her I was only half-joking. The idea had come to me out of nowhere, but the moment it had left my lips, I didn’t regret it. I liked the idea of keeping Mirielle safe in my room, but she did bring up a valid point as she weighed my suggestion.

      “I’m just down the hall under heavy guard,” she said slowly as we dressed the following morning. “We can go back and forth without anyone but the Royal Guards seeing us.”

      “The Royal Guards and Cyndella,” I replied dryly, suddenly remembering my sister.

      The past week, we’d been living in our own world, but Cyndella and the rest of the castle were bound to find out about what we were doing—if they hadn’t already.

      I had to wonder how my sister would take this turn of events, but knowing her capacity for change, I wasn’t looking forward to telling her.

      Mirielle stopped buttoning her jeans and cocked her head to peer at me. “Are you worried about what your sister will say about us?”

      It was my turn to weigh a question, and I did with careful precision. “I’m not worried about Cyndella in the typical way,” I replied with the same evenness she had. “But ever since our mother died…” I stopped myself and cleared my throat, shaking my head. “No. Not died. Was murdered. She was murdered.”

      Mirielle’s jaw slacked.

      I scoffed lightly and turned to face her skeptically. “Surely you’ve heard talk about it. You don’t need to act surprised.”

      She nodded. “You had mentioned it. But I don’t know the details. I knew about the princess—I mean, I knew about Princess Cyndella living in the castle, but I didn’t even know what she looked like until that day. You know, the day of the ball.”

      Her lips pursed quickly, and I realized she meant the day of the attack.

      “You didn’t do an internet search on her?” I asked dubiously.

      She nodded toward the top-of-the-line cell phone I’d recently bought her and smiled.

      “Zen, I’m still figuring out how to turn that thing on, never mind search the internet. The tablet I was issued in my quad, when I first got here, wasn’t even connected to the internet. I didn’t know how to do that. I’m not exactly tech savvy.”

      She paused. “Well, I might have been tech savvy, but I can’t remember how to do those types of things if I ever knew. So, no, I never did any kind of online search about your family. And nobody has mentioned any details to me”

      My eyes narrowed, but there was a deep reflection on her face.

      “Seriously? No one talks about what happened to my mother?” I asked, stunned to hear it.

      Mirielle shook her fiery mane again, and I raised my eyebrows, turning back toward the glass, unsure of what to say. I wasn’t sure I wanted to delve into it myself, the whole mood shifting with the mention, but I had been the one to bring it up, and I could tell that Mirielle was waiting for me to elaborate.

      “It was last year,” I explained in a rush, suddenly wishing I hadn’t said anything at all. I yanked up my pants and buttoned the front almost angrily as the memory hit me as fresh as the day it had occurred. “She was here, in the sitting room, reading a book when her personal maid…”

      I grimaced as Mirielle neared me, compassion clouding her face.

      “Her maid killed her?”

      Agony pierced me at the memory, my own failings twisting my insides.

      “The servant was a member of the Order,” I explained. “We didn’t realize just how easily they’d slipped in and were amongst us in our day-to-day life. Our knowledge of them limited until then. We didn’t vet our staff with nearly as much vigor as we do now.”

      “I can’t even imagine,” Mirielle breathed compassionately.

      “Please don’t try,” I growled, straightening myself as her hand touched my bicep. “We’ve since upgraded our security, and I already have to constantly reassure Cyndella that it won’t happen again.”

      “No wonder the princess is so distrusting,” Mirielle murmured. “Or you, for that matter.”

      I swung around to place my own hands on her shoulders, my eyes boring into hers. “I won’t let anything happen to my sister or my kingdom. I will protect those I love to the death.”

      Pinkness tinged her cheeks, and she dropped her head. “I believe that.”

      Pulling her into an embrace, I kissed the top of her head and released her. “Maybe we’ll hold off on bringing you into my chambers for now,” I agreed, realizing it would be harder to explain if she was living with me full-time. “But we’ll discuss it more later tonight.”

      She dropped her head back, bright eyes hopeful. “Yeah? Tonight?”

      I smiled and placed a long, lingering kiss on her lips. “Dinner tonight,” I promised. “After I meet with my cabinet, the Council of Ministers, and deal with some other matters in the kingdom.”

      She eagerly returned my kiss, and we parted reluctantly.

      I chuckled to realize that the door was still partially ajar from where I’d kicked my way through the other night. I had splintered the unit on its hinges, making it impossible to close properly.

      “Have someone come fix this,” I instructed the replacement guards outside of Mirielle’s door, Calliver and Landon both gone to catch sleep of their own sometime in the night.

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      With the grin still on my face, I retreated toward my suites, but as I neared the double doors separating the sections, I found Endora pacing the common hallway in front of the stairs, her long, snowy hair fanning as she moved, her bare feet heavy against the sleek wood floors.

      “There you are!” she called out, exasperation thick in her voice. “I’ve been looking for you all night!”

      “Here I am,” I agreed, opening the separation doors. “And I also have a phone that you can use for texting and calling.”

      “Technology is the bane of the gods,” Endora intoned, hurrying after me.

      My stride was long, but as always, Endora managed to keep up.

      “Something is off with that fae,” she told me bluntly. “Big time.”

      The enduring sense of euphoria that had encompassed me overnight began to dwindle under the enchantress’ revelation.

      I didn’t need this right now.

      “I assume you’re talking about Mirielle,” I sighed, offering her a sidelong look.

      Opening the door to my chambers, I moved directly into my bedroom, bypassing the sitting area, but Endora materialized in front of me, stopping me from moving. I grimaced.

      “Yes, although I think we both know that’s not her name, don’t we?” she challenged.

      “Do we?” I mused. “We don’t know anything one way or another. Unless you have news for me?”

      “That’s entirely the problem!” Endora told me, holding up her hands as I again tried to pass her. “Nothing about her adds up, Zen. Nothing at all.”

      I didn’t want to rehash this old hat again. “You’ve been looking for me all night to tell me that?” I grunted. “You could have saved yourself the trouble. Or—imagine it, Endora—texted!”

      “I didn’t come here to tell you that,” she retorted, folding her arms over her chest defiantly to glare those damn onyx eyes at me. “I came here to tell you that her DNA test came back.”

      Now she had my attention. I stopped fully and looked at her, anger tinging my face.

      “You did a DNA test on her?” I hissed.

      “Yes, of course.” She stared at me like I was an idiot.

      “Who authorized you to do that?!”

      “You did. You said to find out whatever I could about this Mirielle, and to me, that includes using all the scientific and magical tools at our disposal.”

      I ground my teeth, seething that I hadn’t been informed earlier about the test. But now I was wary to know what the results had yielded. It felt as though we were invading Mirielle’s privacy.

      “Does Mirielle know you did a DNA test on her?” I demanded.

      “Of course. She’s offered her blood on more than one occasion, in fact.”

      Exhaling, I pivoted back toward the sitting room.

      “Where are you going now?” the enchantress demanded. “I’m talking to you!”

      “Why do I feel like we should be sitting down for this?” I asked with a sigh, leading her back toward the front chamber.

      Endora grunted. “Sitting, standing, it’s all the same shit, Zen.”

      But despite her proclamation, she flopped onto the suede chaise and tucked her bare feet underneath her, making me cringe. “Endora, your feet—” I moaned.

      “Do you want to know what I found or not?” she barked.

      I swallowed the rest of my irritation and joined her, plopping onto a regal-backed winged chair as I waited for her to get on with it.

      “Well?” I grumbled. “Stop drawing it out for effect.”

      “There’s an anomaly in the test,” she explained, a hint of glee in her words.

      “And what the hell does that mean?” I asked pleasantly.

      “I don’t know!” Endora shrugged, raising her hands palms up to show me she wasn’t kidding. “I have no idea, and neither does anyone else!”

      “Endora…”

      She shook her head vigorously, excitement and nervousness quivering in her body.

      “I really don’t know what it means, but I’ve never seen anything like it—and neither have the lab techs. No one has ever seen an anomaly like this in a DNA test before.”

      I sat forward, my eyes slits.

      “You need to back up,” I said slowly. “What kind of anomaly? Like she’s a half witch, or she’s sick?”

      Endora shook her head again. “That’s just it. There’s no specification. It doesn’t screen for any sickness that we know about, but it can’t be ruled out, either. It just reads as an anomaly, with no explanation. She’s just… off.”

      I snorted and rolled my eyes, but the words struck deeper than I wanted her to see.

      “That’s complete bullshit. Those results tell me nothing at all. Come back to me when you have some real information.”

      I stood and gestured for Endora to do the same. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot to do today.”

      “We should probably run another test.”

      “NO!” I barked before I could stop myself.

      Endora’s black eyes were barely visible through her thick clump of lashes.

      “Why not?” she asked slowly.

      My mind raced, and I swallowed quickly. “You just said that she’s provided enough blood. Run the test with the other samples you’ve received. You’re not sticking her with any more needles. Miri has been through enough.”

      I winced as I heard the nickname leave my lips. Anyone else might have missed it, but Endora was the enchantress for good reason.

      Slowly, she also rose, but suspicion twisted over her face as she looked at me closely. “Where were you last night, Zen?”

      I dropped my hardened mask over my face.

      “Last time I checked, Endora, you were my adviser, not my keeper.”

      “Exactly that,” she agreed. “Until you know everything about this fae, you can’t get involved. You do understand that, don’t you?”

      I bristled at her unsolicited advice, but smiled coldly. “I was at Harbinger’s last night,” I lied. “I’m surprised I didn’t see you there.”

      She rolled her eyes as I showed her to the door, but she disappeared with magic before I could close it, leaving me with a slight knot in my gut.

      Anomaly. What the hell did that mean? How is Mirielle just bringing more questions than answers?

      Endora was putting doubts in my head again, doubts that I had already cast aside on my own, under Mirielle’s touch. I no longer believed that she had cast a spell on me. The feelings I had for her were as real as the ones she shared with me.

      I needed to put an end to all of this searching. The past was the past, after all. It was only going to upset matters if I kept asking Endora to look deeper into where Mirielle came from.

      But the Order of Souls obviously wanted something from Mirielle, and that was reason enough to keep searching. They were likely the ones responsible for leaving her half-dead in the caves, but why?

      Their objective had always been clear over the years—to take on the monarchy and bring them down. They used their dark magic to eliminate the hierarchy within the continent. Mirielle, for all her charms, didn’t boast the lineage that Agnan usually sought. If she had, it would have shown in her bloodwork.

      What did they want with her?

      I had to keep my kingdom safe, and now Mirielle was a part of that kingdom.

      I couldn’t let anything happen to her.

      I wouldn’t.
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      Although the day proved painfully long, boredom settling in even before the noon hour hit, I reminded myself that Zen was coming back for me, even if I was trapped in this oversized suite, trying to figure out what to do with myself.

      It did have all the amenities I needed. A huge, mounted television sat in both the sitting and bedrooms, but I had no interest in watching television. I located an old laptop in the bottom drawer of one of the nightstands, but I didn’t dare touch it because I was sure it had belonged to the queen, and it felt strange handling something so private.

      Malinda had also kept a collection of books in the back of her closet, almost as if she had not wanted anyone to know that she had such a refined interest in such high-minded tales.

      I opted for one of the historical novels in the midst and curled up on the bed to read it, but when I started it, I got a fleeting sense of déjà vu as I turned through the pages.

      Do I know this one? Have I read it before?

      I flipped the cover over and stared at it for a long while, trying to jog my memory, but it meant nothing to me, and I stifled a sigh of resignation, unable to focus on the rest of the book now.

      I wasn’t sure if I could stay in the gilded cage for much longer. I know it was for my own protection, but…

      The question was, how was I going to tell Zen this without him getting upset? He was taking incredible steps to keep me protected, and I was complaining because I was bored.

      The faint creak of the outer door opening sat me up, and I called out. “Zen?”

      He appeared at the threshold between the rooms, his handsome face drawn with tiredness from the day. Confused, I looked around for the time, but I realized I had no sense for the hour at that moment.

      “How was your day, Little Mouse?” he asked casually, ambling toward me. “Did the guards give you everything you needed?”

      I nodded, even though I hadn’t bothered the guards with anything.

      “Is that right?” Zen asked suspiciously. “Because the way I hear it, you haven’t eaten anything all day.”

      I shrugged and grinned sheepishly as he perched beside me on the bed, placing a hand on my bare calf, below the line of my skirt. “I didn’t want to trouble them,” I explained. “And you did promise me dinner.”

      “You’re not bothering them. That’s what they’re here for,” he reminded me, leaning forward to kiss my lips. “Lucky for you, I sent them down to the kitchen to have the cooks whip us up a feast.”

      I returned his kiss readily, the day’s stresses melting away as his mouth crashed into mine.

      “Mm…” he sighed, pulling back to look at me. “I’ve been thinking about this all day.”

      “Me too,” I agreed eagerly, extending my arms toward him.

      “Tomorrow, you’ll have to tell them to bring you food,” he warned. “Or else I’ll designate a personal maid to you.”

      I yanked my head back and began to shake my head vehemently. “Oh, gods, no! That would be weird, Zen. I mean, we were just working together…”

      He laughed, pulling me back toward him, and I allowed him to kiss me again, his tongue sliding between my lips. Instantly, I relaxed in his embrace, shivers of pleasure sliding up and down my spine, our mouths fusing together.

      Onto my knees I rose, without losing the friction of our kiss until I straddled his muscular thighs, his hands cupping my hips to balance me on top of him. Already I could feel him growing hard and ready for me beneath the thick material of his suit pants.

      My mouth lifted, and I rubbed my nose against his, eyes half-closed. “I’m glad you’re back. I was really going stir crazy in here without you.”

      “Hmm, I know. I got back as soon as I could. You really do make for great inspiration.”

      His hands slowly lifted around the edge of my blouse, pulling the light silk over my head and tossing it aside as I slowly began to rock against him.

      I nuzzled my nose against his cheek, my lips trailing over the soft scruff of his face toward his neck and ear. His mouth found the curve of my neck, his hands reaching up to cup my heated breasts with full palms.

      His kisses hardened my nipples, sinking my hands into his thick head of hair as he sampled and tasted my skin. Moaning softly, I released his earlobe from my lips.

      A rush of heat burst through me, warming Zen’s crotch, and he grunted, his kisses growing hotter around my nipple. His hands trailed down to hike up my skirt and pull away my panties.

      Rip!

      With a single, fluid motion, he had reduced the lace garments to tatters, the gesture only arousing me more. I was soaked now, my waist gyrating against him as I released my hold on his head to free him, too.

      My trembling hands fumbled slightly, stumbling with the belt and zipper until Zen was forced to help me along, lifting me up to allow his pants onto the floor.

      When I reclaimed my position, his fingers found the cleft between my legs, and I mewled with pleasure, my slickness causing his erection to jump against me.

      “You’re ready for me already?” Zen sounded vaguely surprised, as if I hadn’t been playing out this exact moment in my mind every minute.

      “You shouldn’t have left me to my own devices for so long,” I rasped, rubbing my wetness against him.

      “Oh, shit,” he groaned. “I’ll be home faster going forward.”

      I let him inside me then, the prodding of his massive unit once again stealing my breath away. A low cry vibrated through the room, but this time, Zen was not going slowly. He knew I could handle him now, every last inch, and he was holding out for no one.

      His hands spread me wide to allow him more room to writhe inside me, and I gasped aloud, his thrusts going deep. I tensed around him, and he cursed under his breath, but before he could jerk out, I began to bounce.

      “Miri, my gods…”

      His fingers dug into my buttocks now, spreading me wide and guiding me up and down on him. In perfect unison, we rocked against one another, his cock growing slicker, my center more drenched with each push.

      He fell back on an angle, bucking up against my down pushes, and I gasped over and over, struggling to find my breathing. My hands reached down to pull him against me, my body falling forward to shove my right breast into his mouth. Lips suctioned around it, and I squeaked, my orgasm building.

      “You’re so hard!” I wheezed, the words only making him more rigid. Sweat formed over my face, my eyes closing when my vision blurred. He bit my nipple, and I screamed out, my release waiting no longer. I gushed over him in streams, his low, pleased chuckle vibrating my whole body.

      “Good, Little Mouse. Come for me. Only for me. You’re mine.”

      His own words did him in, bringing him to his own brink, and just as my climax ended, his began.

      More heat passing between our bodies.

      I fell forward fully, half-smothering Zen with my breasts, but gauging by the kisses on my prickled skin, he didn’t seem to mind.

      A loud rumble from outside rolled me to the side, and Zen laughed.

      “Sounds like we shook the ground,” he teased. “And brought in a storm.”

      The room illuminated as a flash of lightning followed his words, and I chuckled, too, a hand on my chest, another on his sweaty pec as we turned to look toward the arched windows that faced the courtyard.

      Rain began to pelt along the glass then, a wind picking up from the east, but as Zen turned to cuddle my naked form, someone knocked on the outer door.

      “Really?” I mumbled grouchily.

      “That would be our dinner,” he reminded me, kissing my cheek softly and sliding off the huge mattress to locate his pants.

      I remained in my place, naked and spent, head turned toward the window. A soft, contented smile played along my lips as I watched the rain begin to streak against the glass, the gray afternoon darkening to evening in the background.

      My eyes grew heavier for a moment, my mind wavering between that meditative spot of wakefulness and sleep, when suddenly, I saw her.

      She smiled at me from the recesses of my memory, extending the dagger. The blade gleamed with magic, dripping in green and blue glitter.

      “It’s your turn, Mousie. Do it now before it’s too late.”

      She grinned at me in the memory, her leer taunting and horrifying as I reached to take the blade from her hand, my own feelings muddled about the situation.

      “Come on, Mousie!” a chorus chanted. “Do it! Do it! Do it!”

      A male whispered in my ear now, his breath too familiar and chilling my blood to ice. “You know what needs to be done, little one. Do it before you lose your chance.”

      In my mind’s eye, I turned to look at a trembling young fae, his hands held up as he begged for mercy.

      “Please, no!” he sobbed. “Don’t do it!”

      A crash of thunder threw me back into the room as Zen ambled back through, a huge silver tray in his hands. I stared at him, gulping as I tried to make sense of the memory.

      “Food!” he announced, setting the tray down on the tousled sheets, oblivious to my gaunt face and terror-stricken eyes.

      Slowly, numbly, I pulled the covers up around me and struggled to make sense of the terrible scene that had just passed through my mind.

      My very first memory had returned, and it was the ugliest thing I could have imagined.

      What kind of monster am I? Who did Zen trust in his castle?

      And now I was afraid I was really about to find out.
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      The storm continued until the morning, but when I curled into Mirielle’s body to silently reassure her that she was safe in my arms, she recoiled as if I had burned her. Stunned by her reaction, I shook her fully awake.

      “Are you all right, Little Mouse? You’re having a bad dream.”

      Her eyes fluttered open as I growled lightly, my words fully waking her from her sleep. She batted me away, and I bristled fully now. “It’s only me. Relax.”

      Dread colored her cerulean orbs as she peered back at me, the expression taking me aback. “Miri, it’s me, Zen.”

      To my surprise, her cheeks didn’t lose their tautness, nor did her pupils constrict. But she didn’t shrug out of my embrace as lightning crashed outside again. She jumped once at the sound, her breathing uneven.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, holding her close. “You’re awfully jumpy this morning.”

      She didn’t answer me immediately and instead snuggled in closer, which I accepted, keeping my arms around her, pulling her against my naked torso. “Were you having a nightmare?”

      “Something like that,” she rasped shakily.

      “It’s all right. It’s morning now,” I reassured her with a chuckle, placing a kiss on her tousled, carmine waves.

      “Zen…?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Do you have to meet with the Council this morning?”

      It was me who withdrew this time and peered down at her, my eyebrows knitting into a vee of confusion. “Yes. Of course. Every weekday morning. You know that.”

      Immediately, I wished I’d worded my response differently, the disappointment on her face evident. I tried to backtrack my response. “I mean, if you’d given me a bit of notice—”

      “No, it’s okay,” she interjected. “It was a stupid question. It must be the storm making me so edgy.”

      “It’s only the gods’ way of washing everything clean,” I said to her, speaking words that my mother used to say to Cyndella and me when we were children.

      “Yeah.” She didn’t sound convinced.

      “The guards are outside as always,” I added, sensing that I wasn’t making things better.

      “I know.” There was a wistfulness in her tone that broke my heart.

      She’s going to go crazy sitting around here all day with nothing to do.

      “Maybe you should get back into the greenhouse today. Word is that Lacroix is grumbling about me giving him an apprentice and then stealing you away again,” I suggested.

      Nothing would happen to her in the castle now that I had doubled security and reconfigured the alarm system. It was a vigorous process to get in and out of the building now.

      I waited for her to chuckle about the botanist’s endless griping, but she didn’t, Mirielle’s mind clearly elsewhere, even though she had closed her eyes again.

      “You don’t want to go back to work?” I asked warily, wishing she’d give me a sign.

      I suddenly wasn’t sure what to do or say. The nightmare had clearly left her very unsettled.

      “No, I do!” she replied quickly, opening her eyes again. “That’s a great idea.”

      I gave her a sidelong look and gathered her back in my arms, unsure if that’s all it was, but I didn’t push the issue. “That doesn’t mean we can’t spend some extra time together this morning, does it?”

      Again, she fell quiet and buried her face in the spot between my neck and shoulder.

      What was going on with her this morning?

      But I didn’t give it much more thought until later.
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        * * *

      

      Endora waited for me outside of the council meeting when the session ended, her black eyes somehow darker than usual.

      “I’m going to file a protective order against you if this keeps up,” I joked, curling my fingers around my briefcase as the heavy door closed at my back.

      “Are you sleeping with the trespasser?”

      I stopped in my tracks, anger swelling inside me. Slowly, my head swiveled toward her. “Pardon me?”

      “Mirielle,” Endora sighed, rolling her eyes heavenward. “Are you sleeping with her?”

      “I’m getting a little tired of explaining your place in the kingdom,” I hissed, my temper flaring. “Don’t you ever question me like that.”

      “If it affects everyone else in the kingdom, it’s my place to know, too,” Endora countered. “But I ask because she’s been distracted today. Lacroix—”

      “Let me guess,” I interrupted. “He’s complaining.”

      I continued through the long halls of my cabinet and burst through the main entry, leading toward the exterior, the gray overhead clouds still lingering in the aftermath of the storm.

      “I think he has something to it this time,” Endora informed me, entering the vehicle ahead of both Calliver and Landon with her teleporting magic.

      A spray of rain remained sprinkling over the city, but one of the guards had cast an invisible shield around me to protect my suit from getting wet.

      A puddle splashed under my feet, but I barely noticed it as the guards unlocked the car and held the back door for me, the enchantress and I resuming our conversation.

      “I popped by the greenhouse today, and she almost jumped out of her skin when I got there,” Endora explained.

      I recalled how out of sorts Mirielle had seemed that morning.

      “She hasn’t been at work since the attack,” I reminded her. “It’s going to take some time for her to get back into the swing of things.”

      “Because you’ve been keeping her holed up in your mother’s old suite?”

      I scowled furiously. “The castle is mine to do as I please,” I reminded her. “Moreover, one of the Order recognized her. It’s in everyone’s best interest if Mirielle is as protected as possible.”

      Endora blinked several times at the revelation as the car began to move, heading out of Catalonia and back toward Silverhold Tower, a few miles away. “What?”

      I frowned. “I must have told you about that,” I insisted. “The dark fae said something about looking for Mirielle.”

      “They called her by name?” she breathed, shocked. “Her name really is Mirielle?!”

      “Well, no…” I replied. “The fae was killed before I could get any answers, but they are definitely after her. I heard the exchange myself.”

      “Hmm. This would have been useful information to have when I’ve been busting my ass trying to locate some background on her,” Endora snapped. “Honestly, Zen…”

      I settled back against the leather interior as the quaint city of Catalonia zipped by under Landon’s skilled driving. He knew these roads better than I did, my time spent in the city less and less these days except to go to and from the Council meetings. I never did get to enjoy the shops and restaurants as I once had.

      My head turned toward the window, my eyes trailing over the sweet shops and restaurants, many of them new to my eyes now. The cobblestone streets remained the same, giving the old-world appeal that had never gone out of style, no matter how many centuries had passed. Being a suburb of a thriving metropolis, it clung to its antiquated vibe as long as possible.

      “I guess that could account for her behavior,” Endora mused, but she didn’t sound convinced.

      I internally vowed to speak with Mirielle over dinner when we met up later.

      “She’s been through an ordeal,” I reminded the enchantress flatly. “She doesn’t need you adding to it.”

      “She doesn’t need you in her head, either, Zen,” Endora whiplashed. My eyes cast daggers at her, and she instantly lowered her voice, recognizing that we were in mixed company, but her warning was clear. “There’s something off about her. I keep warning you, but you’re thinking with the wrong head.”

      “And I keep telling you to bring me something solid, not some half-assed intuition. I know her. She’s in trouble, and she’s part of the kingdom now!” I retorted sharply. “I have always put Silverhold first, and now is no different.”

      “Love makes everything different, you fool!”

      I bared my teeth at her, and Endora flinched, realizing she had pushed me too far.

      “Mind yourself, enchantress,” I hissed.

      Endora inhaled deeply and bowed her head. “Forgive me, Alpha,” she said sincerely. “It’s my job to serve you, but you’re making it difficult if you don’t heed my warnings.”

      I stared at her for a moment, wondering if her constant cautioning about Mirielle didn’t have something to do with Cyndella getting in her ear. “Is my sister’s paranoia rubbing off on you?”

      Endora appeared offended by the suggestion. “Once upon a time, you would have sided with Cyndella on this, too,” she answered coldly. “Her hypervigilance wasn’t born from nowhere, if you recall.”

      “What happened to our mother has nothing to do with Mirielle.”

      “Maybe not, but you can’t fault Cyndella for being wary about her.”

      I swallowed a groan. I’d been half-right: Cyndella was complaining to Endora. My sister had caught wind of our relationship somehow—not that we had been pillars of discretion. I regretted now that we hadn’t been more private.

      The gates of the castle appeared, and I again turned my head toward the window, my mind slowly turning.

      There was no way I was going to keep all the females in my life happy at this rate, at least not while Mirielle’s memory was still so shaky.

      When I turned back to address Endora again, she had vanished, causing me to fully groan.

      “Alpha? Are you all right?” Landon asked, stopping the car after the drawbridge.

      “Call Jaylen and find out where Mirielle is right now.”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      I didn’t wait for anyone to open my door and let myself out of the car, striding toward the entrance as my sentry guards moved to let us inside.

      “She’s in the greenhouse still, Alpha,” Landon called out from behind me, but I had already been heading in that direction.

      Mirielle’s scent guided me as strongly as it had the first day I’d found her in the caves, leading me inside the castle.

      In less than five minutes, I was back outside through the rose gardens and heading toward the greenhouse. Sunshine fought to get through the stubborn storm clouds that seemed determined to linger all day.

      The glass doors of the plant house were open, allowing the excess humidity through, but when I entered, I found myself looking for signs of life beyond the extending tendrils of hanging vines.

      “Mirielle? Lacroix?” I called out, knowing that the workday wasn’t over yet. I headed toward the office, and when I neared, I saw Mirielle hunched over a pair of plants, her eyes half closed as if in prayer. Curiously, I stared at her, trying to figure out what she was up to.

      “What are you doing?” I finally asked, unable to figure it out.

      She shrieked, falling back off her haunches as she landed on her butt. I stared at her in disbelief, watching the color drain out of her face.

      Suddenly, I fully saw what Endora had been yapping about.

      “What has gotten into you?” I asked slowly, extending a hand to help her up.

      For a moment, I thought she might refuse my proffered palm, her eyes blinking uncertainly as she gaped at me, but she gracefully accepted it and rose to her feet.

      “What were you just doing?” I insisted. “Praying?”

      She laughed nervously. “No. I was just tending to the plants.”

      “Then why did you just jump out of your shirt?”

      “You startled me; that’s all,” she answered quickly. “I just wasn’t expecting you.”

      “Lacroix is still here, isn’t he?” I asked slowly, peering around for evidence of her mentor.

      She paled more, like she had been caught in a lie. “Yes, he’s here.”

      Sighing, she looked down. “I think I was just caught up in my work,” she admitted. “I forget what else is going on around me when that happens.”

      My gut twisted like it did when my senses were on high alert, but I didn’t want to keep pushing her.

      “Endora came to see me. She told me that you almost went into cardiac arrest when she popped by. You’ve been nervous all day, Little Mouse. What’s going on?”

      She brushed the dirt off her work clothes hastily and avoided my eyes. “Nothing.”

      “Miri…”

      “What time is it? The day really got away from me,” she laughed nervously, clearly trying to change the subject. “I should get the trichocerids planted before Lacroix notices.”

      She turned to busy herself among the flora, but I stopped to study her. “You can tell me what’s going on,” I pressed. “Did something happen? Did my sister say something to you?”

      She appeared surprised by the suggestion and glanced back at me. “The princess? No. I haven’t even seen her since the night of the ball.” She closed her eyes and exhaled before opening them again. “Can we just not talk about any of that? I’m actually starving. Is it time for dinner yet?”

      I wanted to push her for more, but I didn’t. Pressing her was only going to make her withdraw further, and she already was acting distant.

      Forcing myself to swallow my barrage of questions, I nodded slowly. “I was thinking that we could go into the city tonight,” I suggested. “I realized today how little I go anymore, and I think it would be good for you to experience life outside of the castle.”

      I expected her to be excited about the prospect, but she shook her head vehemently. “No!”

      Pursing my lips into a line, I folded my arms across my chest.

      “No?” I repeated. “Why not?”

      She tried to smile and backpedal again, but the expression came out as a grimace. “I mean… I’d rather just stay in our chambers and have a romantic evening in.”

      I wasn’t buying it. Endora had been right, and my sense about her was accurate: something was definitely off. Mirielle was a terrible liar, and she couldn’t hide her true feelings.

      “Come on,” she urged, reaching to tug on my arm. “Let’s go, so I can get washed up.”

      A part of me wanted to take off with her, to bring her back to my suites and strip her down naked. Maybe sit in the jacuzzi with a bottle of champagne. But my deep sense of caution forbade it.

      “I thought you had plants to plant,” I pointed out.

      “They can keep until tomorrow—if we manage to leave before Lacroix notices.”

      She grinned at me again, but the smile didn’t meet her eyes in the least. I wasn’t going to be able to get through the night like this, pretending that nothing was wrong.

      “Zen?” she pressed. “Are we going?”

      “No,” I told her, unbudging, my feet planted firmly in place. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what the hell is going on with you today.”
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      Zen stared at me with such defiance, I got the sense that he might keep me there forever if I didn’t spit it all out.

      For a second, I was tempted to tell him everything, unburdening the weight from my shoulders ever since the horrifying memory had resurfaced, but I stopped myself.

      Was it really a memory? Could it really be trusted? What if I was wrong, and it was just a bad dream?

      Obviously, I didn’t believe that, or I wouldn’t have kept it to myself all day, but there was still a chance I wasn’t recalling the details correctly. Knowing how Zen felt about outsiders and the walls he had let down to permit me into his world, I didn’t want to ruin what we had based on a ten-second reel in my mind that might have been based on nothing at all. It couldn’t be trusted. I had to wait until I had more concrete information to give him.

      And if I have it, will I tell him then?

      I shushed that nagging inner voice, questioning my own ethics, and forced myself to focus on the matter at hand. After everything he’d done for me, he deserved the truth, but what would he do if he learned it?

      “Mirielle!”

      “I know,” I mumbled, kicking my running shoe against the ground as I fought against my own conscience. “I’m not acting like myself.”

      “No kidding. I need to know why. I want to help you.”

      My eyes rose, and I read the truth on his face.

      He really did want to help me, or I wouldn’t still be in the castle, sleeping with him every night. But he must have limits.

      I inhaled. “I promise to tell you what’s going on, but can we not do it here?”

      I waved around the greenhouse and glanced over my shoulder. Then I looked pointedly at his guards, lurking in the near distance. “I don’t want anyone to overhear.”

      Zen’s arms fell to his sides begrudgingly, but his jaw remained taut. “Fine,” he agreed. “But we are going out tonight. We’re not staying here. I think you’re starting to get cabin fever.”

      More dread swirled in my gut.

      “Is that safe?” I blurted out, and his eyes narrowed again, making me swallow a grimace. “I just mean… you know, the Order of Souls and everything.”

      He scoffed angrily. “If you think those black-souled monsters are going to keep me hidden out of fear, you’re sorely mistaken. Silverhold is my kingdom, and I’m free to come and go as I please. How can I expect Cyndella to move on if I’m not setting an example?”

      His expression softened again. “I won’t let anything happen to you, either, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      I shook my head and tentatively drew closer to him, unsure if he wanted me to touch him or not, but to my great relief, he accepted my embrace with open arms. “Are you taking me back to Harbinger’s?” I teased lightly, the idea exciting me for half a second.

      Zen chuckled and pulled back slightly to study my face. “I could,” he answered slowly. “If you want.”

      My tongue wet my lips quickly, and I nuzzled my nose back against his shoulder. “I’ll go anywhere you want to take me.”

      “Let’s start with dinner first,” he said. “Then we’ll see where the night takes us.” He pulled back and stared at me earnestly. “But don’t think for a second that you’re distracting me, Miri. I want to know what’s troubling you.”

      “Okay,” I breathed, my mind racing.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t even know when Zen had arranged for the dressing room closet in my suite to be filled with dozens of beautiful dresses in varying colors, each one more flattering to my complexion and hair than the last.

      The full closet had appeared overnight on the third night after I’d arrived on the royal floor, each outfit in exactly my size.

      I showered quickly and eagerly returned to the huge closet to carefully select a becoming dress in periwinkle blue. The bodice clung to my chest, accenting my full breasts, causing them to swell outward. Zen would appreciate the subtle gesture, his eyes constantly shifting toward the curve of my chest when he thought I wasn’t looking. The king liked my body, and I wasn’t going to deprive him of his small pleasures.

      I brushed my long tresses to a shiny, auburn sheen and wished I had some mascara to thicken my lashes, but as I was thinking it, I heard the door to the sitting room open.

      Standing from the vanity, I went to greet Zen in the bedroom, and he stopped in his tracks, his mouth parting as he drank me in. “You look beautiful.”

      The sincerity touched me more than the words, but also twisted my heart into a nervous flutter.

      “That dress matches your eyes perfectly.”

      I blushed. “Well, someone has exquisite taste,” I told him, gesturing behind me at the overfilled closet. “I think everything in here is my color.”

      A smile quirked on his lips as he neared me, his ebony hair still slightly damp from his own shower. “But there’s something missing.”

      He ambled forward, the fresh whiff of soap emanating from his skin. His hands rose to reveal a velvet box, and I raised my brow as he urged me to open it.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I guess you’ll see when you open it,” he answered dryly. “Go on.”

      Cautiously, I did what he asked, prying the lid apart. Inside sat a sapphire necklace on a platinum chain, the clasp shaped with the Silverhold crest.

      I was afraid to touch it, and Zen laughed, sensing my hesitation. He removed it from the box, gently turning me around.

      “The moment I saw this, I knew it would look perfect on you,” he murmured, his warm breath raising the hairs on my neck. The clasp clicked softly, and he spun me back around. His grin grew. “I was right.”

      “You didn’t have to buy me anything, Zen.” My fingers trailed over the fine gems delicately. I was sure I’d never handled anything so expensive.

      “I didn’t. It belonged to my mother.”

      I sputtered, gaping at him. “I-I can’t accept this!”

      He shrugged, sliding my hair off my shoulders and turning me back toward the mirror, where the sapphires glinted beneath the lights of the chandelier in the bedroom. “It’s only gathering dust in her jewelry box. Cyndella refuses to touch any of Mother’s stuff, which would break her heart to know. She cherished her trinkets. She wore them with such pride. She truly was the belle of every ball. She wished the same for her daughter.”

      He sighed and placed his hands on my shoulders, his dark coloring a sharp contrast against my fairness. In the mirror, we did look sensational.

      “You really look incredible, Mirielle.”

      I smiled weakly.

      “Should we go?” I asked quietly, sensing that he was again about to ask me what had been on my mind all day.

      “Yes,” he agreed, dropping his hands to extend his arm. “Your chariot awaits.”
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        * * *

      

      Landon drove into Catalonia as we sat in the backseat of the armored vehicle, Zen’s hand in mine. My head turned back and forth between his face and the city beyond, trying not to miss anything.

      “I was driving through here earlier and thinking about how little time I spend in the city anymore,” he said wistfully. “I used to know every building almost intimately. Now I don’t recognize half of them—even though a lot of them have been here for years. I come in for business every day and barely see them.”

      “Why is that?” I asked curiously.

      He didn’t answer for a moment, his eyes fixed on the outside, but without me prompting, he went on again. “After my mother was killed, Cyndella refused to leave the castle. She refused to leave her room or let anyone but me go near her. Not even Endora at first.”

      “That’s understandable.”

      “Maybe,” he agreed. “But she would throw a fit if I left, too. She was sure I would end up murdered in the street, so I stayed close to home and had everything ordered in.”

      A note of regret filled my ears.

      “In hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have coddled her so much. It would have been better for her if she was forced into reality, but instead, she just spiraled and declined.”

      I listened attentively, trying to reconcile the fae I’d encountered under the table at the ball with the one he was describing. I had dismissed her panic as a response to what was unfolding around us, but Zen painted a different picture. It sounded like Cyndella had always been this way, even before the night of the attack.

      “It was difficult to get her the help she needed when she wouldn’t let the healers in or go to the infirmary. I tried everything until I finally had to resort to sneaking concoctions into her food in order to get her to sleep.”

      I pursed my lips, reserving judgement, but Zen seemed to see it, anyway.

      “I know how that sounds,” he grumbled. “And I wasn’t happy about doing it. But she wasn’t sleeping, which was only enhancing her delusions. She was convinced the food was poisoned and refused to touch anything unless I was there eating with her. I had business to conduct in the kingdom and a full overhaul to complete. Taking care of Cyndella was a full-time job.”

      My fingers tightened around his, the anguish mounting in his words. “Endora suggested I have her committed temporarily, sent away to a facility which specialized in cases specifically like Cyndella’s.”

      I bit on my lower lip, wondering why he hadn’t, but again, he answered my question without my asking.

      “I almost had Endora removed from the kingdom for her suggestion.”

      Timidly, I cocked my head. “May I ask why? If Cyndella was in such desperate need of help you couldn’t give her, was it such a bad idea to turn her over to medical professionals who could?”

      Zen scowled, his head turning fully toward me now. “I keep forgetting that you remember nothing of your life before here, but I must assume that you have a family somewhere, those who love and miss you, those who would do anything for you.”

      Do I, though?

      I smothered the urge to shudder, the unbidden memory resurfacing despite my best efforts to keep it down.

      “Our father died when we were both teenagers, thrusting my mother into the role of queen alone. Although I was being groomed to be king, she had the crux of the responsibility until I came of age and was able to fully take on the role at twenty-five. Cyndella and I were often alone, left to entertain one another. We didn’t attend school like other children, of course, our lessons prepared by tutors.”

      I had no recollection of going to school myself, but I didn’t offer this bit of empathy.

      “Our bond is deeper than most siblings, I suppose, but Cyndella is my responsibility. She is more than the princess. She is my sister. It’s my job to take care of her—to stand by her no matter what a pain in the ass she can be at times.”

      I did understand that, his need to save his blood. He had already shown the same propensity for saving me, and he barely knew me at all.

      The SUV slowed as we neared the center of the city, Landon locating a parking spot near a shade of huge, hanging oak trees that blocked the mostly faded sun.

      Dozens wandered through a courtyard park, couples chattering as they sat on park benches, watching over ice cream-devouring children who played on swing sets nearby.

      “But Cyndella must be recovering,” I offered, ignoring the mounting anxiety inside when the vehicle stopped. “She went to that party.”

      “I suspect that Endora put a spell on her and gave her a concoction, too,” Zen muttered, turning away. “She knew it was important for Cyndella to show herself there to show a united front for Silverhold.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say. I couldn’t fathom the responsibilities thrust upon Zen, the balance of power and family that kept him constantly on his toes.

      “And that party set her back a year at least,” Zen sighed as Landon turned off the car and Calliver slipped out of the passenger side to let us out of the backseat. “She won’t come out of her room at all now.”

      Zen waved them off, and the guards stood outside on the sidewalk instead, waiting for instructions.

      “So you might say I have a pretty good sense for females,” he continued, and I realized that I was trapped now. He had me exactly where he wanted me, in a closed space and alone, unable to make any more excuses as he pivoted his head and stared straight into my eyes. “I know something’s bothering you today, Mirielle. What is going on?”

      I considered brushing him off, but I also knew enough about Zen by now to know that we weren’t going anywhere until I told him the truth.

      His hand clenched mine, and he stared at me urgingly. “For us to make this work, we can’t keep things from each other.”

      “But how can we make this work?” I blurted out.

      He drew back like I’d slapped him. “What?”

      “I mean…” I drew in a breath. “I mean, how can we possibly go forward with… with whatever we’re doing here, Zen?”

      His grip on my fingers loosened, and I realized I was speaking my mind poorly.

      “You don’t want to pursue this?” he growled, his eyes shadowing.

      “That’s not what I mean,” I sighed, dropping my chin. “Of course I want to pursue this. The feelings I have for you… I don’t understand them, but they consume me. I think about you all the time. I look forward to being with you every moment.”

      “I feel the same way,” he agreed slowly. “Why do I feel like there’s a giant ‘but’ coming up?”

      I shook my head. “I’m saying I’m also really scared.”

      His expression softened. “Of what? You have protection—more protection than me most of the time. I didn’t let anything happen to you at the gala, and I won’t let the Order come for you again.”

      “It’s not the Order of Souls,” I mumbled, although I wasn’t sure that was true. “I’m scared of what I can’t remember.”

      “Ah.” He untangled his fingers from mine and raised his palm to my cheek, caressing it slowly. “The future scares you.”

      “The past scares me!” I corrected him. “What if… what if I’m married, for example?”

      Shock overtook his face. It was clear he hadn’t considered that.

      “Or if I’m part witch?” I added quickly.

      Zen’s hand fell from my cheek, and he cleared his throat. “The witch bit… well, that might explain the anomaly in your DNA,” he chuckled lightly.

      “The what?”

      He cast me a sidelong look. “Endora ran a DNA test on you. There was some kind of discrepancy, but no one can quite figure out what it is.”

      “Discrepancy?” I echoed. “Like… I’m sick?”

      He shrugged. “You don’t have any illness known to the lab technicians,” he offered lightly. “There’s something else.”

      “Like what?” I choked.

      “We’re working on that.” His eyes brightened, but only slightly. “However, I didn’t think to run your blood against the Continental Marriage Registry.”

      “The what?” I asked again, starting to feel stupid in all my ignorance. He smiled softly, but he shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      “Whenever a marriage is registered in Mystara, a blood sample is submitted to the registrar’s office. If you are married, there will be a match in that system. I’ll have Endora look into that immediately.”

      Another cloud crossed over his face, and I understood why. A positive match could only mean bittersweetness.

      “You see why I’m concerned?” I whispered, my hand reaching for his face now. He captured my fingers in his and kissed the inside of my palm.

      “If it means getting you the answers about who you are, Mirielle, I’d fly to the moon.”

      “And if I am married?” I rasped shakily. His eyes locked with mine, and he shook his head.

      “Then we’ll burn down that bridge when we come to it, all right?”

      In spite of myself, I laughed at his idiom blend, dropping my forehead to his.

      “And if I’m a witch?” I teased, our noses rubbing.

      “Then I’ll have someone on hand to do long-distance locator spells. It will be a win-win for everyone,” he replied, kissing my lips playfully.

      I returned his embrace tightly and exhaled, wishing now that I’d told him everything, but the moment had passed.

      Let’s see what the Marriage Registry says, I thought, but it was just another tactic for procrastination.

      I had gotten too comfortable not knowing, but I fully realized even then that those days were numbered. The truth was coming out. It was just a race to see who would learn it first: me or Zen.
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      The Old Tavern had changed considerably since I’d last been, more than two years ago, but the owner, Jahn, remembered Landon the second the doors opened, and my guard moved through to secure the building.

      “Alpha!” The middle-aged proprietor bowed warmly. “I was beginning to think we’d done something to offend you when we hadn’t seen you!”

      I waited for him to straighten before offering him a lopsided grin. “No, Jahn. Running the kingdom has been busy. There’s not much time for social activities, I’m afraid. Not even in my favorite places.”

      Jahn beamed broadly and bowed again at Mirielle, the gesture pleasing me. “Please, come right this way. When I saw your reservation, I had the beachside tables cleared and have ensured you’ll have the entire view to yourselves for as long as you grace us with your presence. The chef is preparing a special menu, based on your previous orders, but of course, whatever you request is available.”

      I nodded and allowed him to lead the way through the charming ship-themed restaurant toward the back doors which overlooked the Sunset Beaches.

      They were aptly named, these sands, the lingering oranges, reds, and blues splaying spectacular colors over the horizon as Jahn held out my chair and a server materialized to pull out Mirielle’s.

      “Hanson will be your server tonight,” Jahn informed us, nodding at the sinewy-bodied waiter. “But I’ll be around to ensure you’re receiving the best quality of care.”

      “That will do nicely,” I agreed, unfolding the intricately designed napkin on the table as Mirielle stared into the lapping waters, her eyes faraway.

      “Wine, Hanson,” Jahn said, snapping his fingers and ushering his staff member away from our table. They headed inside, and I noted that Landon and Calliver were nowhere in sight, but I was sure they hadn’t ventured far.

      “Do you get used to that?” Mirielle asked once they had moved out of earshot.

      “What?” I leaned forward to take her hand, and she reluctantly turned away from the view as if the water was pulling her in, keeping her from properly focusing on me.

      “All the attention, the groveling.”

      I smirked. “Honestly, I’ve never really noticed. It’s always been like that for me, I guess.”

      “It doesn’t bother you?”

      She slipped her hand into mine, but before I took her fingers, I snapped once, igniting the two long candles on the surface between us. The flickering light illuminated her pale cheeks, giving her a surreal glow in the quickly fading sunshine.

      “Sometimes,” I agreed. “Which is why I use a glamor spell to go some places.”

      She flushed pink at the reminder of Harbinger’s, and my grin widened. “But for the most part, I’m happy with who I am.”

      “But it makes you a target!”

      The unexpected passion in her tone took me aback.

      “Maybe,” I agreed slowly. “But that’s a risk you take as the Alpha King.”

      “Is it worth being a target?”

      I studied her for a moment, unsure if she was overthinking or challenging me. “Where is all this coming from, Mirielle?”

      She withdrew her hands and shook her head. “I don’t know,” she mewled miserably. “I guess… I don’t know. I’m just looking for some understanding. But at the same time, I’m not sure I want any.”

      Slowly, my head straightened, comprehension flooding me. “Are you starting to remember something?”

      “What? No!” she replied quickly.

      Too quickly. My senses were on high alert.

      She looked down at the table and picked up the menu. “We came here to have a good night away from the castle, didn’t we? Can’t we just forget about all that stuff for a bit?”

      “For tonight or forever?” I pushed.

      She didn’t answer, the menu rising up to block her expression entirely.

      Questions formed in my head. Was she lying to me about what’s been bothering her? Was her memory coming back?

      I was faced with two choices now: keep pushing her and shove her further away or dig covertly and see what else I could uncover.

      I opted for the latter, starting with a quick text to Endora. I wanted to see if Mirielle was in the Continental Marriage Registry.
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      I didn’t bring up anything about the past or her memories again for the rest of the night. It was easy for Mirielle to lose herself in the delicious five-course meal that Jahn had arranged, the fresh greens grown in the owner’s own gardens.

      “I know I have nothing to compare it to, but this is the best meal I’ve ever eaten—no disrespect to your cooks. You should probably hire Jahn for the castle.”

      “I think my father tried to lure him away with the promise of riches once,” I admitted with a wry laugh. “But Jahn loves this place. He wants to leave a legacy for his children.”

      “That’s very noble. I’m still going to be craving this chocolate souffle for the next week, though.”

      She smiled at me and waited for me to offer to extend another invitation, but I didn’t. Instead, I laid my napkin on my plate, streaked in marron drizzle, and sat back with a glass of water.

      “You know where it is now. You’re welcome to come anytime you like.”

      Her smile faltered, confusion overtaking her face, but before she could say anything else, I set my glass down.

      “Should we go for a walk on the beach?”

      Immediately, her expression brightened again. “Yes! I’d like that!”

      I waited for Hanson to return and requested the bill, but of course the meal was comped, despite my protests.

      “I’d much rather he take this comp and use it toward one of the less fortunate families spoiling themselves one Friday night,” I insisted.

      “If you don’t mind me saying, Alpha,” Hanson breathed nervously. “Jahn has had a pay-it-forward program in place for a very long time. He did so with the donations you provided to start the program, just like the other businesses in the area.”

      I hid my smile, pleased to know that the proprietor had maintained the charitable program.

      “Very good,” I said, pulling out my wallet to tip the server generously. “This is for you, then.”

      I rose and extended my arm toward Mirielle, who moved to my side.

      “We’ll be leaving through the beach gate. Please inform my guards and thank Jahn for his hospitality. I’ll try not to be a stranger again.”

      “Thank you, Alpha!” Hanson gasped, counting the bills in his hand, his irises popping with each flip of his wrist.

      “You enacted a pay-it-forward program?” Mirielle asked curiously as we started over the dark sands toward the crash of the waves.

      “It’s a small way for the business owners to give back to the community,” I answered flippantly. “And they’re free to instill it any way they want. Some choose to ask the patrons to donate. Others do it on their own. Silverhold helps to reimburse any out-of-pocket expenses incurred, of course.”

      Mirielle was quiet for a moment, but I caught her watching me from her sidelong view. “Why?”

      I slowed and slipped off my shoes and socks. “Why? Because not everyone in the kingdom is thriving. Not everyone has the ability to treat their children to ice cream or have a night out after a week of working fifty hours. Perhaps we don’t have a poverty problem, but we could do better. And it’s my job to ensure that we do better.”

      “Then why do some hate you so much?”

      I froze now, the back of my neck prickling. “Who hates me?” I asked slowly, pivoting to stare at her.

      She shifted her weight and shook her head. “I don’t know,” she rasped quickly, but there was naked dishonesty radiating off her.

      “You said that for a reason,” I growled. “What makes you think I’m hated by anyone, Mirielle? Has someone told you that?”

      She bit on her lower lip and tried to hide her face in the darkness, but I didn’t allow it, my palms extending to create a ball of floating light to hang near her head and illuminate her face entirely. “Answer me!”

      “Stop it!” she whimpered. “You reminded me of when we first met… in the cave.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” I growled. “I felt like you were hiding something then, and I get the sense you are now, too.”

      “I’m not!”

      “Then tell me why you said that!” I barked.

      She stepped back, but I advanced closer. “Oh, no. You’re not running off. I deserve better than that.”

      “I wasn’t running off!” she retorted, but again, I didn’t believe her.

      All the mistrust came flooding back in a torrent, and suddenly, I felt very foolish standing under the moonlight with this unknown fae, wooing her when I should have heeded Endora’s advice all along.

      “Let’s go back,” I barked, spinning away, sand kicking up under my feet as I moved.

      “Zen!” Mirielle called out after me, but I didn’t slow down, even as she reached my side. “I just meant that the Order of the Souls… Why would they be out to get you if you did so much good? It doesn’t make any sense…”

      She trailed off lamely, and my head turned to the side, the sneer on my face evident even in the almost pitch blackness.

      “You and I should probably keep our distance from now on,” I told her, my blood running cold.

      “What does that mean?” she gasped, grabbing for my arm.

      I wrenched out of her grasp, but I did stop and glower at her. “It means that you can stay in the castle, but it’s better if we return to our old arrangement.”

      Between the glow of the moon and the light orb which had followed us up the beach, Mirielle’s face appeared opaque.

      “Back to the quad, then?” she muttered.

      I considered that, remembering why I’d put her on the royal floor in the first place.

      “No. You’ll stay up there but report to work every day. Stay in view of the guards always.”

      “Zen, nothing has changed—”

      “Then that means you’ve been lying to me all along,” I fired out, my voice carrying over the shores. I lowered my tone and took a deep breath. “I can’t get involved with someone I don’t know anything about. You were right about that. I’ve had Endora send your blood results to the Marriage Registry to see if it yields any results.”

      Visibly upset, Mirielle stared at me. “And if you find out who I am?” she whispered.

      I shrugged. “I guess that will depend on who you really are—unless you already know.”

      “I don’t!” she cried. “Please believe me! I would tell you!”

      I smiled sadly at her. “That’s the problem, Mirielle. I don’t believe you. I can tell you’re lying to me about something. I just don’t know what it is yet.”

      I turned and headed back toward the businesses on the beach, ignoring Mirielle’s calls behind me.

      This was for the best.
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      Just tell him! Tell him what you remember, and this can all go away! I scolded myself internally, while the pain of Zen leaving consumed me.

      But I believed that this pain would all go away far less now than before. His mistrust was too deep-seated, and I had waited far too long to disclose what I’d remembered. The little bit of faith I’d managed to build between us had been murdered the minute I’d clammed up, and Zen was far too astute to overlook my lies.

      He left me to travel alone with one guard as he shifted into his wolf body and disappeared off the beach, and I watched in dismay, his suit left crumpled behind in his wake.

      “This way,” Calliver intoned, reminiscent of how I’d been ushered out of Harbinger’s, but I resisted his ushering and shook my head.

      “I’d like to be alone,” I told him nervously, unsure of how he might react to that.

      “My instructions are to return you to Silverhold Tower,” Calliver insisted. “You can be alone there.”

      I didn’t want to go back to the suite and stare at the walls, wondering where Zen was and what he was doing. But arguing with Calliver wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

      I should have left the castle when I had the chance. I should have never stayed in the first place.

      I nodded slowly, making the decision in my mind. I would go back with Calliver, but I wouldn’t stay, not even to finish out the night as I’d planned to do the last time. I’d pack up the few meager belongings that I had—that Zen had provided for me—and leave Silverhold Tower that very night, even if I had to sneak out in my mouse form and come back for the stuff when no one was watching. I didn’t have any money, but I’d find my way somehow. It had to be better than sitting on pins and needles, waiting to learn that I was truly unworthy of the king’s affections.

      I had to go before Zen found out for himself.

      “Are you coming?” There was a vaguely threatening note to Calliver’s tone, and I bobbed my head.

      “Yes.”

      I followed him back toward the SUV, staring hopefully toward the beach where Zen had vanished, but I didn’t really believe that he would return, not logically. Still, my heart ached, and I wanted him back.

      Why did I ask him that? Who hates him?

      The question had popped up unbidden from nowhere, from the recesses of my blank memory, snarky and bitter. And I couldn’t take it back.

      Climbing into the back of the vehicle, I kept my head down, doing my best to smother the increasing sadness mounting inside me.

      The car pulled away from the center of Catalonia without Landon, who I assumed had left with Zen, although I didn’t see him follow, and my heart sank lower into my stomach.

      This time, I didn’t pay attention to the town as we made our way back toward the castle, my hands twisting nervously in my lap as I tried to formulate a game plan for myself.

      I’d leave the castle, and then what? Come to the city and look for a job? Doing what? What was I skilled at doing? Who would hire someone without proper identification, without references or job history?

      The future looked bleak, even without taking the first steps, but I couldn’t stay. I had no other option if I wasn’t going to come completely clean with Zen.

      Abruptly, the vehicle came to a halt, my shoulders jerking forward.

      “What the hell…?”

      My head rose, and I looked out the windshield as Calliver threw the SUV in park. At first, I didn’t understand what I was seeing, the headlights spraying over a hunched pile on the road.

      “Stay here!” he barked at me, but I was already unfastening my seatbelt to follow him out, my heart hammering, nose raised to the air. I knew this smell, and Calliver’s alarm was evident.

      “LANDON!” Calliver yelled, rushing toward the heap on the road, and I sprinted forward, too, realizing at the same time what he had almost hit. “Where is the king?!”

      That scent hovering around us turned my blood to ice. It encompassed me as I whirled around, looking for the faeries in black cloaks. It was the same sulfuric odor that had consumed the ballroom on the night of the attack in the castle.

      “ZEN!” I cried out, spinning full circle, the danger encroaching.

      “Get back in the car!” Calliver yelled at me, but I had already begun my sprint toward the side of the road, my senses guiding me to where I believed Zen was being held.

      Each step I took filled me with more fear, the brimstone tearing my eyes now, but I refused to let myself be blinded in my quest to find him, his heartbeat in my ears.

      “Zen!”

      I gasped, stopping at the clearing off the roadside, my eyes widening to find him levitating, his body limp and defenseless. In a circle, six ebony-cloaked faeries elevated him with their fingers like children playing monkey-in-the-middle.

      “Stop it!” I whimpered, but if they heard me, they didn’t make any indication. Without touching him, their magic slowly squeezing the life out of my lover, they grinned maniacally amongst themselves.

      Without thinking, I rushed toward the nearest one, breaking the circle to tackle her. My attack caught her off guard, and Zen fell to the ground with an undignified thud. The others murmured amongst themselves, turning their attention to me.

      “Never mind her,” one male boomed. “Finish the king. I’ll deal with her after.”

      But something inside me snapped as Zen raised his head from his place in the grass, a dazed expression on his face. His brilliant eyes locked on my face, and he stared at me like he thought I was part of a dream.

      “Miri?” he mumbled. “Is that you?”

      “Get him! I won’t permit a second failure! Don’t let him get away this time!” The order cut through the night, regrouping the dark faeries, who moved to fix their focus back on attacking the king.

      From somewhere inside me, I mustered a spell I’d never uttered—at least not that I remembered. The words burned my tongue, hurt my soul to speak aloud, but that didn’t stop me, particularly when I saw the effect they were having on the assailants.

      “Lorez andus ir lestur,” I chanted in a language I didn’t know or understand. A black cloud radiated around me, seeping out of my pores to reach for the offenders who backed away in fear. “Alloy! Alloy! Beteena!”

      “Mousie!” one of them gasped, her eyes widening with glee. “There you are!”

      I danced backward as the group now split, conflicted over whom to follow. Again, Zen shook his head, the attack clearly rendering him confused, and I used it to my advantage.

      I had to act now.

      Electricity shot out of my fingertips, shocking me both physically and psychologically, but it also took the group by complete surprise. The current shot the black cloaks back, leaving them gaping at me.

      “What are you doing?” one of them hissed, turning her wrath on me.

      “NO!” the only male boomed. “Don’t touch her—”

      I directed my next black shockwave toward him, and his sentence was suddenly cut off as my spell washed over him, repelling him over the field and onto his backside.

      His followers appeared shocked by my actions, the collective staring at me in disbelief, and their wrath coursed through the air. But when I raised my hands for the third time, another spell springing from my lips, they turned to flee.

      I was scaring them!

      One by one, they tripped over their own feet, fumbling to get away, but I tossed out another shockwave, catching the cloak of one attacker on fire. Her companion tried in vain to extinguish it, and I used the opportunity to throw a bolt at her, too.

      “ALPHA!”

      My actions halted as Calliver’s voice fell over the side of the clearing, and my hands fell to my sides, body whirling to look as the guard rushed toward the fallen king, who had barely managed to sit up.

      He stared right at me, and my knees buckled.

      He saw everything. He knew what I was now. The gig was up.
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      “What’s going on over there?” Calliver yelled, rushing down the small incline toward me. My head still swam, vision blurred as I struggled to focus on Mirielle, who stumbled back toward me.

      The Order of Souls who had surrounded me were retreating, thanks to Mirielle’s tactics—whatever they had been. In my fogginess, I hadn’t seen what she’d done exactly. The words she’d spoken bounced around in my mind, but in the haze, they didn’t make any sense. The blindsided attack had taken me by complete surprise, my senses numbed in the aftermath of my argument with Mirielle.

      I could see the group dispersing like ants scattering, but they weren’t teleporting, and if I’d been a fraction more within my right mind, I would have gone after them, but I had barely caught my breath after being released from the stranglehold in which they’d held me.

      “Alpha, are you injured?” Calliver was before me, looking me over, but I shrugged him off, scanning the darkness for my other guard.

      “Landon!” I called, worried for his safety. “Where is Landon?”

      “I called for backup. He’s on his way to the infirmary now,” Calliver explained.

      “He’s alive?” I asked bluntly.

      “He made it to the road,” the guard sighed heavily. “If he hadn’t…”

      I stared at him, waiting for a prognosis.

      “The healers should get to him in time, Alpha.”

      I pursed my lips, incensed at the cowardice of the attack, but my next concern was for Mirielle, who stood a few feet away. She stood back uncertainly, as if she wasn’t sure if she should approach. But our fight was the last thing on my mind right now. She had just saved me from certain death.

      “Miri,” I called, rising to my feet to gesture her forward. “Come to me.”

      Glancing over her shoulder again as if she expected the assailants to return, she did as I requested, the concern in her eyes tangible.

      “Are you all right?” she breathed. “What happened?”

      “The goddamn Order of Souls happened!” I sputtered, dusting off my naked body. Calliver produced a blanket and a pair of pants, which I haphazardly made it into as I spoke. “They were lurking, waiting for us. They must have followed us from the castle. What a relief that you weren’t with us.”

      She stared at me, stunned, and I shook my head.

      “I should have listened to you about coming to the city,” I went on miserably. “I couldn’t have known they’d be so damn brazen.”

      She continued to stare at me, and I stepped closer to her, pulling her against my chest. “You don’t need to worry, Mirielle. This doesn’t change anything. I will still protect you. Always.”

      Suddenly, I pulled back to look at her. “Are you hurt? How did you manage to ward them off?”

      “I must have startled them,” she breathed shakily.

      I embraced her tightly again and kissed the top of her head, but released her almost as quickly as I collected her in my arms. I sniffed the air around her, wrinkling my nose in disgust.

      “You’re rank with dark magic, Mirielle,” I told her warily. She balked and hung her head as I stared at her suspiciously. “How close did you get to them?”

      “Not very,” she mumbled.

      “You must have gotten pretty damn close if you smell like one of them,” I insisted. “You put yourself in danger!”

      “I didn’t do much,” she insisted, but I didn’t believe her.

      My chest tightened with adoration for her. She had risked so much to save me, and she wasn’t even admitting to it.

      “Come on, Alpha,” Calliver urged. “We should get you back to the castle before they return with more.”

      “I agree,” I said, accepting Mirielle’s arm to lead me up the incline to where the SUV waited. Again, I caught the whiff of dark magic in her hair and was impressed with how much she had done to save me.

      Nestled in the back of the vehicle, Calliver raced back toward the castle with one eye on the rear-view mirror.

      I turned to her with an apology in my eyes.

      “I shouldn’t have said what I did back on the beach,” I began, but she held up a hand quickly, shaking her head.

      “Let’s not do this right now,” she insisted. “Let’s get you to the infirmary and have the healers check you out.”

      “Why? Are you worried I have brain damage and what I’m going to say isn’t true?” I teased.

      She didn’t smile, the passing streetlights allowing me to catch full snatches of her solemn expression as we moved through the city.

      I took her hand and squeezed softly. “You must have been terrified, Little Mouse.”

      She visibly swallowed but said nothing, her lids hiding the brilliance of her vivid eyes.

      “I shouldn’t have left you alone, but in hindsight, it’s probably a good thing that I did. I never would have forgiven myself if they had attacked the car with you in it.”

      Mirielle shifted uncomfortably in her seat, and I drew her toward me. “You don’t have to be nervous, Mirielle.”

      “If I hadn’t come along when I did—”

      “But you did. And you know why?” I interjected. “Because the fates have something to say about it. About us.”

      She lifted her chin and stared at me oddly. “You really believe that?”

      “You don’t? Do you think it was just a coincidence? And then they took off. I mean, that’s something of a miracle in itself, isn’t it? It’s not like you’re an army, Miri—no offense. But you’re the most intimidating fae in the kingdom. They took on Landon without much effort.”

      She gawked at me like she wanted to say something, but no words came out of her mouth.

      “That’s two attacks we’ve survived together,” I went on, encouraged by her silence. “I feel like fate is trying to tell us something.”

      Mirielle cleared her throat lightly. “What do you think it is?”

      I chuckled and kissed her lips softly before gently pulling away.

      “Obviously that we are better together, stronger together. Don’t you think?”

      She nodded and again dropped her eyes as the car pulled across the bridge toward the gatehouse, Calliver stopping to address the guards.

      “Your hands are frozen,” I said suddenly, rubbing her palm between mine. “Why don’t you run a nice hot bath while I’m forced to be poked and prodded at the infirmary? Wash that stench of dark magic off you. I’m glad it did not affect you.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, her voice cracking, and I inhaled, sensing she was very upset in the aftermath.

      “Hey,” I urged, tipping her cheek toward me so I could look into her eyes. “It’s going to be okay.”

      She nodded, but her eyes were not reflective of someone who was convinced.

      “And when you’re done with your bath, I want you to move all your belongings into my suite. I’ll arrange for someone to do that.”

      Again, her mouth parted, but no words came.

      I chuckled as the car came to a stop in front of the castle doors. “Don’t look so surprised. You had to know this day was coming. That’s the next inevitable step in a relationship.”

      “That’s not how you made it seem—”

      “I was upset earlier,” I cut her off. “I can see now that you have my back, Miri. I let my suspicions get the best of me, but I won’t let that happen again. We’re in this together, wherever it takes us. You and me. I see that clearly.”

      I stared at her imploringly, waiting for her to relent and agree that we were on the same page again.

      Mirielle drew back and smiled weakly. “Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.”

      I tried not to show my disappointment over her lack of enthusiasm, but it had been a long, long evening. No one could blame her for being exhausted. When the shock wore off, we’d both be in a better place.

      “Okay?” I pressed.

      “Yes. We’re in this together,” she conceded. “I’ll move my things in tonight.”
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      I had the servants bring all of Mirielle’s things into my suite after I set her up in a bath.

      “Please, Alpha,” Calliver begged me. “Have the healers look at you to be sure you weren’t affected.”

      “He’s right,” Endora insisted, sniffing around me with such persistence, I had to swat her away.

      I was glad that Mirielle was bathing and didn’t see it.

      “Would you stop!” I grunted but relented to their requests, provided they had the healers come to my chambers. I didn’t want her to find the bedroom empty when she emerged. “I’ll meet them in the sitting room.”

      “Fine,” Endora agreed. “I’d like to have a word with you privately, too, before Mirielle comes out.”

      I waved Calliver off to find the healers, and together, the enchantress and I made our way into the outer room, closing the door between the chambers. I sat on the suede lounger, but she stood for once, her long floral gown swaying as she hovered over me.

      “How are you feeling? What did they do to you?”

      “Nothing,” I promised. “Thanks to Miri. She scared them off.”

      Skeptically, Endora stared at me. “How did she manage such a feat?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But I’m not looking a gift horse in the mouth.”

      “Maybe you should,” she retorted.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means maybe you should stop thinking with your dick for a second,” the enchantress barked.

      I tensed, sitting forward. “Why? Did you find out something else?”

      Endora shook her head, and I scowled, settling back. “I really wish you’d stop doing that. You and your endless speculations.”

      “It’s my job to watch out for you, Zen.”

      “Then watch out for me. Don’t formulate conspiracy theories, especially when you’re fabricating them out of thin air.”

      Endora frowned unhappily, my next question turning her mouth downward more. “Did you run her blood against the Registry?”

      “Yes.”

      My eyes widened expectantly, my buttocks rising out of the seat as I waited with bated breath. “And?”

      “And nothing,” she replied, this time without drawing it out with her usual theatrics. “She isn’t married, nor has she ever been—or at least not that it’s ever been registered with the continent.”

      My heart rate accelerated as I sat back on the chaise, a slow grin forming on my lips. Relief knocked the wind out of my lungs.

      “You’re pleased?” Endora asked.

      “Of course.” I realized the trap too late. “I want to know who she is. But…” I shrugged, my smile broadening. “At least we know she’s not married.”

      “Let’s look at what we do know, Zen,” Endora said urgently, crouching in front of me, her ebony eyes serious. “Mirielle seemingly dropped out of the sky and into the Bellewoods without any indication of how she came to be there. The Order of Souls knows her and can be deterred by her—”

      “That’s not a fact in evidence,” I countered quickly. “For all we know, they heard Calliver coming and worried about backup taking them down like we did at the castle.”

      “The timing is a little suspect, isn’t it?” Endora insisted.

      “I don’t understand you,” I grumbled. “It was your idea to keep her here in the first place, and now you’re acting like she’s not to be trusted.”

      “I was never sure she could be trusted!” Endora exploded, rising to throw her hands up. “I thought it was better to keep her here where we could watch her. And I sure as hell didn’t expect you to start sleeping with her.”

      I bristled and stood also, my eyes becoming slits. “I am more than ‘sleeping’ with her,” I growled quietly, lowering my voice lest Mirielle overhear. “I love her.”

      Endora did not appear shocked by the revelation. “I know,” she sighed. “The entire castle knows that.”

      Her brow rose meaningfully, and I wondered if she was referring to my sister, but I refused to take the bait. My feelings for Mirielle wouldn’t be guided by outsiders and innuendo. What I felt for her was real, suspicions be damned.

      Calliver knocked at the door, announcing himself with the healer, and I turned to answer it, but Endora grabbed my arm. “All I’m saying is that you need to proceed with caution, Zen.”

      “It sounds like you’re saying I should be wary of Mirielle,” I retorted, pulling myself out of her reach and striding toward the threshold.

      “That, too.”

      Smirking mirthlessly, I opened the door to let in Jorga, as Calliver remained on guard.

      “You sent for me, Alpha?” the healer asked, curtseying, her head lowered respectfully.

      “Not me,” I sighed, but Endora ushered her in.

      “Check him thoroughly, Jorga,” the enchantress ordered her. “And ensure that there’s no dark magic lingering.”

      She swirled her finger around to gesture through the room, her eyes fixated on me. Jorga looked confused.

      “Aren’t you able to do that yourself, Endora?” the healer asked nervously, her discomfort obvious as she picked up on the tension between us.

      “The king would like a second opinion, I’m sure,” Endora replied cattily, stalking toward the door.

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head as the enchantress vanished in her plume of blue smoke.

      “Alpha?”

      “Ignore her,” I told Jorga, settling back onto the settee. “And make it quick, please. I have something very important to do.”

      “Of course, Alpha. I can’t sense anything wrong with you externally, but let me do a quick exam, and I’ll be on my way.”

      I strained my ears to listen for Mirielle in the bathroom through the thick walls, honing on my wolf ears for the task. The faintest splish-splashing of water told me that she was still in the bathtub, but she had already been in there for a while.

      Jorga snapped fingers on both hands, and a small flame appeared between her thumb and forefinger.

      “Follow my fingers, please, Alpha,” she intoned, her voice taking on a hymnal tone.

      I stifled a sigh and let her proceed, her violet irises burning into mine, a heat penetrating my spine as she checked me out with a diagnostic spell.

      “If you don’t mind me saying, Alpha, you were very lucky,” Jorga informed me, snuffing out the fire from her fingers. “I see that you’ve healed, but there was some internal damage. I believe they were attacking you from the inside out.”

      I shuddered at the mental image, but I shook my head.

      “I am very lucky,” I told her honestly as she collected her kit and secured it again. “Lucky that I found Mirielle in the Bellewoods.”

      “She seems very nice, Alpha,” she said meekly.

      I considered pressing her more for an opinion on Mirielle, knowing that the healer had worked on her when my lover had been brought in from the caves, but I stopped myself.

      I didn’t care what anyone has to say about Mirielle. I loved her.

      “Can I get you something to sleep, Alpha? Or a concoction for pain?” the healer asked as she collected her belongings.

      “No, thank you, Jorga. That will be all for tonight.”

      Jorga offered me a timid smile, and I walked her to the door, locking it behind me, but I stood there for a long moment, my back against the wall.

      Then, I turned and unlocked the door, letting myself out into the hall just as the water in the tub began to drain in my ensuite.

      Mirielle was going to have to wait, after all.
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      Is it gone? Will Zen still be able to smell the dark magic on me?

      I had remained in the bathtub until the water ran too cold to bear and my fingers turned into prunes, my body uncomfortable in the water now. I had to get out, but I also wasn’t sure if I was ready for a head-on discussion with Zen about what had happened.

      I didn’t know what to tell him.

      I used a spell to repel the faeries dressed in black—a dark magic spell. But how did I know how to use dark magic?

      The more I played the terrible scenario in my head, the less sense it made to me without horrific implications. I kept waiting for Zen to knock on the bathroom door to see what was keeping me, but that knock never came, and I was left to pull the water from the tub on my own and wrap myself in a terrycloth robe, hanging from one of the wooden hooks behind the bathroom door.

      I sat for a moment on the small bench outside of the steam shower, watching the water circle the drain of the bathtub as I pondered what was next for me and Zen. I moved into his suites. And then what? More memories surfaced of me doing terrible acts? How would I hide them now? Should I hide them now? Was it simply time to come clean and inform Zen of the truth of what had been on my mind all this time and warn him that something deeper and darker lay beneath my psyche, even if I didn’t know how to access it?

      He had promised we would do this together, but he didn’t speak for the rest of his castle. If Endora or his guards caught wind of my past, they would look at me as the enemy. And Cyndella? Zen would be torn between us. It wasn’t fair to put him between us both.

      But lying to him wasn’t fair, either.

      But I can’t be so bad, I reasoned with myself. I saved him. I didn’t hesitate. I’m not evil.

      Oh, it was all so confusing.

      Slowly, I rose from the bench to face the music waiting for me on the other side of the bathroom door, determined to answer Zen’s questions as honestly as I could. He had been so good to me, despite all his reservations. The least I could do was be as forthcoming as my memory allowed.

      But when I opened the door and stepped into his spacious bedchamber, I found myself alone.

      “Zen?” I called out tentatively. “Are you here?”

      He didn’t answer, and I noticed the door to the sitting room closed. “Zen?”

      Cautiously, I ambled closer, half-afraid, half-nervous. I sensed nothing beyond the door, no movement, heard no voices, but that didn’t stop me from opening the dividing door and checking for signs of others in the sitting area.

      As I suspected, I was fully alone again in the grand suite, my heart sinking as I realized that Zen had left me again.

      Why did he bother moving me if he only wanted to leave me here? I thought, eying the outer door, knowing that the guards likely stood there.

      I considered asking where the king had gone, but history had already dictated that they would tell me nothing. Their loyalty was not to me.

      Instead, I padded back toward the bedroom to find something to wear, an exhaustion sinking into my bones. On the bright side, I had avoided an uncomfortable discussion for a little while longer. In a way, it made it worse.

      In the huge dressing room, I found all of my dresses and outfits already arranged, my eyes widening at the sight of them. The servants had worked fast while I’d been washing up, it seemed. I hadn’t even realized they’d been up to the task.

      He really does want me here.

      Again, I was overwhelmed with bittersweetness, unsure of what to make of it. He did care for me. He wanted me there, but what version of me? The version he thought he knew, not the one capable of dark magic and even darker memories.

      I selected a pair of thin cotton pajamas from the built-in cupboards, sliding my naked body into the material without underwear to relish the sensation against my bare skin. I couldn’t say why, but I had this feeling that this was fleeting—all of it. The castle, Zen’s affections—

      “Miri?”

      Zen’s low, sexy tone hurried me out of the massive closet and into the bedroom, relief overcoming me to see him.

      “There you are!” I breathed.

      He smiled warmly. “I got caught up with something,” he answered enigmatically, striding toward me, his beautiful slate eyes glowing.

      Brushing a strand of damp hair off my forehead, he lowered his lips to mine and took my hand, leading me toward one of the accent wing chairs in the corner.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked nervously. “Did something happen?”

      “Yes,” he replied seriously, and my heart jumped into my throat as he sat me down, his own body crouching before me. “You happened.”

      I cocked my head to the side, perplexed by his answer. “What?”

      “You happened, Mirielle. You came here and rocked everything on its head.”

      I paled, uncertain of what he was trying to say, but it fluttered my gut worriedly. His grin broadened. “I’m making you uncomfortable,” he guessed. “That’s not my intention.”

      “I just don’t understand.”

      Adjusting his position, he reached for my other hand and squeezed my fingers, his eyes boring into mine. “Then let me try to explain it.”

      Drawing in a breath, he began. “Before you came here, I didn’t realize just how wrapped up I was in my own head. I refused to let anyone in, the idea making me… violent, really.”

      I swallowed, struggling to keep a stoic expression on my face, but it was difficult when I didn’t understand where this was going.

      “And you gave me plenty to worry about,” he went on. “You made me confront all of those suspicions, but you also made me see that maybe it’s not so bad, not knowing. Just because we don’t have all the answers doesn’t mean your past is sordid, Miri.”

      I bit on my lower lip, dropping my eyes.

      But what if it does?! I wanted to cry out.

      “I know that you have a lot of doubts, and your lack of memory still troubles you, but it doesn’t worry me because if it’s meant to come back, it will.”

      “But what if—” I started to say.

      Zen shook his head, cutting me off. “No. We’re done playing the ‘what if’ game. It’s not healthy, and it’s not good for either of us—or the kingdom.”

      I bit on the insides of my cheeks, torn between wanting to tell him about the memory I’d had and letting him reassure me with his calming words.

      “You saved me tonight,” he continued. “You’ve done more for me since you’ve been here than my guards have their whole collective lives, really.”

      My head jerked up, and I started to argue his point, but he wasn’t finished. “Which is how I know I always need you by my side.”

      All the protests died on my lips, and I merely gaped at him. “I am by your side,” I replied haltingly. “All of my things are here…”

      I trailed off, realizing that wasn’t what he meant when he released my right hand and reached into his back pocket to pull a small velvet box. Paralyzed, I stared at it, inherently understanding what it was and what he was about to ask me.

      “No, Mirielle. I want you by my side in every sense of the word. I want you to be my queen.”

      Dizziness surged through my head as he popped open the box, and I gawked at the biggest, shiniest sapphire I had ever seen.

      “You like sapphires more than diamonds, don’t you?” he asked, reading my expression. “I saw how you reacted to the necklace.”

      I still couldn’t move as he pulled the ring from its case and slid it onto my trembling left hand, but I didn’t stop him. “It fits perfectly. It’s fate, you see?”

      Did the ring belong to his mother, too? I didn’t dare ask, the moment already too fragile in my mind for such a daring query. Did it matter if it belonged to Malinda? I couldn’t accept it… could I?

      “What do you say, Mirielle?” he pressed softly, reaching up to cup my face, drawing my gaze back toward him. “Will you be by my side always?”

      “Will you be by mine?” I blurted out uneasily.

      He chuckled lightly, a glint of compassion tinging his eyes. “I thought I’d already made my sentiments clear on that,” he said softly. “I’m not going anywhere. This is proof of that commitment.”

      He really meant it! How did I deserve this?

      “I love you, Mirielle,” he rasped, his smile fading, pure seriousness overtaking his expression now. “Nothing is going to change that.”

      My pulse roared in my ears as I again looked at the perfectly fitted ring on my hand, sweat breaking out under my hairline.

      Disappointment clouded Zen’s face, and he dropped his hand from my cheek when my silence went on for too long. “I shouldn’t have sprung this on you,” he muttered. “You’ve been through enough tonight—”

      “I love you, too!” I interjected, stopping him.

      His shoulders relaxed, and his smile returned.

      “And yes,” I breathed.

      His brow rose. “Yes?”

      “Yes, Zen, I will marry you. I want to be your queen.”
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      We made love until the wee hours of the morning, Mirielle laying spent and asleep in my arms when we had finished, her breathing even and contented as I watched her in the moonlight. I hoped that there would be no nightmares for her tonight, but if there were, I would be there to wrap her up in my arms and kiss her awake until she saw that she was safe with me.

      I could have stared at her beautiful, serene face forever at that angle, a peaceful glow overtaking her pale skin, a halo of moonbeams cascading over the fire of her red mane as I slowly untangled myself from her slender arms to slip from the bed and find my pajama bottoms.

      Careful not to wake her, I retreated across the bedroom floor, easing out of the bedroom and into the hallway of the castle, where Calliver and another one of my Royal Guards stood. They both appeared startled by my presence.

      “If Mirielle wakes, let her know I’ll be back shortly,” I told them with a grin. They seemed even more baffled by my expression. “Tell her… tell her I’ve gone to spread the news.”

      “The news, Alpha?” Calliver echoed.

      “You’ll hear it soon enough, Calliver,” I reassured him, clapping him on the shoulder with a chuckle. He blinked, stunned by the unexpected display of affection, but I didn’t stick around to indulge his curiosity, making my way toward the second floor to find Endora. I wanted this wedding to take place immediately. The back-and-forth doubts had played a role long enough in my head and heart with Mirielle, and I wasn’t going to let them for another second. The sooner I could make Mirielle my queen, the faster the kingdom could resume as normal.

      “Zen!”

      I whipped around, shocked to see Cyndella out of her room for the first time since the attack in the castle.

      “Cyndella!” I sputtered, blinking to see my disheveled sister at the doorway of the west wing. “What’s wrong?”

      “What are you doing?” Her voice was clear, unmedicated, and it gave me chills as I neared her.

      She was still a mess physically and in dire need of a shower, but her face was hard and serious.

      “What are you doing?” I retorted. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “You had that outsider, that trespasser, in Mother’s chambers!” she hissed at me. “How dare you!”

      I balked, but immediately stiffened. “Her name is Mirielle, Cyndella—”

      “No, it’s not!” my sister yelled, stomping her foot indignantly. “That’s just a name she picked for herself! She has no name, not one we know. She’s an imposter, a spy! And you let her in!”

      Alle threw open the doors to the west wing, her eyes wide with apology when she saw me. “Forgive me, Alpha,” the maid whispered, face pale. “I didn’t know she was out of bed.”

      “It’s all right, Alle. My sister and I need to have a chat, anyway,” I growled, reaching for Cyndella’s arm and pulling her toward my mother’s suites.

      “Let go of me, you beast!” Cyndella barked, but she didn’t make much of an effort to pull away as I marched her into our mother’s rooms and closed her inside. She sniffed the air petulantly, her green eyes narrowing. “Where is your mistress? Is she hiding? Waiting to come out and stab us both when she has the chance?”

      I drew in a deep, resigning breath and spoke the words that would undoubtedly begin a battle that would wake the entire household.

      “She’s not my mistress, Cyndella. Mirielle and I are going to be married. It’s best that you know that now.”

      Shock overtook my sister’s bratty anger, her face paling as she began to shake her head. “W-what?”

      “Don’t be alarmed, Cyndella. She’s good, and if you give Mirielle a chance—”

      “No! No, you can’t, Zen!”

      “Stop it!” I snapped. “You have to stop this—all of it—before you leave me no choice but to have you committed.”

      Cyndella’s jaw slacked, her complexion turning opaque. “What?” she gasped.

      I sighed deeply. “Obviously, it’s the last thing I want to do, Cyn, but you’re making it impossible. You hole up in your room all day long. Every medical professional I’ve had in here has quit because of your attitude. You refuse to take your medication. You fight any changes.”

      “For our safety! You know what happened to Mother!”

      “I know what happened,” I groaned. “Which is why I took huge steps to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      “How?!” Cyndella screamed, throwing up her hands and beginning to pace the front room. “By allowing the Order into our galas? By throwing galas in the first place? BY MARRYING A FAE YOU DON’T KNOW?!”

      “STOP!” I yelled back, and the door opened, Royal Guards appearing.

      “Get out!” I barked, security immediately backtracking when they understood the commotion, but Endora materialized in a waft of smoke. “You, too.”

      “No,” Endora snapped as the doors closed, leaving the three of us. “What is going on here?”

      “He’s marrying her! You promised to talk sense into him!” Cyndella began to bawl, falling dramatically onto the settee to bury her face in her hands.

      I rolled my eyes as the enchantress stared at me, dumbfounded.

      I knew it. I knew they were talking behind my back. I should banish Endora right now for this.

      “I promised nothing of the sort,” Endora countered, shaking her head, but she stared at me with naked disdain. “Is this true? You’re marrying the trespasser?”

      “Her name is Mirielle,” I barked. “Stop calling her that.”

      “Her name is not Mirielle,” Endora countered. “No one knows her name.”

      “Endora…” I growled.

      “Regardless of her name, you can’t marry her, Zen,” Endora continued.

      “You both forget who rules this kingdom,” I hissed, furious that they were ruining what was supposed to be a happy moment for me.

      Instead, I was hearing all of my doubts out loud in stereo.

      I should have known better than to inform them of anything. I should have just released a formal memo and let them find out that way.

      “You’re always going to do what you want to do,” Endora agreed. “But you don’t even know her real name.”

      “Is that important?” I fired back. “I know that she is loyal to me and to the kingdom. I know that she loves me. That’s all I need to know to make her my queen.”

      “Is any of that true, though, Zen?” Endora asked.

      “I’m not doing this with you,” I rasped, spinning around to march toward the door.

      “What’s the point of having advisors if you don’t listen to them?” Cyndella called out as I stormed away. I froze, and before I could stop myself, I whirled back around and glowered at my sister and the enchantress, a cruel smirk forming on my lips.

      “Oh, yeah?” I challenged. “You think I should listen to my advisors?”

      “Zen!” Endora growled warningly, but I ignored her, stalking back toward my sister.

      “Of course! That’s what they’re for! To keep you from making stupid mistakes!”

      “Who do you think wanted to have you committed in the first place?” I demanded, darting my eyes toward the enchantress.

      Cyndella’s face was translucent now as she raised her head to look at Endora, who started to shake her own head. “It’s a facility which specializes in—”

      “You would have me put away?” Cyndella gasped.

      My gut churned at the conflict I had just created, but at least it took away from me and Mirielle. But it also showed me that I would have no support from Endora and Cyndella. If I wanted this marriage, I would have to see to it myself.

      I slipped from my mother’s old suite, leaving the females to hash out their differences. My earlier joy was fully dissipated now, but I refused to let their negativity keep me down.

      I was still marrying Mirielle, whether they liked it or not. We would just make it happen without their blessing.
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      Over the next few days, I recruited the guards to find me wedding planners, whom I then turned over to my bride-to-be for preparations.

      “I don’t know the first thing about any of this, Zen,” Mirielle complained, overwhelmed by the catalogues piled around our shared suite. “You need to give me some direction.”

      “You pick what you like, and I’ll give my opinion,” I promised as I headed out to meet with the Council of Ministers. “Ask some of your friends for help. You made companions in your quad, didn’t you?”

      I did have several staff members who could assist her, but I had no doubt that Mirielle could handle this by herself.

      “Tavia and Millie,” she conceded, looking nervous. “Am I… Can I tell them about us?”

      I laughed and kissed her lips softly. “I imagine that when we’re married, they’re going to find out. Moreover, I suspect they already know you’re staying here with me. Yes, you can tell them about us. Everyone knows.”

      She studied me from the center of the bed, surrounded by books on cakes and flowers, bridal gowns, and other wedding accessories, her vivid eyes shadowed.

      “I don’t suppose your sister and Endora want to help me?” she asked quietly.

      I hesitated, resetting my necktie, and avoided her eyes. “As you know, Cyndella has a problem with strangers.”

      “I’m not going to be a stranger to her if we’re married…” She trailed off. “Should I try to talk to her, or is that just going to make things worse?”

      I swallowed a sigh, not wanting to discourage her but knowing deep down that if she did reach out to Cyndella, my sister’s response was going to dishearten her.

      “Cyndella has her own demons to conquer right now,” I offered delicately. “It might be better if you leave her be.”

      “She’s never going to accept me, is she?” Mirielle said sadly.

      I turned away from the mirror and strode toward the bedside, kneeling down to take her hand. “Cyndella is going to need time to see you like I do. But these things can’t be rushed. You’re not marrying Cyndella. You’re marrying me.”

      “I’m marrying the whole kingdom, Zen.”

      I quirked a smile, the astuteness of her statement not lost on me. “You are, but you’re only sharing a bed with me.”

      She tittered and leaned forward to kiss my lips. “And I suppose Endora is not going to be very helpful, either?”

      “Let’s start with the maids,” I insisted. “Leave the others some time to digest the news. Frankly, I think they’re having a hard time accepting the fact that I’m getting married at all. They probably thought they’d never see the day.”

      Her fingertips trailed over my forehead softly. “And you?”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Me what?”

      “Did you ever think you would get married?”

      I fell back on my haunches and studied her beautiful face, my chest tightening. “No,” I answered honestly. “I never believed it was in the cards for me—at least not like this.”

      “Like this?”

      “Well… eventually, Endora probably would have convinced me to marry to produce an heir, but that would have been down the line.”

      “Ah.” She appeared pained by the idea, and I rushed on.

      “I never thought I could feel this strongly for anyone, Miri, but you—”

      A knock on the door interrupted our conversation, and I smothered a groan. “Hang on!” I yelled to the waiting guards who would escort me to cabinet that morning. Leaning forward, I kissed her soft lips again, and she cupped my face eagerly.

      “One of these days, you’re going to have to play hooky from the Council of Ministers meeting,” she told me.

      I laughed and brushed the top of her nose with my lips. “We’ll have a long honeymoon,” I vowed. “I’ll take you far away, and you’ll be so sick of me, you’ll be begging me to come home and get back to work.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “You’ll see!” I insisted.

      “Hurry home,” she whispered, and I promised I would.

      Straightening myself, I fixed my tie and headed out of the suite with a final glance back at my bride-to-be, drowning in our upcoming wedding plans, and my heart swelled with pleasure.

      Although the bond hadn’t snapped in the way I’d heard about in lore, I was beginning to believe that Mirielle was destined to be with me, and I with her.

      I think she’s my mate. I think I found my mate.
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      In my mind’s eye, I envisioned the archway under which I’d walk in three days’ time, crossing between the black and white rose bushes on the cobblestone path beneath my feet.

      The past two weeks had filled my days and nights to the brim with guest lists and catering arrangements, the help coming out of the woodwork in the most unlikely sources until my ideal wedding was planned to perfection.

      Tavia and Millie had split their day with me, ordering last-minute arrangements between their work shifts. The maids were almost as excited as me about the upcoming wedding, a fact that Tavia reminded me of every morning.

      Their help and enthusiasm were infectious, and I was glad I had them, even if my future sister-in-law and the castle’s enchantress held me at arm’s length still.

      It’s really happening. I’m marrying the love of my life. And he’s an Alpha King.

      The builders had already begun constructing the archway, but their work had concluded for the day. So far, everything was exactly where it was supposed to be, but I couldn’t shake the knot in my gut that told me that something was going to go terribly wrong.

      Pre-wedding jitters, I told myself again and again, my hand extended to brush gently over the leaves of the rose bushes, careful not to prick myself with any of the thorns.

      “Will it be good weather?”

      I jumped at the unexpected voice and question, the hairs on the back of my neck rising for reasons I couldn’t quite place yet.

      Turning, I found myself facing a pleasant faced fae, his smile gleaming against a slightly weathered face. He was older but not too old, his smile doing nothing to alleviate my mounting apprehension at seeing him there. My heart began to race, and I stepped back.

      “Pardon?” I asked.

      “The weather. For your nuptials. Is it expected to be good?”

      I took in his clothing, the black slacks and shirt, his shoes faded. He wasn’t in uniform, and I didn’t recognize him. Yet he was familiar somehow. His voice…

      “I think so.” I gulped the lump in my throat. “Who are you?”

      He ambled closer, never losing his smile. “You don’t recognize me?”

      I shook my head, eyes narrowing as I studied his face, searching the back of my mind. So many bodies had come and gone through the castle over the past days. It was impossible to keep them all straight, but somehow, I didn’t believe he was one of them. “No. I don’t know you.”

      “Think hard, my dear. Look closely.”

      I moved back more as he extended his hand. My head whipped around as I looked for my guards, but for the first time since I’d arrived at the castle, no one was following me.

      My apprehension spiked to pure anxiety, and I whirled back around to confront the stranger, sensing that I was in true danger now.

      “Ah, your security is having a nap,” he chuckled lightly, but he didn’t move nearer.

      Blood drained out of my face, and I parted my lips to scream, but before I could, he pounced, dropping a hand on my mouth. I hadn’t expected his sudden movement.

      “That would be most unwise, Mousie,” he hissed.

      And suddenly, I remembered.

      His voice. He had been at the attack on Zen, the only male, telling the others to leave me alone and focus on the king.

      Prickles of fear erupted all over my body as I struggled against his hold, but he laughed.

      “Imagine my surprise to hear that you were marrying the king,” he clucked, keeping his hand in place, my arm seized tightly around his hand. “I mean, I always knew you were good, but this… this is remarkable, Mousie. You really are talented, aren’t you?”

      Raising my foot, I tried to stomp down on him, but he anticipated my movement and pulled me abruptly off balance, his tone still even as he rambled on. “Then I realized, you really don’t remember a damn thing, do you?”

      I froze, understanding that he knew so much more about me than I knew about myself.

      He began to laugh. “If you did know, you never would have allowed them to send your blood to the Registry. That’s how I figured out where you were and what you were up to. Of course, once you married the king, I would have found you, anyway, but you just rushed things along with that little stunt. Luckily, I got here when I did, or else you’d be married to your mortal enemy.”

      Every vertebrae in my spine locked at his words, the sincerity in his tone conflicting me.

      My mortal enemy? What the hell was he saying?

      He shrugged. “I’m going to lower my hand now.” He snorted with contempt. “Don’t scream, or I’ll be forced to do something rather unpleasant. Do you understand?”

      Paralyzed, I could only stare at him, wide-eyed and horrified, my mind racing, reeling as I tried to make sense of his perplexing statements.

      “Nod if you understand!” His tone grew hard and angry, his face no longer pleasant in the least.

      I nodded quickly, and he released me, tossing me aside like I was a ragdoll.

      Gasping, I straightened and gaped at him. “Who are you?”

      He rolled his dark eyes skyward as a dark cloud crossed over the sun.

      “This is the gratitude I get,” he muttered, but there was a smirk to his words.

      The cloud overhead sank lower over the horizon, falling onto the rose garden. Wisps of gray encircled me, choking me.

      “Stop!” I wheezed, the fluff filling my nose.

      “Do you want to remember, or don’t you?” he taunted me. “I thought you wanted to know who you are.”

      “No… yes… I….” Suddenly, I didn’t know if I wanted that anymore. I didn’t want to hear it from his mouth, but I desperately did need to know what he was saying, to understand his words.

      Tears of frustration flooded my eyes, and my vision blurred, the darkness enveloping me as my head began to spin.

      “Think, Mousie, think. Who are you? Where did you come from? How did you come to be here?”

      Agnan!

      The name slapped me in the face first, the realization that I was standing in the garden with the leader of the Order of Souls not scaring me as much as it should have. Why wasn’t I recoiling in terror, running for cover? Why was he looking at me like I was a pet of his?

      “How are you here?” I mumbled, my mind floating away to stare down at us.

      Flashes of images popped through my hole-filled memory now, one by one.

      Little children in ripped clothing, running through abandoned buildings, each of them carrying a dagger on their hips.

      I saw myself as a teenager, casting a spell on a peaceful crowd, gathered to watch a king’s speech, but it wasn’t Zen I was looking at. It was another king.

      Another burst of white smoke cleared the view for chaos as figures in dark cloaks descended on Silverhold Tower, me among them.

      I gasped and clawed the smoke away from my face, each one of my memories flooding back to me fresher and crisper than the last.

      “Enough! Enough! Stop!” I cried, fanning the blackness from my view, but Agnan only laughed with cruel cheer.

      “Do you remember now, Mousie?”

      “DON’T CALL ME THAT!” I spat, whirling around to confront him, my eyes flashing furiously.

      He whooped with pleasure through the thick of granite fog and clapped his hands. “You do remember!” he chortled. “Oh, how you hate being called Mousie.”

      “Fuck you, Agnan,” I hissed, waving my hands more wildly now.

      “Have you learned your lesson yet?” he cooed, drawing closer. “Or do you need some more time? Should I leave you to lie in the bed you’ve made for yourself?”

      I backed off, hissing, but my heart beat so wildly inside me, I thought it was going to come out of my throat.

      The bed I’ve made for myself. He means marrying Zen. Shit. What have I done?

      The smoke began to clear around me, and I struggled to breathe as anxiety flooded my soul—whatever soul I had left.

      More turmoil spiraled through me, and I struggled to cling to an anchor, something to ground me to reality, but the memories piled onto me in such a torrent, it was impossible to keep up with what was happening.

      I had been wrong about myself, and Zen had been wrong about me, too. I was bad. I was evil. I was a danger to him and the kingdom and had been all along.

      But he didn’t know that—he couldn’t. He would never have let me in if he had.

      And if he ever found out, he would certainly kill me. I couldn’t blame him.

      “Come along unless you want to continue sharing a bed with that disgusting cretin. I’d have you kill him in his sleep, but he’s too heavily guarded, and you’re too useful to be disposable. You might still come in handy if he doesn’t know who you are, and he can’t if he’s willing to put a ring on your finger. They really do get dumber and dumber as the years pass, don’t they?”

      Agnan turned to leave the gardens as I gaped after him, unsure of what to do. My instincts told me to run back to the castle and tell Zen everything, but how would he ever look at me with love again if he knew the truth about me?

      I wasn’t Mirielle, the amnesiac babe in the woods.

      I was Grendel, Agnan’s muse and a member of the Order. I’d done unspeakable things against the kingdom, unforgiveable acts that Zen would never understand if I tried to explain them.

      “Are you coming, Grendel?” Agnan barked. “Hurry up before those idiot guards wake up, and I’m forced to leave a corpse behind.”

      It wasn’t too late. I could still go to Zen. He might protect me given the circumstances, like he always had, and take care of Agnan forever.

      But he would never forgive me. I couldn’t even forgive myself for what I’d done. How could I ever expect Zen to forgive me?

      No, after all that Zen had endured, the more likely outcome was that he would lock me away until he determined what to do with me.

      “Mousie!”

      Blinking back the tears burning in my eyes, I spun around and rushed toward Agnan, despair washing over me in a tsunami.

      I had never deserved this life in the first place.

      I had to leave if I wanted to protect myself—and Zen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Continue reading about Zen and Mirielle in the final book of the duet.

        Royal Fate

        I’ll make any sacrifice to defeat the Order of Souls and reclaim what they took from me, even if it costs my life.

        Download on Amazon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other Books You’ll Love

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fated Immortals

        A complete shifter series, where primal desire and untamed power collide.

        Intense chemistry ignites and sizzling tension simmers between hot-as-sin alphas and strong, independent heroines. These fated mates' romances are spicy and dangerous stories that promise an addictive blend of romance and suspense.

      

        

      
        Fate of the Fae

        In the world of the Fae, it’s hard to know who to trust.

        Follow the fated romance of Ellie and Rainier as they fight the Conjurites to survive and save their kingdom.

      

        

      
        Forsaken Royals

        A sexy, reverse harem/why choose romance that will set your heart aflame. Ready or not, I've been thrust into a life of money, power, and magic. And now the four of us have to face our biggest challenge yet…learning not to betray each other.

      

        

      
        Midlife Magic and Mates

        Magic. Mayhem. Hot alphas that rock their worlds.

      

        

      
        Not bad for women in their forties.

      

        

      
        Join forces with Molly, Stephanie, Ali, and Missy as they soar into their forties with newfound magic and romance!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Vera Rivers Books

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Receive a FREE romance ebook by visiting my website and signing up for my mailing list:

      

      

      

      
        
        VeraRiversAuthor.com

      

      

      

      
        
        By signing up for our mailing list, you’ll receive a FREE  ebook. The newsletter will also provide information on upcoming books and special offers.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg









